




Sonoma Valley Museum of Art – January 2010

Copyright 2009
Donald Fortescue

Essays:
Maria Porges
Gord Peteran

Photography:  
Donald Fortescue, 
unless otherwise cited

Catalog Design:
Sandra Kelch of Designpool
www.designpoolstudio.com

Copy Editing:
Lindsey Westbrook

Printing:  
Lulu.com

You may order copies of this book
online at www.Lulu.com

Sonoma Valley Museum of Art – January 2010

genius loci
    by donald fortescue

Sonoma Valley Museum of Art 
January 8 - March 1, 2009



genius loci
D O N A L D  F O R T E S C U E





1  |   I N T R O D U C T I O N

2  |   N E W  W O R L D ( S ) 
 by Maria Porges

3  |   D E C O M P O S I N G  D O N A L D 
 by Gord Peteran

4  |   S O U N D I N G

5  |   TO U C H I N G  M E D U S A

6  |   PA N O P T I C O N  a n d  F I R S T  FA L L

7  |   U N D E R  T H E  B R I D G E

genius loci
T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S

8  |   C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

9  |   E A R L I E R  W O R K

1 0  |   AC K N O W L E D G M E N T S

1 1  |   R E S U M E





genius loci



My first profession was botany, a field in which I 
specialized in rare and endangered Australian plant 
species and botanical illustration. Working in the 
Royal Botanic Gardens in Sydney I was privileged 
to be able to directly handle dried plant specimens 
that were picked and preserved by Joseph Banks and 
Daniel Solander (and illustrated by the extraordinary 
Sydney Parkinson) on the first European voyage of 
discovery of the East Coast of Australia, captained 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

genius loci, noun [in sing.]
�e prevailing character or atmosphere of a place.
ORIGIN early 17th century:  
Latin, literally “spirit of the place.”
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Since 2001 I have been working on a series of pieces based on the 
collectors’ cabinets of the 18th century. My fascination with this historical 
form comes from two sources.

My first profession was botany; I specialized in rare and endangered 
Australian plant species and botanical illustration. Working in the Royal 
Botanic Gardens in Sydney I was privileged to be able to handle dried 
plant specimens that had originally been picked and preserved by Joseph 
Banks and Daniel Solander (and illustrated by the extraordinary Sydney 
Parkinson) on the first European voyage of discovery on the east coast 
of Australia, captained by then-lieutenant James Cook. �is sparked an 
abiding fascination with the scientific exploration of the Pacific and the 
characters who undertook it under such arduous circumstances.

�e second source of my interest is the tradition, typical of all European 
colonies, in which local (expatriate) artisans would construct exemplary 

pieces of cabinetwork for display back in the European capitals to 
demonstrate both the technical competence and (more importantly) the 
extraordinary natural resources of the colonies. �ese pieces followed in 
the tradition of the 17th-century Wunderkammer, or cabinet of curiosity, 
but to me they are more emotionally loaded: bittersweet nostalgia mixed 
with an emerging colonial sense of place and pride.

�e early collectors’ cabinets were designed to make palatable the strange, 
and even horrific, by presenting it in a familiar form—encased and safe but 
on view—like King Kong on stage in New York! When radios and other 
such technological devices first entered our homes, they were clothed in 
familiar and sumptuous domestic materials, for instance inlaid hardwood 
credenzas with velvet-upholstered speaker enclosures. It wasn’t until after 
World War II when tech-savvy servicemen and women returned to the 
United States after exposure to lots of “raw” technology that visible valves, 
metal casings, and Bakelite knobs became acceptable in the domestic 



My first profession was botany, a field in which I 
specialized in rare and endangered Australian plant 
species and botanical illustration. Working in the 
Royal Botanic Gardens in Sydney I was privileged 
to be able to directly handle dried plant specimens 
that were picked and preserved by Joseph Banks and 
Daniel Solander (and illustrated by the extraordinary 
Sydney Parkinson) on the first European voyage of 
discovery of the East Coast of Australia, captained 

realm. My cabinets are playing the same game by finding a way to frame 
“new” technology in the tropes of  “traditional” technology. But today, 
that juxtaposition seems anachronistic, perhaps even awkward, and thus 
highlights the different value systems embedded in each medium.

�e varied pieces that I have collected here under the rubric Genius Loci 
were created in diverse locations over several years. �ey are linked by a 
single artistic gesture: to create a unified work, in a very limited and thus 
intensive period of time, that engages with a fundamental aspect of the 
environment in which I find myself. All were made as part of an artist 
residency or a curated exhibition focused on the thematic of location. Each 
one draws on my existing artisanal expertise (cabinetmaking, sculpture, 
pen-and-ink illustration, photography) while expanding my making 
repertoire through technologies such as large-scale digital printing, digital 
video, photomontage, digital sound editing, and CNC manufacturing.



