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CREATIVITY The debate about art versus eraft falters at the splendid
door of Greer Honeywill’s creations, writes Andrew Stephens.

Singing

ET IN THE GARDEN OF
her country house,
Greer Honeywill’s stu-
dio is a short distance
from a magnificent
shadow-green hedge.
The hedge, once
straightish lines and hard edges, is
now a bulbous growth of knobs and
anthropomorphous curves. [t pro-
tects the main building from the
harsh winds whipping across the
fields.

This kooky take on a country
hedge was Honeywill's idea and she
hires a man from the mountain
nearby to do the clipping — the
crafting, one might say. He's given
something of a free rein but Honey-
will, as is her way, has firm artistic
control over this garden fancy.

In the studio is the beautiful work
in wood that Honeywill has been
dreaming up and working on for the
past eight years or so, though it's
probably been gestating for a lot
longer. It's largely about domesticity,
much of its impetus coming from
her childhood years in Adelaide.

Like the hedge, but in a vastly
superior way, the woodwork has
been thoughtfully conceived and
executed. The precision of the
construction — the craft — is excep-
tionally fine. And the emotional-
intellectual intrigue it stirs up — the
art, if you like — is enthralling.

Craft (as a noun, not a verb) is
not a fashionable word, snootily
avoided by a certain ilk of art

in the grain

reflected that while a fine art object
is assumed to be unique and to
“stimulate the higher senses", it is
possible to work conceptually and
functionally at the same time,

Tell that to the infamous French
artist Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968),
who has kept these crafty art
scholars and theorists very busy
since he submitted the world’s first
well-known “readymade”, Fountain,
for a 1917 exhibition. Fountain was
a men’s urinal, which, by its very
nature, came with the craftwork
intact; the artwork, as it were, was
imbued by virtue of the flourish of
the artist's signature (not even
Duchamp's, but his alter ego R.
Mutt) and its submission as an art
work. Duchamp/Mutt said it was art,
and so it was, though many disputed
it and hackles still rise about its
cultural status to this day. Some
traditionalists, I'm sure, would love
to piss in it.

Found objects have made count-
less appearances in galleries and
exhibitions ever since Duchamp’s
defiant act, and Honeywill is no dif-
ferent: her evocative assemblage
Evidence (2003) includes bakers’
trays, a child’s beach chair, cake
moulds, a frypan and a pull-along
trolley. The collection is augmented
with house frames and is prevailed
over by an upholstered, padded table
that has something of the madhouse
about it,

This sepia-tinted history — for so
it seems — wrestles with the

scholar. But here, looking at trades to help her realise the Greer Honeywill's (knitting, pottery, macrame and the domestic flavour of childhood
Honeywill's work, it's a relief — a complex, finely detailed drawings Embroidered House | like) is sometimes pretty, always memories, of free imaginations
responsibility — to let the objects do | she conceives and labours upon. (above) and useful, but happily free of intellectual | tainted by physical restraint, of

the talking on the issue of art versus | She pays these tradespeople — Crossing (below) depth. baking with mother, of

craft carpenters, upholsterers — and she It's an old and (for those in the claustrophobic afternoons indoors, of

In one room of the studio is her
delicately assembled Lately my diet
has become a trifle monotonous
(2001). It's a neat house frame in
doll's-house proportions, bordered
ornamentally by biscuit-cutter letters
that spell out the sorts of dishes her
mother used to prepare — such as
salmon cakes, blancmange, bread-
and-butter pudding, mixed grills.
She estimates more than 166,000
individual meals over a 55-year
period. It's set on a tall side table
and all the delights and oppressions
of suburban life accompany it.

Houses, cooking, entrapment,
respectability, cleansing, conformity,
security: all sorts of feelings and
ideas are conjured up by the austere,
almost Shaker-style sculpture. It is
furniture — a hall table? an altar? —
domicile, garden bed and cooking

acknowledges them in her cata-
logues. She carefully sources and
chooses the timber — American red-
wood, cherrywood, Huon pine —
with as much prudence as she
chooses her craftspeople and as
much diligence as she applies to her
drawings.

