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TUCKED AWAY ABOVE A DISCOUNT STORE IN BUSY INNER-EAST MELBOURNE, 
ASSEMBLAGE ARTIST LOUISE SAXTON INHABITS A WORLD THAT IS OF ANOTHER TIME AND 
PLACE ALTOGETHER. Among nests of long-neglected needlework, linen and lace, Louise harnesses the 
beauty of bygone domestic arts as she painstakingly cuts, pins and reassembles: breathing new life and 
spirit into the musty past of the ‘linen drawer’ with her majestic, larger-than-life creations.

The temperamental Melbourne sun has come out for a brief but  
welcome moment, pouring honeyed light into Louise’s quiet, second 
storey studio. In the centre, a large birdcage sculpture is coming to life 
- layer by layer, pin by pin - its brilliance offset by the muted tones of a 
floor-to-ceiling French lace tablecloth, birds delicately woven through; 
and on the wall adjacent, one of Louise’s trademark birdlife assemblages 
- stunning shades of red, green and gold with a metallic shimmer of pins 
flecked in the sunlight. It is a place of magic, and Louise knows it.

“Art is my sanity,” she reveals, setting down cups of tea among the soft 
scatters of flowers and colour - so like the habitats of her most recent 
subjects. On every surface, assortments of materials are carefully cut 
out and arranged according to the next projects they will become; the 
new lives and forms they will inhabit. 

In drawers and boxes around the studio sit centuries of needlework, 
tablecloths, doilies and lace -  stacked according to style, colour, inten-
tion. In one corner, a ‘Heart Garden’ collage for St Vincents’ Hospital 
is beginning to take form, while directly opposite, delicate pieces of 
embroidery, lace and other salvaged materials join together to form 
the colourful floral carpet of the birdcage’s exterior. Inside, a piece of 
Louise’s vintage floor rug has even been cut out and sacrificed to form 
the soft base. 

“I absolutely adore this space,” Louise beams, the light streaming in 
through open windows, trams rattling by. “In winter the sun just pours 
in, so I sit here, with the sun in my lap. It’s just beautiful.”

But the irony of its location is not lost on her. “Most of what is in the 
shop downstairs is plastic from China, and then here I am, up here in the 
original 1800s domestic space, with all my handmade, all these relics.”

Unsurprisingly, handmade has long been a central term - and practice - 
for Louise. “My mum was always making; so was my nanna,” she reflects. 
“I was taught to sew and knit long before I was taught to paint. I was 
making my own clothes when I was 12.” 

Even though this passion stayed with her - through art school and 
several post-graduate degrees - Louise admits it took her a long time 
to really “have the confidence to see myself as an artist.” But she has 
undoubtedly found her place now. Her recent Sanctuary exhibition at 
the Heide Museum of Modern Art attracted more than 6,000 people, 
and her Gould Galleries showing of the same work sold out before the 
exhibition had even opened. 

She will now be foraying into flora, she says - but there is one more 
bird to complete. It looms large and colourful on the wall beside us: a  
stunning parrot motif inspired by a 1780s painting by Captain John 

words TESS CURRAN photos ALARNA ZINN artwork photos GAVIN HANSFORD

A BIRD IN THE HAND

ABOVE: LOUISE IN STUDIO LEFT: ‘ELLIS’ PARADISE’ 2011 (AFTER ELLIS ROWAN 1917) 
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Hunter, a First Fleet artist. She is in the middle of layering and pinning 
down the final pieces into the tulle base: a process she admits is very 
intense and time consuming. “For me it’s like painting with needlework. 
But the pieces are so tiny - it’s like textile surgery sometimes!” 

Interested in natural history books for some time, all of Louise’s recent 
work is in fact reinterpreted from historical paintings, the majority by 
Australian and colonial artists. Ellis’ Paradise - perhaps her most recog-
nised piece from Sanctuary - is based on the work of Ellis Rowan, one 
of Australia’s most acclaimed botanical illustrators. And while Louise 
usually decides upon an image first - because “the work is just so time-
consuming and painstaking that I really have to be passionate about 
the image to stay with it for so long!” she says - for this piece, it was 
only upon receiving a length of teacloth with large, hand-embroidered 
bottlebrushes that she knew she “just had to do a Bird of Paradise.” 

“Usually I collect and then, depending on what I’m making, I look for 
the right pieces within my collection to fit what I have envisioned,” she 
explains. “But sometimes the materials definitely lead the way.” 

The materials themselves are objects almost as fascinating as the works 
in which they end up. Scraps of colour and texture that encapsulate the 
lives and work of so many people: so many cultures, eras, histories and 
styles, all united together in new form.  