1 .  O N  T H E  E D G E 
 
At the end of the 1998 film Shakespeare in Love, the English heroine, 
her ship wrecked off the coast of North America, crawls up on a broad, 
deserted beach. �e virgin forest beyond is endless and green—a striking 
contrast to the claustrophobic gray streets of London, where much of 
the rest of the film has taken place. �e camera pulls back into a final, 
panoramic, God’s-eye shot that seemingly revels in the vast emptiness of 
the New World, circa 1600. For the audience, it’s a poignant moment. 
After all, we know what came next. Over the following century and a half, 
England exploited America’s tabula rasa in a number of ways, including 
using the Colonies as a dumping ground for inmates that its overflowing 
penal system could no longer accommodate. Alas, when the United States 
of America declared independence from the mother country in 1776, that 
came to a halt. So it was that in 1788, the first of many ships of British 
convicts arrived in Australia.

As Donald Fortescue knows, his native land (he grew up south of Sydney) 
and the United States (where he has lived for more than a decade) 
have much in common, beginning with a vibrantly diverse population 
descended from the above-mentioned unwilling emigrants and, in far 
greater numbers, those who came with dreams of making their fortunes. 
Both nations have the brashness and can-do spirit of young cultures, not 
to mention wide-open spaces and an affection for beer. During Fortescue’s 
2001 residency in Hobart, Tasmania, these similarities were on his mind. 
But so, too, were his experiences since moving to the United States in 
1997 to teach at California College of the Arts. Much of his childhood 
had been spent on an empty beach, listening to the ocean and picking 
up whatever had been left behind by the receding waves. In Oakland, 
Fortescue still lives near the edge of a continent, but in a neighborhood 
that is a mixture of urban decay and renovation: neat Victorian houses 
next to boarded-up buildings. He often finds interesting junk on the 
streets. �e soundtrack for his perambulations is the nearby freeway’s 

Maria Porges lives and works in Oakland. Her 
reviews and essays have appeared in numerous 
publications, including Artforum, Art in 
America, American Craft, and the New York 
Times Book Review. She is also a sculptor, and 
works with a wide range of media. Her pieces have 
been exhibited in galleries and museums across the 
United States.
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studying scientific illustration in college, he worked for some time at 
Sydney’s famous Royal Botanic Gardens as a staff illustrator, polishing 
his drawing skills.) �ese images are stacked in one of the drawers so 
that none but the uppermost can be seen clearly, yet all are visible at once, 
ghosts half-hidden in the layers of film. On the walls nearby, four immense 
digital prints—the largest is 30 feet long—turn out to be blown-up details 
of these illustrations. Like Chuck Close’s paintings, they are decipherable 
only from a distance. �e tripod shape and careful brasswork of the 
cabinet’s legs, suggesting an old camera or surveying device, extends this 
visual metaphor. Sometimes we long to come close to the past, but we 
can never see it except from a distance that lengthens inexorably with the 
passage of time.

continued...

perpetual dull roar. In 2001 in Hobart (the capital of Tasmania, but a 
small city nevertheless) he looked for similar junk, but the streets were 
too clean. On nearby beaches, though, he began to find an interesting mix 
of fragments, both human-made and natural, much as he had once upon 
a time on the beaches of his boyhood. Still, as they say, you can’t go home 
again. Fortescue knew that he’d soon return to California. In a way, he 
had become a kind of outsider everywhere: an observer in a liminal no-
man’s-land.

Correspondence (2001) reads as a kind of love letter, written from 
that observer’s distance, addressed to his childhood habit of creating 
collections of shells and shards. Celery-top pine and Tasmanian 
blackwood have been crafted into an exquisite collector’s cabinet. Its five 
drawers are filled with neat groupings of some of the objects Fortescue 
found on Hobart’s beaches as well as careful technical drawings on 
translucent drafting film of these bits of flotsam and jetsam. (After 



2 .  ( W AT E R )  U N D E R  T H E  B R I D G E

Still, however far away San Francisco and Sydney are from each other, 
they overlook the same ocean. Under the Bridge (2004) embodies this 
fluid-yet-immutable relationship in images hidden within two long-
legged collector’s cabinets. When the top of each is opened, a video loop 
of the ocean’s surface can be seen on a small rectangular screen recessed 
inside. �ough these three-minute sequences of shifting waves were 
shot in very different spots—looking down from the bridges that span, 
respectively, Sydney Harbour and the Golden Gate—little difference 
between them can be detected. Each is a glowing jewel of blue or green, 
set into a deep, polished frame.