So in her own way, Honeywill is
an architect and the visions born of
her experiences and her inner life
come into existence under her
detailed direction. The craft, as it
were, becomes inseparable from the
art, if indeed the two were ever
discrete or at odds here.

Honeywill’s show is called
Against the Grain, Works in Wood
2000-2007 and is on at Craft
Victoria, where first-time visitors
with a passing interest in the arts
might assume a popular understand-

field) circular debate, for the art-craft
boundaries blur in much the same
way that nominal categories of what
is “high"" or “low” culture are often
inseparable.

While there certainly are objects
that are distinctively craft or distinc-
tively art, perhaps a better road is to
talk about the crafting used in art-
making, as is the case with Honey-
will’s woodworks.

In 1992 Craft Victoria commiss-
ioned a four-lecture program, Nature
of the Beast, intended to explore how
crafts differ from fine art. Critic
Peter Timms wrote at that time that
“s0 many people spend so much
time and energy insisting that the
so-called art-craft debate is dead
that we can be assured it isn't”, and
observed that “useful” objects still
tend to be valued less than so-called

the bursts of insanity domesticity
can provoke.

Crossing (2007) also boasts a
found object: an old model boat
made from deep-dark wood. It's
almost the antithesis of Evidence:
freedom, escape, the exterior
landscape.

Like many before her,
Honeywill’s artistic direction is
about orchestrating careful
placement and arrangement: the
skills of her tradespeople, the
specific materials she seeks out, the
objects that speak for her but are
made by unknown people, even by
factories. All these things are under
her formidable spell — her skill at
assembling objects and imagery to
express her psyche.

Philosopher Alain de Botton

surface. It is feminine space, mascu- | ing (even among regular gallery art objects. P CONTINUED PAGE 18
line space and the weight of recent goers) about what constitutes art, as Designer Susan

history: the optimism of the 1950s opposed to craft. This idea might Cohn — deliciously

and the necessary drudgery that run thus: an art object is unique, clear and

went along with it, as householders meaningful and skilfully produced, succinct —

filled the suburbs with their dreams | while a craft object is utilitarian, very had some

and their disappointments. skilfully produced and not especially care

Another thing immediately evi-
dent is the fine construction work,

the superb joinery and the top- rug — though, personally, I find suggesting
quality timbers. Honeywill's oeuvre hand-woven knee-rugs quite soul- that all art

is broad — painting, photography, elevating). objects ought
sound, sculpture — but for her Art, in this model, is for looking simply to be
woodwork, in that famous Renais- at and thinking about — it is considered on
sance old master way, she garners intended to communicate ideas, their own

the skills of others with specific meanings and feelings — while craft terms. She

focused on elevating the soul or the
intellect (e.g. a hand-woven knee-

chosen words |
to say as well,
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un of the world™.

ninity, status and the
suburban dream.

home and hysterics,

way.

Against the Grain: Works In Wood
2000-2007 s at Craft Victoria,
31 Finders Lane, untll June 23.
eraftvic.asn.au

writes beautifully about the deepest
pu?uaas of art in Status Anxiety,
and in Honeywill's contemplative
work it is richly evident: we make
art, writes de Botton, to explain our
human condition to us and to

possibly act as a guide "to a truer,
more judicious, more intelligent

The world being understood here
is not just Honeywill's suburban
childhood at North Glenelg: it
speaks more broadly about the

ichotomies of Australian suburbia,
which has produced the bulk of us.
All that love, all that restriction, all
that creativity, all that conformity.
Honeywill's work speaks o the con-
flicting feelings we all have about
childhood, control and parental
relationships, about houses, femi-

It all culminates for me in
Untitled, which Honeywill has been
putting together for several years.
It's the front of a kitchen cabinet,
upholstered in canvas, behind a
huge perspex panel emblazoned
with shopping lists. It's about the
size of a double bed standing on end
and it is homely yet clinical, full of
boredom but also obsession: hearth,

Art's greatest effect — its
generous invitation to approach
work such as Greer Honeywill's on
our own terms and embellish it with
our own perceptions, draw from it
our own meanings — is a wonderful
gift. And with it we collaborate, art-
ing and crafting each in our own




