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Known for her strange and often abject sculptural forms, 
Claire Lambe’s artwork explores psychological narratives 
of gender, sexuality, identity and class, leading to objects 
full of revelatory potential. In a deeply subjective and 
sometimes transgressive practice of psychodrama and 
catharsis, Lambe draws upon a rich bank of personal 
history and reference material as a starting point for her 
investigation into the ambiguous territories between 
memory and experience, reality and re-enactment.

Mother Holding Something Horrific at ACCA is a major 
exhibition of newly commissioned work, Lambe’s most 
ambitious project to date. Encompassing sculpture, 
photography and theatrical mise-en-scène, Lambe 
creates intimate and intense psychological spaces in an 
ambitious attempt to describe the human condition in its 
cruel reality and horrifying glory.

The Artist

The Studio Artist: Practice & Process

This resource has been modelled to correspond to the 
VCE Art & Studio Arts study designs, to be adapted and 
extended for students, centred upon an investigation of 
artist Claire Lambe’s multidisciplinary practice. The focus 
of this resource is Artistic practice, The art process (VCE 
Art) and Studio practice, Studio Process (VCE Studio 
Arts), which are embedded across the study designs as 
Cross-study specifications. 

Image: Lambe’s older studio from 2014



The Analytical Frameworks:  
Investigating Artistic Practice

In this section two key works from the exhibition  
Mother Holding Something Horrific are analysed using 
each of the four analytical frameworks independently. 
Through an investigation of the Analytical Frameworks, 
students can develop an appreciation of Lambe’s  
art practice.

Artwork Analysis 1

The waterfall 2017
glass mirror, mild steel frame, photographic prints, 
sculptural objects, found furniture, memorabilia, LED 
lights, 250 x 500 x 1000 cm

Structural Framework

In The waterfall a complex upright structural enclosure of 
mirrored surfaces of rectangular and semicircular shapes 
constitutes an open, layered sculptural form that reflects 
the viewer’s image back at every turn. The use of smooth 
polished textured mirror means that colour and tone of the 
viewer’s clothing and skin becomes the colour and tone 
of the work for the time they inhabit it. The intense light 
shade of the blue monochromatic gallery walls creates an 
optical sense of separation from the space outside of the 
gallery and lends the installation a calm, cool emotional 
ambiance.

Amongst the mirrored surfaces are photographs, film stills 
and sculptural objects placed by the artist that emphasise 
the disorienting effect of the work by incorporating 
unexpected images and forms with the viewer’s reflection 
in a transient process of real-time interactive collage and 
assemblage. Lambe has used theatrical studio lights on 
stands to supplement the gallery lighting and create areas 
of emphasis in the space on the reverse of the mirrored 
enclosure, these draw the viewer to those areas where 
they discover other sculptural and photographic inclusions. 
By emphasising both the exterior and interior of the piece 
as of equal importance Lambe draws the viewer’s attention 
to the underlying nature of the artwork as an installation 
artwork.

Personal Framework

The title The waterfall is a direct appropriation of an 
alternative title for the artwork Étant Donnés by French 
conceptual artist Marcel Duchamp. This was Duchamp’s 
final artwork and Lambe is personally fascinated with 
both the artwork and its art-historical mythology. Like 
Duchamp’s work, which provides a view through a keyhole 
to a female body, Lambe’s work provides a privileged 
view into her personal relationships and history - the 
various staged photographs taped in different places all 
use family members and friends as actors and the shapes 
of the mirrored panels are adapted from the architecture 
of different houses and studios that Lambe has inhabited 
throughout her life, including the room in which she 
gave birth to her first son. In this way The waterfall is a 
psychological reconstruction of Lambe’s biography and 
family history.

Images: Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific, installation 
view, ACCA, 2017. Photograph: Andrew Curtis



Cultural Framework

Jacques Lacan and Sigmund Freud were two originators 
of psychoanalytic theory, an important cultural precedent 
in understanding the inner workings of the mind, and 
references to their cultural contribution constitute a layer 
of meaning and within Lambe’s installation. The waterfall 
contains a direct reference to Freud’s theory through the 
inclusion of a carved sculptural reproduction of his office 
chair, and an indirect link to Lacan through the extensive 
use of mirrors, a metaphorical reference to Lacan’s 
theory of the ‘Mirror Stage’, where an infant learns to 
recognise itself in reflection. 

The subjective approach represented in Lambe’s The 
waterfall reflects a shift within the wider culture of 
contemporary art away from conceptual, theoretically 
driven artworks toward those that emphasise the artist’s 
personal subjective experience. This can be evidenced 
by noting Lambe’s use of highly personal memories, 
family members and formative experiences from her 
adolescence as the inspiration and visual material for 
the work. The incorporation of references to these two 
cultural phenomena in the The waterfall allows Lambe to 
bring psychoanalytic theory, a movement inaugurated in 
the late nineteenth century, into the cultural context of 
the contemporary moment art as a means for exploring a 
expression of her psyche through visual means.