�e precious quality of these images, not to mention the exquisite 
craftsmanship of the cabinets in which they are presented, invokes the 
tradition of the Wunderkammer. �is extraordinary type of collector’s 

cabinet first appeared in the 17th century, in the form of elaborate pieces 
of furniture used by collectors to house and display diverse collections of 
curiosities, from exotic shells, bits of coral, and supposed unicorn horns 
(from antelopes, rhinoceroses, or narwhals) to gems, instruments, and even 
works of art. But the collections in Fortescue’s cabinets are as much ideas 
as they are things: observations and experiences, scaled and modulated in 
ways that remind us of the vast breadth of geological, natural time and 
space. �e cabinets themselves reveal a fascination with hidden worlds 
secreted inside drawers, beneath water, or even among trees.

3 .  I F  A  T R E E  FA L L S  I N  T H E  F O R E S T,  H O W  W I L L  W E  S E E  I T ?

�e trees in question are a grove of aspens in the Colorado Rockies, not 
far from the Continental Divide. Aspen communities grow outward 
from a single individual. All of the trees in such groups are genetic clones, 
connected by underground roots. One such grove is in the running for the 
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title of the largest living organism on the planet. In 2006, during a short 
residency at Anderson Ranch Arts Center, Fortescue photographed an 
aspen forest under snow. After much patient manipulation, this image 
became a continuous, panoramic circle of black trees and white snow, 
housed inside a 12-sided cabinet—again, on a tall tripod—which can be 
viewed through multiple peepholes. �e holes in a second, slightly shorter 
cabinet reveal something different: the circumference of a single aspen 
tree. Which tree? It doesn’t matter. �e forest is the tree, and the tree a 
whole forest. Fortescue calls this piece Panopticon, a word that sounds like 
panorama but has its origin in a less benign idea. Coined by the English 
philosopher Jeremy Bentham (only a few years after those first convicts 
arrived in Australia) the word refers to a prison in which a circle of cells 
are arranged around a central guard post, making it possible to observe all 
the inmates at all times.

During the same residency, Fortescue took another picture of the snow-
laden trees, but had it printed at such an enlarged scale that it is difficult 
to “read” it as anything other than a mass of abstract marks. We literally 
can’t see the trees for the forest. After a few moments of contemplation, 
fantastic forms may begin to appear out of the claustrophobic mass of 
light and dark, like the figures in Richard Dadd’s strange picture �e Fairy 
Feller’s Master-Stroke (1855–64). Fortescue’s title for this photographic 
print, First Fall, refers both to the first snowfall recorded in the picture 
and to humanity’s acquisition of the knowledge of good and evil and 
subsequent ejection from paradise. Like Dadd’s weird trolls, the Victorian 
predilection for naming natural features after demons or their works (the 
Devil’s Paint Pots, the Witch’s Cauldron) suggests the effects that that 
fateful descent has had on our relationship with wilderness. It isn’t an 
accident that the only way to really decode this image is to stand far away 
from it.



4 .  T H E S E  B O OT S  A R E  M A D E  F O R  W A L K I N G

Viewed as a group, these cabinets look almost peripatetic. �eir long legs 
seem to be made for traveling—like, perhaps, those of their maker. �e 
deeply traditional nature of their construction and materials—beautiful
wood, gleaming brass and glass, delicate inlays of shell—contrasts 
fascinatingly with the digitally manipulated elements and images that 
identify them as objects of the 21st century. �eir three feet are in 
two places: tradition and innovation, craft and art, micro and macro, 
innocence and knowledge. �ese binary pairs are not opposites. �ey are 
relationships, embodied through Fortescue’s imagination.

�ese pieces also evoke another, special kind of cabinetmaking: one 
common to the two worlds inhabited by the artist, both metaphorically 
and physically. Once upon a time, in order to assert the high level of craft 
of which they were capable, New World artisans created cunning and 

exquisite objects as gifts for important visitors, using local materials. Later, 
such works made appearances at international expositions and world’s 
fairs. Like the contents of a collector’s cabinet, they were meant to inspire 
wonder and admiration in the thousands of spectators who attended 
such events. Another feature of these fairs was interesting inventions, 
wondrous mechanical devices. Sounding (2008), made in collaboration 
with Lawrence LaBianca, is both wonder and cabinet, all in one. A table 
with elegant cabriolet legs serves as the pedestal for an enormous horn, 
something like the old-fashioned Victrola horn from the early days of 
sound reproduction. But the table is a lattice of welded steel rods, filled 
with rocks. �e artists submerged this structure in the ocean for a couple 
of months, during which time it acquired a mesmerizing patina of rust 
and sea creatures. Standing close to it, a murmur of sea sounds is audible 
coming out of the enormous horn, like the sound of the surf we listened to 
as children, shells to our ears, longing for the beach.
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�ese days, the instant communication made possible by electronic media 
has obviated the need for the kind of show-and-tell that expositions once 
offered. Or has it? �ese pieces and their maker remind us that we are 
not only a pair of eyes, but a body as well. To appreciate Fortescue’s work, 
we must engage in an intimate, almost voyeuristic relationship with each 
piece, savoring its details and secrets. At the same time, only a distant 
view reveals the whole picture. We must step forward and back, look (and 
listen) closely and from far away, as he has.

