‘Seeding Phalaris', 2006, fused s shemped plass, 15 x 93 x 12 cm and 14 x T4 x 11 cm

LEAVES OF GLASS
NEW WORK BY COBI COCKBURN

Ingpired by the raditional lechniques of indigenous Australian
basketmakers and the native grasses they employ, Cobi Cockburn
creates vessels containing narratives about the world's oldest
landscape. Profile by Catrina Vignando. Photography by Greg Piper.
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E all love a good story, and the art of a good
W-..-.m: 1% iry the welling. We have come o rely on

artises, regardless of the medium they work
ini, 10 tell stories through their amwork. 5o it is with
this new body of glasswork by Cobd Cocklburn which
draws its inspiration from indigenous basketry tradr-
trons and the Australhian landscape. Her works contn
narraties about the land and our link w

At ﬁn;t VIEWINg l:lu:w preces ane :..rril.ung in thelr dam-
phicity and mintmalist anraction. Cockburn draaws on
natmve grasses for her colour paberte and liveral link w
the land. [t is impeessive o see how a material like
grass, which s so0 dramavically different from glass, can
be such a relevant imfluence in Cockburn’s new work.
Hewever, here lies the crux of the story and the pour-
ney that is the narmtive of this work,

In Cockburns work grasses are about the landscape,
The arid Australian landscape is valued according to
s ability o grow fecd for stock. The plentiful supply
of grass for feed or lack thereof has been the substance
of many good Australian yarns, These stories form
the canons of literature that have shaped the nation's
culiure, Drawing on the grand narrative of the land-
scape, Cockburn focuses on the grasses that grow on
the land as the foundation for her story. Specifically
she has been struck by the colour of the phalaris grass
that i plentiful on the plains around Canberra. This
s a landscape that is an arid contrast wo the verdamn
hills of the south coast in %5% where she lived before
meoving to the ANLU Canberra School of Art to com-
plete her Honours Diegres in viswal prt,

This micro fecus on the grass that grows on the Lmd
p'lw::-; Cockburn in a very different dinlogue with the
art landscape tradition. She 1 ridl du['lciL‘lil:‘lg thi heroe
landscape narrative. Her story draws on this connec-
tipn and gives us a new interpretation of an old ale.
Ahe has used the grasses for mspiration owang o their
colour, but aleo because grass is the raw material for
making baskets. Baskets have a hl.'blm'_l.' ad wiiliacian

“Wirner Crrasses ', 2005, fised and dhomped glecr, 48 x 9x P om
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‘Hale', H0iw, fesed aud slurmped plass, 16,5 x 51 x 8 om

ohpects, They have a tradition in every culiure known e
humanity and are inextricably linked to the land both in
their source of materials for their construction and the
purposes for which they are made.

Used as objects with which 1o gather food and contain
precious goods, baskets are associated with harvess, abun-
dance and mariure. They communicate a feminine link
to the land, and it is this association which has drawn
Cockburn to the work of leading Australian indigenous
basketrmakers for the inspieation in ber work. Tribal Abo-
riginal women play a key role in their communinies as
kecpers and custodians of culture, These stories of their
connection to country are told through the making of
their baskets, their colours, structures, materialks used and
decoration. These stories of the cultural connection to
land are woven into each basker,

H-l.:l'l'l.g 'illnlh.:ln.:i:ll 'Ij'!.r il'l.dl'm:nuu: b.a:sll!l:[rf,r. ﬂl.'rt.:khun‘l %
layering yvet another complex storyvline o her work. It is
ane about the intricate connection o the ancien Austra-
lian land as understood by its indigenous inhabitants,
interwoven with the British and European settler tradition

Ly SCharkeriug ', 2005, fused gnd shonped plass, J2 x 9.5 30 9. 5 om
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‘Foddimg Phalars’, 2006, fused arnd dhomped glaw, 17 x 705 %cm

of land wse and in parallel with her personal view of the
land as a young white woman who has a passionate inter-
est i the environment and its responsible conservation.
The contemporary issues of global warming and climate
change have a direct impact on cach of us. Cockburm is
responding vo this in a personal way by deawang on her
immediate environment for inspiration and motivation,
As the maother of vwo young children, she is acutely aware
of the environmental legacy we leave for future genera-
tions. Cockburn expresses this concern and passion for
the environment throwgh her work which is connected
the land by her inspiration from the storics of both a set-
tler culture and an indigenous tradition.

The Aboriginal baskers are also the source of inspiration
for the forms thar define the shape of Cockburns pieces.
Their urilitarian role as cornainers 1o hodd, protect and
shield from the outside world, 15 aseribed new meaning
when configured in the medium of glass. Made from a
nc-prorous membrane, unhke grass baskets, there is a very
clear insidefoutssde demarcatson which is far more fluid i
in fibre baskets, Cockburns vessels are defined as much Dyl of “Shifting Seasons” and “Shifring Fields”, 2006

‘Shifting Ficlds", 2006, fused and stumped glass, 15 x 93 % 12 om
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“Spring Grass', 2006, fused end siwwped plass, 145 x 7 x 11 om i [ x S8 x 9em

by their internal volume as by the appeamance of their
external form. She acknowledges this intellectually and
strves to give strength to her designg by emphasising this
aesthetic differentiation.