“It’s all rather multicultural,” says Louise, talking us through the origins 
of some of her favourite pieces. China, Hungary, France, Mexico, India, 

Malaysia - the list goes on. Some have been gifted; most have been 
unearthed by Louise herself from local op shops, or while travelling. 

“I’ve always had an interest in the domestic,” Louise says. “I think I came 
to it through using what was at home and what was around me. And 
not having a lot of resources at the time, it was more about what was 
immediate and what was there. But as the work has grown, so has my 
interest in the materials… I’m mining a finite resource, I know that, but 
I’m doing it for the purpose of keeping it alive.”

Despite a recent resurgence in and respect for handmade arts, she is 
saddened by the loss of these traditions. “Domestic needlework used 
to be the sort of thing that was done every day - made in the home, for 
the home. It was recreational, it was functional. Embroidery will never 
be done like this again.” 

Considering these rich histories, does she ever hesitate before cutting 
something up? “I don’t really,” she laughs, “but other people do. People 
will give me things, and say, ‘You’re not going to cut it up are you?’ They 
just can’t imagine it. But to me, the object is redundant - as something 
functional anyway.” 

And then there is the other main component of her work, pins: objects 
by which she is equally intrigued. “I’ve actually just been reading about 
the history of the pin,” she explains. “And it’s just shocking. Pins were 
originally made by hand and took 18 processes to make just one. The  
‘pointers’, whose job it was to grind the head of the pin, inhaled shards 

”“Domestic needlework used to be the sort of  thing that 
was done everyday - made in the home, for the home. 

Embroidery will never be done like this again.

ABOVE: LOUISE AT HER CUTTING TABLE RIGHT: ‘MADEIRA’S LYRE’ 2010 (AFTER JOHN WILLIAM LEWIN c.1815) 
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of metal as they worked, and many of them died of a very nasty lung 
disease known as pointer’s rot... So pins are really interesting too, and 
have become a really important part of my work, structurally especially, 
but also in regards to the traditions - and the pain! - associated with 
them. I have many calluses from them,” she laughs.

The decision to pin her works together, rather than sew them down, is 
far from accidental: in fact, their fragility is a large part of her message. 
Her last body of work, for example, centred upon Australian endan-
gered species, with “empty spaces surrounded by the needlework” to 
signify their vulnerability. 

“They’re fragile, but that’s part of the inherent beauty of the work I 
think,” Louise reflects. “For me, there’s that link to the loss or potential 
loss of domestic arts traditions, as well as species in the natural world. 
So the fragility [of the work] is about the fragility of the natural world, 
but of our own lives too. Because the materials all represent the lives 
and the hand work of so many people, most of whom have passed on... 
In many ways, it’s like an archive of their life.” 

This idea of the ‘anonymous hand’ in her creations is one that also fasci-
nates Louise: whether the original makers of needlework, the wives and 
families supporting colonial artists, or the way the planet just quietly 
supports us all. She’s even aware of her mother’s role in her creations; 
after all, it was her mother who taught her to create in the first place.

“I sort of see the work as a silent collaboration with the anonymous 
needleworker, and also with the original artist,” she says. “Because one 
of the things I’m interested in is ‘What goes behind creativity?’ What 
does home and support mean to people’s careers? As with all these 
bird artists, most of them couldn’t have done it without the support of 
their wives, some who had to hold down two jobs … So I suppose I’m 
really interested in the anonymous or the unknown behind the creation 
of art; and the way the home sustains us, personally but also in terms 
of productivity. And then the natural world supports and sustains our 
survival as a whole. For me, these are the really key elements I’m trying 
to talk about in the work, as well as just my love of the medium.” 

And it’s a love that’s still going strong. “I’ve been working with these 
materials for more than seven years, and each time I get to the end 
of a body of work I think, ‘Gosh, I never want to see another doily ever 
again!’ But I just can’t stop; they’re just so beautiful.”

See Louise’s 2013 Yering Station Sculpture Award-winning piece Let The 
Jungle In (right) at Yering Station Winery until December 8, 2013.

Represented by Gould Galleries.  

gouldgalleries.com

”
“The materials represent the lives 

and the hand work of  so many 
people, most of  whom have 

passed on... In many ways, it’s 
like an archive of  their life.

TOP: ‘LAST GASP’ 2013 (AFTER MARIA SYBILLA MERIAN c.1670). 
BOTTOM: LOUISE WITH HER ‘LET THE JUNGLE IN’ TRANSFORMED BAMBOO 

BIRDCAGE (2013 YERING STATION SCULPTURE AWARD WINNER). 
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