Correspondence
2001
Navigator
Digital ink transfer print  
on polyester film.
97 5/8” x 35 1/4



I’m not going to talk about Donald Fortescue’s artwork.
But I find the man rather interesting.
Why does he insist upon disrupting our realities so? 
What is the source of his blind spot that drives him so hard into the visual?
I’m not generally engaged by an artist’s physical objects. If I was, I guess I 
might have pursued a different path.
I would purchase art.
I don’t.
I tend to collect other things.
Donald is typical of many artists working today: Atypical. Post-conceptual. 
Post-discipline. Almost post-art!
Globally we’re at a curious visual crossroads.
Donald and I share a profound interest in the object. We are both 
furniture makers who have little interest in furniture. We pay attention to 
the ergonomics of the mind and the struggles and uncertainty of the body.
One day last month, as we stumbled together through exhibitions of 

works by Martin Puryear and Maya Lin, I realized there’s no one I’d rather 
do this with.
We both don’t enjoy it in the same way.  He doesn’t agree with me when 
I most need it and often points out the folly of my particular train of 
thought with a wicked insight that I detest and adore. He doesn’t cave 
easily in a discussion. I find him a challenge, he’s dangerous and . . . he’s 
hiding something.
For these reasons I try to keep him close.
I recently read an article in Woodwork magazine listing Donald’s 
handsome litany of posts and achievements, but upon finishing I realized 
it shed no light on the man. Just like woodworking itself, the very 
substance that holds it together is rarely revealed. �e glue.
It is generally held that an artist is revealed through their artwork.
I disagree. Granted, their work is a symptom, but not necessarily one that 
leads us toward a better understanding of its author. On the contrary it is 
more likely a series of cleverly devised puzzles and visual decoys.

Gord Peteran is 52 years old and lives in Toronto. 
He has devoted his 25-year career to exploring 
furniture’s relationship to the body. He claims 
he’s done the “usual things”—taught, lectured, 
and exhibited widely—but others call his career 
anything but usual. His works have been labeled 
“subversive,” “funny,” “sinister,” and “devices for 
torture or sexual experimentation.” 

A retrospective of his artwork, Furniture 
Meets Its Maker (touring from 2006–9), 
curated by Glenn Adamson of the Victoria 
and Albert Museum in London, showed 
at the Sonoma Valley Museum of Art 
concurrently with Genius Loci.
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Donald is interesting because he’s interested. He is able to leap successfully 
from one adventure to another.
Why? 
He takes large steps between projects. Each new body of work confidently 
strikes out in a new direction, as if his search is more urgent than most. 
What does Donald expect to find? During a recent discussion on how 
seeing happens, I suggested that seeing is a search for what we’ve already 
seen and that it may be impossible to see something new. Donald was 
adamantly opposed to this theory. I had struck a nerve. I later realized 
that this hypothesis had no place within a quest such as his. He intends 
to continue seeing for the first time. We will see something we have never 
seen before. Donald will see to it.
I notice beautifully made wooden tripods supporting a number of his 
recent pieces. Suspiciously similar to three-legged surveyor’s transom 
supports. Site/sight?

I asked Donald one question while composing this: “What do you want 
from life?”
“I want to engage with the world in an increasingly nuanced and sensory way. 
I want to take advantage of the rich language of associations and connections 
that I have accumulated in my mind and body over the last half-century and 
use that fertile humus layer of lived experience to mold new experiences for 
myself and others (through teaching, sharing my work, and simply living in 
society). �e cabinets are a mechanism for this. �ey allow me to travel and 
explore new places and to work collaboratively with new people and new tools. 
�ey also act as a focusing device to give me a goal to work toward within a 
limited timeframe. �ey subsequently act as snapshots, mementos, memorials, 
and windows into an experience to share with others. If I didn’t have to work 
and had no financial constraints, I would choose to travel the world working 
with new people in novel situations to create works collaboratively to share with 
new audiences. �at’s very open-ended, but I’m sure it would end up being very 
focused and interconnected.”



How lovely.
Or is it?