Cockburn worked with Virginia Kaiser, one of Australia’s
leading comtemporary artists in the fickd of fibre art and
basketry, to gain relevant technical understanding about
basketmaking. The direct manipulation of organic fibres
to weave baskets has had a clear outcome in the develop-
mient af Cockburn’ glasswork.

‘I have developed a formula of cane pulling which, when
compiled, reflects intricate, soft and fibrous patterns
characteristic of woven baskets. In addition, owing w the
dual states of glass being both a malleable and stable mate-
rial, its warm malleable state enables me o hand manip-
ulate my forms, As the material cools, this form stabilizes,
freemng the memory of the makers touch? says Cockburn.
The contrast of materials, fibre and glass juggles with the
binary codes of soft and hard, permanent and imperma-
nent. It also defines the intentional desire of the artist o
reflect o more accessible formalism in her work which
blends these binaries through a dialogue rather than in
opposition 1o one another, There is an aspiration for har-
mony and Cockburn achicves a balance in her work by
the inferences she drwas from baskerry processes. Gaining
an understanding of baskerry techniques and interpret-
g that knowledpe in glass has also given Cockburn a new
language of expession. The result &5 seen in the way she
handbes the glass, the immediare vactilicy of working with
organic fibees is ranslaced throwgh time-consuming glass
processes of cane pulling, laying owt canmes, fusing, slump-
ing and annealing. Despite the interventionist working
processes associated with making these works, the artast
mainuains a freshness and delicate tactility w her work,

Derael of “Sewarhe ', 2006, fused and shewped glass, &t 15 cor
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Colour is a critical component in Cockburn's pieces, and
subtle shade vaniations are used to convey the complexity
of the landscape that she is referencing, Her palette is
enhanced by a complex colour-mixing process that creates
a visual shimmering effect, evoking the windswept grassy
plains that dominate the Canberra region, This optical
colour mixing is inherent in the canes of glass which are
used 1o make up each piece, They create a linear quality
in the [inal works that physically reference the look of
grass, bat also allude 1o the strands of fibees that make up
wiowven basket forms, In Cockburm’s practised hands, this
referencing is paired down 10 o minimal patterning creat-
ing o visual oscillation as the eve adapts to the colours.
She muntaing an expressionist quality, through her inter-
ventionist manipulation of colour and forms, which gives
hier work a personal and engaging quality

Cockburn began her professional career as a glass artist
in 2000 after completing her first degree in visual arts at
the Svdney College of Arts, She is one of the new genera-
tiom of fising glass stars, In ber relatively shost bur evemt-
ful career she has already achieved some very significam
milestones. In 2005 she won the Yicki Torr Memorial
Prize ar the Ausglass imternational conference in Adelaide.
The following vear she was the recipient of the prestigious
Ranamok Glass Prize with the plece vitled Shyfting Frelds.
Also in 2004, she visited America with renowsned Austra-
lian glass arvist Kirstie Bea to assist in conducting work-
shops at Portland, Oregon, While in the US she was the
recipient of the coveted Bullseye Glass E-merge Award,
winning first prize for non-functional glasswork with a
piece titbed Sprwg Granss.

She jugmbes her career as o glass artist with her responsi-
biliries as a moaher of owo young children. Together with
her partner, glass artist
Charles Butcher, they share
the complexitics of mang-
ing their respective dual
artflife roles, Surprisingly,
by drawing on the personal
cvents that shape her every
day, Cockburn gains impe-
tus for her artwork. In her
Homours thesis she wrote
apenly abour the beneficial
influence which caring for
young children has had on
the conceptual development
[T of her current practice.
Cabi Coskbern Cockburns work recounts a
very personal pourney through the landscape which is both
pisical and spiriual in nature. It eakes us on & similar
pruFnEY CORCEMING our connectedness o the enviromment
which is personal and public. Communicating her story
through her work, she 15 inspired by baskets because of the
familiarity and ease with which viewers approach such
objects. From this platform of the known, she introduces
her audiences to new concepts and begins to unfold nar-
ratives which challenge and question the medium, She is
mndwatve in this appeoach and cleverly combines famil-
tar stories with new ourcomes. Cobi Cockburn presents
i contempornaey tale of our link w an ancient environ-
ment and questions our role as nuruarers and custodians
of the landscape we are interdependent upon for our own
and future generations’ survival,

Catrina Vignando

Catrana Vegnands o Gmeeal Massger off Crplr Aumealio and das bees
revofeed i che culiamal socier for eoer 20 pears. i craffamralia, com, gw
Loy Cackboorn g mipraicatiad i Awirralia & Sabbes Crallery, Surey Fully,
Svamry. An exhitaron of der meee work, riled "W hispers ol b held af
Sabbia from 14 Fuue — 7 Tuly, 2007, AD engumiy annafe pebiaspallery. com
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