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Tracey Deep’s eyes are always wide 
open. Whether she’s wandering in a park, 
returning to the same spot at different 
times of the day to study foliage under 
the changing light, or on a scavenging 
expedition, dragging back to her burrow a 
large tree branch gifted to her by a recent 
storm. 

As an artist, nature is not only her source 
of inspiration but also her medium and 
subject matter. She obsessively gathers 
all sorts of organic detritus such as 
dried tree branches, seed pods, kelp, 
raffia, and driftwood and breathes a 
second life into them, transforming them 
into ethereal, woven sculptures that 
enunciate her fascination for the natural 
world around her. 

Desert Song (2005–2015) brings 
together a selection of Deep’s sculptures 
made within the last decade and includes 
a series of new works, as well as the 
large installation ‘Wonderland,’ created 
specifically for the exhibition. In Deep’s 
words, ‘Desert Song is a celebration of 
her love for nature and the inspiration 
she derives from it.’* Together with the 
adjacent exhibitions Hot House, Barbara 
Hanrahan: Seasons and Bloom, Deep’s 
Desert Song welcomes the arrival of 
spring and embraces the history and 
significance of the gardens enveloping 
Ancher House.

As a child, Deep spent most of her 
time between the park, beach or her 
backyard, gathering objects that she 
treasured but whose beauty was easily 
overlooked by others. Daughter of 
Lebanese migrants, she grew up behind 
a green grocer and fondly remembers 
the sensory excitement of exploring 
the forms, textures and colours in the 
shop. Her connection to nature was 
unescapable.  

Deep began working with floral design 
over 20 years ago, although she always 
considered them living sculptures – they 
were never ‘flowers in a vase’*. During 
this period she unknowingly attended 
her very own art school; she learnt about 
materials, line, texture and sculptural 
form through her own hands. Deep 
began exploring her sculptural practice 
through experimentation with branches 
and other dried up flora, drawn by the 
tones and new lines that came forth as 
her materials decayed. The emerging 
sculptural qualities of the plants 
themselves invited Deep to bring about 
their ‘second life’.

Deep locally sources her materials from 
the markets and from nature itself, often 
hunting for debris around parklands 
and streets. In her studio, her collection 
is so abundant that you can barely 
find your way. The desk where she 
patiently weaves for hours is completely 
surrounded floor to ceiling by towers of 
branches, wire, and string, sprouting out 
of every corner; stacks curled on top of 
each other and hanging from every wall, 
like a giant nest.

Her working process is completely 
intuitive. Materials are always the starting 
point: they direct a process, one that is 
organic. Through play, experimentation 
and with a kind appreciation for the 
materials she uses, her mantra is 
‘not to force materials but to let them 
speak.’* There’s nothing mathematical 
or calculated about her method and 
she does not desire perfection, instead, 
she embraces the chaos of nature. As 
she spends hours weaving or looping a 
work, some other hidden material from 
her library will demand her attention. 
And after hours of working with the new 
material, another bundle will do the 
same.
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Although she began weaving solely 
organic matter, she has recently 
incorporated industrial waste into her 
practice. Interestingly though, she only 
selects objects that have been to a 
degree reclaimed by nature: rusted, 
brittle and timeworn. Whether organic 
or man-made, she is always mindful 
of allowing the original materials to 
speak and hence only subtly intervenes. 
Her aim is to foster a sort of essential 
connection between the audience 
and the works’ materials, a sensory 
engagement that may trigger memories 
of how we discovered the world.

That primal aspect of her work is not only 
present in the materials she chooses 
but also in her making processes. The 
act of weaving itself pre-dates written 
history, and in that sense, her craft is 
connected to something that is ancient 
and essential to our humanity. Similarly 
to the Tjampi weavers in the western and 
central deserts of Australia, her process 
carries a sensibility that comes from a 
deep understanding of place.

Deep often uses native plants and locally 
sourced materials but her influences 
stretch beyond Australia. Her fondness 
for patterns has led her to admire Islamic 
Art and the fluid geometry of Austrian 
symbolist painter Gustav Klimt. There 
is also a strong connection to the work 
of late New Zealander-Australian artist 
Rosalie Gascoigne, who also began 
making assemblages after experimenting 
with traditional floral arrangements. With 
a natural eye for design, both Deep and 
Gascoigne repurpose discarded and 
found materials into works that convey 
their meaningful connection to land. 
They share a sensibility that allows them 
to distil their experience of a particular 
natural landscape into an artwork. For 
example, inspired by the light changing 
through the trees, the shadows and 
patterns shifting, Deep created a series 
of kinetic, suspended works whose 
shadows similarly morph under the light. 
In many of her works, the process is not 
finished once the work is put together. 
Her assemblages have a gravitas of their 
own; they evolve as they are animated 
by light: ‘…the shadow is a drawing 
of the piece. I create the work and the 
work creates a sketch of itself. I work in 
reverse.’*

Tracey Deep, Desert Song 2005 - 2015, install shot. 
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Inhabiting the centre of the gallery space 
is Wonderland, a forest of elements 
such as tree branches, petrified roots 
and trunks, which both stretch up from 
the ground and hang from above. This 
ambitious new installation invites the 
audience to have an immersive sensory 
experience, as if they were joining 
the artist in one of her expeditions in 
Centennial Park. In another piece Moon 
spirit, Deep has hand-sewn a ring of 
branches and burnt their tips so that 
they will inevitably leave their mark 
on the white wall. Evocative of fading 
memories, this piece invites us to reflect 
on the transient and finite nature of our 
own existence. Also part of the exhibition 
are a series of rusted wire pieces such 
as Moonscape, Falling Star and Dusk, 
which continue the artist’s interest in 
drawing through sculptural form. The 
coils of metal curl and twist in a very 
gestural manner, as if someone was 
drawing through space with a piece of 
charcoal.

The artist’s intention is generous and 
crystal clear. Like in her early memories 
of the bustling green grocer, she hopes 
to awaken our senses so that we can 
unearth the poetry and find nourishment 
in the lights, sounds, smells and textures 
around us. The gift of her desert song 
is the suggestion that the most striking 
piece of architecture might be lying in our 
backyard.

*Quoted text has been sourced from a 
series of conversations between Tracey 
Deep and Ivan Muñiz Reed, July and 
August 2015

Ivan Muñiz Reed

Independent curator and co-director 
of The Curators’ Department

Tracey Deep, Desert Song 2005 - 2015, install shot. 