Perhaps it also reveals a menacing hunger, a running hunger that’s 
running out of time. Extract some of the polite and generous words 
and read it again. Why do we masquerade as such pleasant beasts? In 
any case I also know that most great artists, or for that matter great 
men, need a variety of paranoid and obsessive-compulsive demons as 
propellant. �ere is a gentle, looming danger to both Donald and his 
objects. Not much results from “pleasant.”
Intending to create a Christmas greeting card, I executed a picture of 
the old lady’s house that I see through the front window of my home. A 
few days later, she died! �is untimely event altered my drawing to such 
a degree that no cards went out this year. Also, on multiple occasions, 
I’ve noticed that streetlights go out when I approach them. Small things, 
surely, but I could go on to list some more seemingly coincidental 

paranormal phenomena that I have experienced, but since I cannot easily 
prove them to be true I run the risk of appearing abnormal.
Donald once confided in me the most amazing, lengthy, detailed list of 
curious repeating events that have happened to him. Unlike mine, his list 
can be proven true! Suffice to say he was reluctant to allow me to reproduce 
it here. I’ve been told that the acute paranoia comes first, and then we set 
about to compile proof. Unfortunately we usually do. I suspect life is rancid 
with coincidence but few of us have the courage to see it. As artists, we are 
in the business of transfiguring reality. We are constantly pushing things 
back and forth across the boundaries between the imagined world and the 
visible “real.”
But if I was going to talk about Donald Fortescue’s artwork, thinking back 
over the pieces that I remember, I would say that quite often it is about 
restricted view and searching and blindness, about traveling and paralysis, 
about beginning again and about death . . . but in a good way! It embraces 
the full cerebral spectrum, both the pleasant and the unpleasant. I know 
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many who own and trust his “snapshots,” “mementos,” and “memorials,” as 
he calls them.
It’s rarely comfortable furniture.
As Donald searches for the object of his desire, the collateral residue that 
he produces helps others find theirs, good or bad.
Donald preys on the obvious. He leads us toward our “ideal” through a 
very severe craft. He’ll go to great lengths to have us view the bark of a tree. 
Or to look exactly straight down onto the surface of water. Exactly straight 
down. Exactly what body of water I don’t know. I imagined it to be San 
Francisco Bay. While I reexamined the topographical nature of waves and 
the haunting depth and temperature and sound, I also began to experience 
a mild vertigo and found myself backing away from the edge.
Recently he asked me the strangest question. Did I like his artwork? I tried 
to avoid the question and I know he noticed. I found the question peculiar, 
as if he had asked me: Do I like his arm? It’s not that simple for me. Just 
below his lovely structure hovers his dark, difficult issues of survival. 

Where does the person stop and the artwork begin? Donald is no fool. 
He knew the penetration that question would have and what it might 
incite.
I’ll continue to pay close attention.
But for now, I’ll defer answering, pending further analysis.

Correspondence
2001
Sherd
Digital ink transfer print  
on polyester film.
36” x 36 1/8”



Sounding is a collaboration with the San Francisco–based sculptor 
Lawrence LaBianca and was developed for Bay Area Now 5 at San 
Francisco’s Yerba Buena Center for the Arts. �e exhibition explored 
ideas of how to reimagine a regional survey in an era of globalization. Its 
curators posed several questions: How does the physical geography of the 
San Francisco Bay, both natural and constructed, influence the Bay Area 
as a site of artistic production? How does the history of this region shape 
local residents’ understanding of themselves and the rest of the world’s 
notion of this place? What are the contrasts among the myths, ideals, and 
realities of the Bay Area and the aspirations of its residents?

Sounding derives from the book Moby-Dick by Herman Melville, which 
has long been a source of inspiration for both of us. Our fascination with 
Moby-Dick comes in part from its detailed evocation of the bygone crafts 
of sailing and whaling and the struggles of men at sea, and also from 
its powerful and ever-relevant dissection of monomania. �rough this 

work we hoped to conjure the era of the book’s writing through the use 
of period forms such as a cabriole-legged table and hailing horn, while 
making it also very much of the moment by incorporating contemporary 
sound recordings and digital fabrication technologies. We constructed 
the table out of steel rods and filled it with beach rocks, then lowered it 
into the ocean near Pillar Point in Half Moon Bay, where over the course 
of two months it accumulated living accretions from the ocean. Atop the 
table is an oversize sound-amplifying funnel reminiscent of the hailing 
horns used on whaling ships, which is constructed of laser-cut panels of 
polycarbonate lashed together with nylon zip ties. �e horn amplifies and 
concentrates a sound recording made by a hydrophone close to where the 
table was submerged.