Contemporary Framework

The contemporary technology Lambe has used to print 
the photographs for her installation The waterfall is 
digital. The viewer can perceive this from the particular 
quality of the prints and this indicates that they have been 
produced recently. This helps the viewer to interpret that 
they are likely staged images, created using costume 
and props, rather than genuine historical documents. 
The viewer is intended to enter The waterfall and move 
through the artwork as an interactive participant. This 
marks the work as distinctly contemporary by virtue of it 
being an installation, as opposed to traditional historical 
sculpture and images that are presented as autonomous 
artworks, either contained in picture frames or isolated 
from the space of the viewer on plinths.

Lambe’s choice to combine two-dimensional imagery and 
sculptural elements together to result in a multimedia 
hybrid is also indicative of contemporary art making. This 
contrasts to traditionally segregated academic categories 
of sculpture and painting, or photography, which artists 
historically pursued as distinct fields in which to gain 
mastery.

Artwork Analysis 2

The manual of instructions 2017
Mild steel frame, jelutong wood, wooden birthing 
stool,photographic prints, audio booth on tripod, 
dimensions variable

Structural Framework

Composed of three large format glossy photographic 
prints, a portable voice recording booth, and a sculptural 
cyclorama housing a small, worn birthing stool and a 
medium format photograph of the artist giving birth, 
Lambe’s The manual of instructions is a materially and 
structurally disparate installation. Time Lambe spent 
working as a theatrical props maker shows as an 
influence on The manual of instructions through the 
referencing of the cyclorama as a sculptural form, the 
staged and theatrically lit style of the photographs, and 
the inclusion of the audio equipment as a readymade  
art object. 

Images: Claire Lambe, The manual of instructions, installation view, 
ACCA, 2017. Photograph: Andrew Curtis



Lambe is interested in the idea of the artwork as a 
perpetually unfinished object, and this shows in the 
physically dispersed arrangement of this installation 
which avoids having an obviously emphasised or central 
focal point. The placement of objects causes the viewer 
to move through the space like an actor negotiating 
props, with each item choreographically punctuating 
movement. The placement of the cyclorama sculpture 
also offers the viewer, upon entering the gallery, the 
rear of the work first, upending the tradition of frontal 
presentation of artworks, where the messy obverse of 
the object or image is obstructed from view. The colour 
scheme of the installation is neutral, displaying mainly the 
uninflected colours of raw material - such as the Jelutong 
wood - one exception is the steel frame of this work 
which has been painted black to achieve an evenness of 
surface tone and texture.

Personal Framework

Lambe’s choice to include a photograph of herself 
giving birth and her birthing stool within The manual 
of instructions is evidence of her interest in the idea 
of mothers as being analogous to creative artists - 
each having to reconcile with their creations. Lambe’s 
placement of these two items on a sculptural cyclorama 
references her time spent making props in London and 
Sydney, and symbolises the idea of life experience and 
personal biography as a key source of inspiration for 
creative output.

The two paired photographs of a young man drenched 
in chocolate were modelled by Lambe’s son, who is also 
the child being birthed in the other small image twenty 
years prior. This thread of biological procreation being 
intertwined with artistic expression encapsulates the 
very intimate approach that Lambe takes to incorporating 
her biography - family, friends, personal photographs 
- into her art practice. Whether or not the viewer has 
knowledge of the familial details of the installation would 
greatly influence their ability to interpret the installation 
as a primarily biographical artwork. 

Cultural Framework

Lambe’s gender plays an important part in informing 
interpretation of The manual of instructions. The 
experience of giving birth to and then raising her son is 
integral to the photographic content as her child moves 
from the subject (the baby being born) to the grown 
individual (the actor in the staged images). Lambe is 
interested in idea of the bond between a mother and 
child being analogous to the connection between an artist 
and their artwork. The experience of motherhood, and 

artwork by female artists on the subject of womanhood 
in general, has historically been underrepresented in 
art institutions and the presence of this work in the 
context of ACCA indicates an evolved cultural climate, 
whereby gender equality is considered in the exhibition 
of contemporary artworks.

The subtitles used in the single framed photograph are 
in English language and this is the result of English being 
the artist’s native tongue, Lambe herself being a British 
national. The use of language in this way renders the 
artwork fully understandable only to those viewers who 
speak English as either a first or additional language. 
Additionally, the cultural linkage to the United Kingdom 
is reinforced by the text of the subtitle itself having been 
appropriated from the 2010 English film Submarine, 
written and directed by English comedian Richard 
Ayoade.