Sounding provides a direct link to the living oceans surrounding the Bay 
Area through sight, sound, smell, and touch. In both form and concept it 
also links to the historical, literary, and metaphorical oceans of Moby-Dick.
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Sounding
2008
Collaboration with Lawrence LaBianca.
Steel, rocks, dried aquatic flora and fauna, 
polycarbonate, zip ties, sound.
120” x 48”x 96”





�is piece was made during a short residency at the For-Site Foundation on 
the outskirts of Nevada City in the foothills of California’s Sierra Nevada. �is 
wonderful property perches above the south fork of the Yuba River and has a 
complex natural and human history, which is both overtly and subtly written on 
the land. One prominent feature is an honored old live oak tree known locally 
as Medusa, both for its richly complex canopy and for its almost mythological 
standing in the community. It is estimated to be more than 800 years old and is 
one of the largest and oldest trees of its kind in the region.

I made the piece in response to my interaction with and respect for this living 
entity. It is a simple rubbing taken from the base of the tree on a piece of paper 
that has the same dimensions as my own body. �e charcoal that I used for the 
rubbing was made at For-Site the evening before, out of twigs and sticks of live 
oak and manzanita collected under Medusa’s canopy. �e scroll-like rubbing is 
stored in a plain wooden case made of cypress from a small dead tree that I felled 
within eyeshot of Medusa.

Touching Medusa
2007
Madrone and live oak  
charcoal rubbing on  
cellulose paper in  
cypress box.
77 5/8” x 18 1/8”
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Panopticon was constructed far from the ocean, on the Continental Divide in 
fact, at Anderson Ranch Arts Center just outside of Aspen in the Colorado 
Rockies. It consists of a matched pair of cabinets mounted on tripods. Each 
12-sided cabinet is made of ash and walnut, and on each of the 12 sides 
is a lens that focuses the viewer’s eye onto a circular digital photographic 
transparency at the cabinet’s center. One shows a panorama of an aspen 
forest under snow (shown on the next pages). �e other shows a macro view 
of the circumference of a single aspen tree (shown below). Aspens are clonal, 
and an aspen grove is usually a single genetic individual—one of the largest 
organisms on the planet.

By interacting with Panopticon, a viewer’s attention is focused both inward 
and outward. �e digital images are contained and distanced so that the 
experience is both intimate and removed. �e word panopticon originally 
referred to a form of prison architecture with a central viewing hub from 
which all of the inmates could be viewed simultaneously.  

�is structure was proposed by the extraordinary 19th-century British 
social reformer and philosopher Jeremy Bentham, whose embalmed 
body (self-titled Auto-Icon) is still on display in a glass-fronted cabinet 
at University College London. By an interesting coincidence, Bentham’s 
nephew George Bentham was one of Australia’s most important and 
encyclopedic early plant taxonomists.
 
Also completed at Anderson Ranch Arts Center, First Fall is a digital ink 
transfer print of a digitally reworked image of the first snowfall of the 
season caught in the branches of a dense copse of young aspen trees. I was 
interested in how the reworking of the image created a complex, scalable 
pattern. �e change of scale abstracts the image and draws attention 
to fine details. �ese details can be read as tiny anthropomorphic and 
zoomorphic forms, recalling the Victorian tendency to see narrative and 
human forms in otherwise-abstract natural forms, such as the patterns of 
rock formations and waterfalls.

Panopticon
2006
Ash, walnut, glass lenses and acrylic  
with digital panoramas on film.
Looking out - 60” x 36” x 30” 
Looking in - 52” x 36” x 30” 
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First Fall 
2006
Digital print on paper
44” x 81 3/4” 
(on the second spread following) 







Panopticon
2006
Looking out 
(internal panorama)







�e piece was developed for a traveling exhibition entitled Convergence, 
which originated at the Oceanside Museum of Art near San Diego. 
It took as its premise the interconnectedness and mutual influence of 
two communities of artists—one Tasmanian, one American—who use 
furniture as a key component of their work. �e connection has largely 
revolved around the School of Art of the University of Tasmania (the 
southernmost island state of Australia) in Hobart, where all of the 
American artists have visited or worked for some period.

Under the Bridge includes two small, finely crafted, lidded cabinets 
standing adjacent to each other on tripods. Raising one or the other of 
their lids reveals and activates a small screen set deep into the cabinet body 
showing looped video footage of moving water. �e footage was shot from 
the centers of the famous bridges of Sydney and San Francisco, but no 
part of the bridges or surrounding landscape appears in the frame. �e 
waters are from my two “homes” on either side of the Pacific Ocean, and 

they are superficially similar yet fundamentally different. �e ocean for 
me has always represented longing and separation as well as a bittersweet 
combination of evanescence and duration. �e boxes contain “samples” of 
the Pacific Ocean taken in two very distant locations . . . but is it possible 
to tell them apart? �e work raises the questions: What constitutes 
home and homeland? What makes one place distinct from another? How 
can one capture and contain a sense of place? �e gently rolling water 
represents both the distance and the similarity between these two “homes.”

�e work draws on the iconography of collectors’ cabinets, early cameras, 
and surveying instruments. Under the Bridge presents contemporary views 
from contemporary, primarily urban locations but doesn’t reference the 
urban environment. In fact, the videos portray a world largely devoid of 
human presence—the “wilderness” of the early collectors’ imaginations.

Under the Bridge
2005
Sydney - Australian myrtle and shell,  
with video components.
San Francisco - Madrone and shell,  
with video components.
Each cabinet - 44” x 34” x 28”
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Under the Bridge
2005
Screenshots
San Francisco - left,
Sydney - right









�e piece that I consider the first in the Genius Loci series was completed as part of 
a residency in Hobart, Australia, in 2001 and shown there at the Plimsoll Gallery.  
It consists of a finely crafted collector’s cabinet with five openable, glass-topped 
drawers and four huge digital ink transfer prints mounted on the gallery walls.

�e cabinet is made from local timber (Tasmanian blackwood and celery-top 
pine) and contains found objects from my open-eyed exploration of Hobart 
and its environment. �e objects are all connected to the littoral, or shoreline 
interface between land and ocean.

�e digital prints are enlargements of portions of painstakingly detailed pen-
and-ink illustrations that I made from some of the found objects. Enlarged 
in this way, the subjects defy easy recognition. Each small mark becomes 
prominent and the image as a whole becomes reminiscent of other kinds of 
images such as topographic maps, sonar scans, and shoreline profiles from  
the logbooks of early explorers.
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Correspondence
2001
Cabinet 
Celery-top pine, Tasmanian  
blackwood, glass and brass, with  
pen and ink illustrations on 
polyester film, found shells, hand-
tied fishing flies and lead sinkers.
56” x 24” x 26”

Correspondence
2001
Fusinus
Digital ink transfer print  
on polyester film.
35 1/4” x 201 1/2”
(on wall in far right)







Correspondence
2001
Bassina
Digital ink transfer print  
on polyester film.
35 1/4” x 234”
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Permutations is one body of work with many components, divided into  
two main parts. �e first part, On the level, is made up of 34 spindle forms. 
Each spindle varies from four inches in diameter and two and a half feet 
tall to twelve inches in diameter and eight feet tall. Each is made of two 
coopered cones joined together at their bases. �e cones are connected 23 
inches above the ground (that is, the bottom halves are all 23 inches tall).  
In the gallery they lean against the wall in single file, as if facing a firing 
squad. Each piece just touches its neighbor. �eir total running length is 
more than 45 feet. �e wood is raw, unfinished, recycled redwood.

�e second part, Lean, is a disk of Australian rosewood, six feet in diam-
eter, also comprised of two coopered cones joined at their bases. But the 
fundamental geometry of its construction might not be readily apparent; 
the thin edge thickens toward the center, where it is pierced by a void 10 
inches in diameter. �is piece is oiled and polished to a warm luster. It  
also leans against the wall, resting on its edge.

�e title Permutations derives from the fact that each piece is a variant 
of the same basic form. My chosen constraint was to work with this one 
form and see where the exploration would lead. I was drawn to the fact 
that it resembles many familiar things (tools, parts of machines, natural 
forms such as seeds, pollen, and diatoms) but it is also quintessentially 
geometric, and hence abstract. I regard it as a Platonic ideal, familiar yet 
not quite everyday. �e connections among these forms are as important 
as the autonomy of the individual objects. �e various pieces have varying 
degrees of individual-
ity and autonomy. �e 
experience of each is 
enriched by the presence 
of the others.

Lean
2003
New South Wales rosewood
72 x 72 x 12 in.

On the level
2003
Recycled redwood
29-96 x 546 x 4-12 in.





All of the pieces in this series reference traditional vessel forms and 
traditional craft processes. Each resembles a conventional vessel (a seedpod 
or vase, perhaps) but it is closed, and has thus lost its potential utility and 
become become purely conceptual; hence the title Empty Vessels. Each 
is created using simple repetitive techniques: innumerable rings of birch 
plywood are glued on top of each other, turned in segments on a lathe, and 
then joined into a single form, which is finally hand shaped and polished. 
�e resulting pieces are visibly layered, resembling sedimentary strata–
essentially the layers of labor that went into each piece. �eir almost 
human scale pushes them into a curious zone, giving them a strangely 
looming but unthreatening presence.