Contemporary Framework

The first artwork encountered when a viewer enters The 
manual of instructions is a photograph taken by Lambe 
of a sculpture that she made of psychoanalyst Sigmund 
Freud’s chair. Lambe has directly appropriated the form of 
the chair, which at the time of its making was understood 
as an item of furniture, and has repositioned it as an art 
object within the contemporary context. The passage 
of time has allowed the chair to become invested as a 
symbol of the great cultural contribution and mythology 
of Freud, which remains prominent in the contemporary 
context.

The large scale sculpture based upon a theatrical 
cyclorama challenges traditional categories of art making 
by being a fabricated item, the artwork was made to the 
specifications of design drawings and then fabricated 
by someone other than the artist. This interrupts the 
traditional hierarchical value order of art production, 
whereby the hand of the artist is upheld as a sign of 
authenticity and exceptionality. Here, instead of cast 
bronze, carved wood or delicate brush stroke the viewer 
is presented with a slick, commercially produced object. 
This gesture serves to deflate the patriarchal notion of 
mastery over technique and material, it is a model for 
democratic, deskilled art production where the concept  
is the source of value within the artwork.



Studio Process:  
Developing an exhibition 

Project development: Proposal to exhibition

The exhibition Mother Holding Something Horrific is 
the outcome of an entire year of work for Claire Lambe. 
The exhibition is part of ACCA’s Influential Australian 
Artists Series and Max Delany, ACCA’s Artistic Director, 
considers Lambe to be a very influential artist within 
the Australian art scene. The development of Mother 
Holding Something Horrific can be divided and discussed 
as four distinct stages of development. The stages - 
proposal, research, studio processes and presentation 
- are mapped out to correspond to the areas of study and 
outcomes for students of Units 3 & 4 VCE Studio Art, 
and as a way of introducing students of Units 1 & 2 VCE 
Studio Art to the practice of professional artists.

1. The Beginning: Conceptual Possibilities,  
Processes and Parameters = Proposal

In early 2016 Lambe was invited by ACCA’s Artistic 
Director Max Delany to present a solo exhibition.  
ACCA does not openly accept proposals without 
invitation. After accepting the invitation Lambe, Delany 
and ACCA’s Curator Annika Kristensen held a series of 
meetings to discuss what shape the exhibition might 
take. At this stage the exhibition was unnamed and 
none of the artwork had yet been produced. Important 
practical discussions included the timeline (what would 
be achievable by the time the exhibition was due to 
open) and the exhibition budget (including an artist fee, 
production costs, travel costs and collaborator fees).  
The goal of these meetings was to get an idea of 
Lambe’s ideas, and then plan a way for these to be 
realised as an eventual exhibition. 

Creative topics discussed included conceptual 
possibilities that Lambe wanted to explore, sources of 
inspiration, subject matter that she might be interested 
in representing, and art forms, materials techniques 
(studio processes) for art making. Following these 
discussions Lambe then produced an initial proposal for 
the exhibition, detailing her ideas and planned production 
timeline, production techniques and expenses. This 
proposal was then discussed and negotiated between 
Lambe and the curators before a final proposal plan was 
settled upon. At this stage an Artist Agreement contract 
was drafted and all parties signed to officially confirm the 
exhibition as part of ACCA’s artistic program for 2017. 

Over the course of the year leading up to her exhibition, 
Lambe met with the curators every six weeks to 
discuss how her ideas were progressing. Some of 
these meetings took place at her home in her studio, 
and others were at ACCA. Lambe settled upon the key 
idea of drawing a parallel between her experience of 
motherhood and her artistic practice as two roles that 
involve creation - and how an artist might deal with the 
potentially horrific thing that they have created. This is 
where the title for the exhibition originates.

Images: Lambe’s studio during the development of Mother Holding 
Something Horrific



2.  Key Artist & Artwork Research

In her studio Lambe collates many images and notes 
relating to her ideas, inspiration and influences and 
from these develops her sculptural, photographic and 
installation artworks through intuitive experimentation. 
One example of this process of converting research into 
artwork relates to a 1974 film, Sweet Movie, by Dušan 
Makavejev. You can see below that Lambe has directly 
referenced and recreated this this film scene for her 
exhibition. Lambe saw this movie when she was young 
and found it very influential for the way that it portrayed 
culture and attitudes toward the body at the time.

French conceptual artist Marcel Duchamp is the most 
frequently referenced artist of influence in Mother 
Holding Something Horrific. Duchamp’s final artwork 
Étant Donnés, made in secret over 20 years between 
1946-66, is of significant influence to Lambe, and she 
pursued this interest by traveling to Philadelphia Museum 
of Art to view the artwork in person. The impact of this 
artwork and her research can be observed in three of 
the installations in Mother Holding Something Horrific 
which each have titles appropriated directly from sources 
related to the artwork. By doing this Lambe drew 
references to the historical and cultural context of the 
source artwork and related those references to her own 
artworks.