I am very interested in the traditional role of crafts as industry rather than 
art—the era when every workday was essentially identical, and an artisan’s 
skill and fluency improved over time, with practice, into mastery.
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Plumbs
2001
Finnish birch plywood
Each 53 x 32 x 32 in.
Photo – Kallan Nishimoto

Pike (basking)
2000
Finnish birch plywood
12 x 108 x 14 in.
Photo – Kallan Nishimoto

Pip
2001
Finnish birch plywood
42 x 48 x 8 in.
Photo – Kallan 
Nishimoto

Experimental Design Award
San Francisco Museum of  
Modern Art  
Installation View
2001
Photo – Kallan Nishimoto

Pike
2000
Finnish birch plywood
100 x 12 x12 in.
Photo – Kallan Nishimoto
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Self-Contained is, for me, a very metaphorical piece, and the first piece I 
made after moving to the United States. It is about passage and transition, 
and entering into a different life. It was also a matter of resurrecting my 
working process. I needed to find some space in my life to go into the 
studio every day and immerse myself in a very repetitive task (the 70,000 
or so marks burned into its surface are a rough equivalent of the number 
of working hours in an average person’s life). It recalls the Zen notion of 
practice. For me, that is what craft is all about.

Self-contained
2001
Laminated and coopered mahogany  
with pyrographed markings.
80 x 23 x 23 in.
Photo – Kallan Nishimoto
(details above)

Hulls (detail)
1999 - 2001
Laminated and coopered mahogany
Each 6 x 28 x 8 in.
Photo – Kallan Nishimoto
(far right)
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�e myth of the solo artist striving alone in his or her studio is one that 
I’ve always found to be almost universally untrue and unproductive. Art is a 
collaborative process, carried out within a rich cultural context among many 
players. A huge number of people have been directly and indirectly instrumental 
in the production of this catalog, the exhibitions in which these works have 
appeared, and the creation of the individual pieces.

During the years that this body of work has been under development I have 
been a full-time professor at California College of the Arts in San Francisco. 
CCA bought me to the United States in 1997 to run its Furniture Program, and 
it has been my intellectual home ever since. �roughout this period CCA has 
supported me creatively, financially, and socially. I have met an extraordinary array 
of artists, designers, educators, philosophers, and students, many of whom have 
had a profound effect on my thinking and the direction of my work.

�e catalog in your hands was created by Sandra Kelch (creative director of 
Designpool).  Sandra is my wife and companion and has been both a staunch 
supporter and a dispassionate critic since we first met.  

Maria Porges wrote the catalog essay entitled “New World(s)” and has pointed out 
many interesting connections and ramifications from the point of view of her own 
long-standing interest in cabinets of curiosity.

Genius Loci had its first outing as a body of work at the Sonoma Valley Museum 
of Art in Sonoma, California. Simon Blattner, board chair, proposed the idea 
and supported it throughout its gestation. Lia Transue, former director, bought 
the idea to reality and encouraged the project throughout its development. �e 
production of this catalog was supported by the Sonoma Valley Museum of Art.

Gord Peteran, whose exhibition Furniture Meets Its Maker coincided with Genius 
Loci at the museum, was a great sounding board during the show’s development. 
Gord kindly agreed to write a thoughtful perspective on my work for this catalog. 

1 0
genius loci

A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S



For the works themselves I owe a huge debt to numerous artists, collaborators,  
and assistants. In reverse chronological order:

Sounding was a seamless (and totally enjoyable and stimulating) collaboration with 
Lawrence LaBianca. �anks to our friends Ron Kucera, Mike Zinsley, and Teddie 
Braud for their help with the submergence of the table. �e laser-cut components 
were made by Alan Vien of Laser Alliance in Milpitas, California. Berin Golonu 
and Kate Eilertsen, curators of Bay Area Now 5 at Yerba Buena Center for the 
Arts, provided the opportunity for us to create this work and their insightful 
criticism helped shape its development.

Touching Medusa was produced during my tenure as the inaugural Education 
Fellow at the For-Site Foundation near Nevada City, California. Special thanks  
to Cheryl Haines, director of both the For-Site Foundation and Haines Gallery  
in San Francisco.

Panopticon and First Fall were produced during an artist residency at Anderson 
Ranch Arts Center near Aspen, Colorado. �e residency was facilitated by my 
longtime colleague and friend Susan Working. �e work was realized with the 
invaluable assistance of two of the Ranch’s incredibly talented, creative, and 
generous studio managers, Jason Schneider and Liliana Mejia.

Under the Bridge was created for the exhibition Convergence, which was imagined, 
curated, and organized by John and Penny Smith of Hobart, Australia. �e digital 
video components were constructed and programmed by David Williams of 
Making �ings in San Francisco. 

Correspondence was made during an artist residency at the School of Art of the 
University of Tasmania in Hobart in 2001. Local artists John Smith, Patrick Hall, 
and Peter Prasil made invaluable contributions to the making of the work. �e 
digital prints were created by Photolith Reprographics in Hobart.
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