3.  Artwork Production: Studio Experimentation and 
Documentation 

Lambe progressively documented her studio process of 
making artworks for Mother Holding Something Horrific 
and she kept the curators informed of her activities by 
regular photographic documentation and by making 
notes, both of which were uploaded to a shared online 
folder. These images also form the bulk of visual material 
that has been used in the catalogue that accompanies 
the exhibition. The exhibition catalogue works in a similar 
way to a visual diary by extending and elaborating some 
ideas in the exhibition to allow viewers to understand 
elements of the work that they may not otherwise 
comprehend.

Lambe builds most of her work herself. She is trained 
in sculpture and can carve wood, cast bronze and weld 
metal to construct her pieces. During this time Lambe 
also staged photo shoots in her studio amongst her 
works, using models and assistants, and in some of 
these shots the works and other images from the 
exhibition appear in the scenes like characters. Though 
these images looks like process shots taken in the 
making of something more ‘finished’, they have ended 
up as the works themselves.

4.  Refinement, Realisation and Final Presentation

Through studio processes Lambe narrowed down her 
focus to the production of works that would eventually 
become the exhibition. She had experimented with 
photography, carving, fabrication and casting and all these 
processes are evident in Mother Holding Something 
Horrific. As individual works were finished, and Lambe 
decided that they were fully realised in their best 
possible expression, they were wrapped and prepared 
for transport to the gallery. Some small works were 
delivered by the artist herself and other larger works 
were delivered by professional art handlers.

The final list of works to be included within the show 
and their exact placement within the galleries was not 
finalised until the final day of installation before the 
exhibition opening. Some works were placed and then 
moved again, whilst others that were originally to be 
included were omitted by the artist. This is a stage 
of refinement where the making of the exhibition is 
just as involved a process as the making of the works 
themselves. Lambe was evaluating her installation in 
relation to the ideas that she had proposed to explore 
and communicate. Installation and presentation are 
very important processes to many contemporary artists 
because the manner in which a work is installed or 
presented can significantly affect the manner in which it 
is experienced by the viewer.

Image: Claire Lambe (right) installing the exhibition at ACCA



Images left:
1. Ticket of No Return, Ulrike Ottinger director, film still, 1979
2. Book and notes from Claire Lambe’s studio

Images right:
1 & 2. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific 2016-17, pro-
duction still. Courtesy the artist and Sarah Scout Presents, Melbourne. 

This section investigates how Lambe has interpreted 
sources of inspiration and influences in her studio 
practice. Each pairing below shows the original source of 
inspiration and the artwork that Claire Lambe has created 
in response.

Studio Practice:  
Inspiration and Influences

This is a direct reference to Ulrike Ottinger’s film Ticket 
of No Return (1979). Lambe has exploited the distinctive 
colour and styling of the costume and used a model of a 
similar age to the actor in the original film still to evoke 
that character in her still photographic image.



Images left:
1. The office of Sigmund Freud, Sigmund Freud Museum Vienna
2. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific, installation view, 
ACCA 2017. Photograph: Andrew Curtis
3. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific 2016-17, produc-
tion still. Courtesy the artist and Sarah Scout Presents, Melbourne. 
 

Images right:
1. Lambe’s own flower graphic. Source unknown
2. Wax cast Lambe created
3. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific, installation view, 
ACCA 2017. Photograph: Andrew Curtis

Lambe has recreated Freud’s chair sculpturally as a way 
of evoking his presence, theoretical ideas and cultural 
contribution in her installation. Because the chair is a  
one-off, made specially for Freud’s body, it stands in for 
his body in the same way a more traditional portrait, like  
a carved bust would do. Lambe has experimented with 
photographing the chair and adding subtitles to create 
narrative. 

Lambe cast this flower using wax and bronze. The form 
is based on this illustrated form from a 1970s graphic. 
In the exhibition Mother Holding Something Horrific the 
flower becomes an extra-terrestrial character in a large 
darkened gallery, for which sound artist Daniel Jenatsch 
has created a filmic score.



Images left:
1. The Shooting of Muriel Or The Time of Return, production still, Alain 
Resnais director, 1963. Unknown photographer. 
2. Andy Warhol in Drag, 1980

Images right:
1. Daughters of Darkness, film still, director Harry Kümel, 1971 
2. The Clowns, production still, Federico Fellini director, 1970 
3. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific 2016-17, produc-
tion still. Courtesy the artist and Sarah Scout Presents, Melbourne. 

Lambe noticed a common feature of each image - that 
someone is manipulating the position of the head of each 
actor or model. Directors often do this when directing for 
film. Lambe has isolated this technique because she is 
interested in what it means to direct relationships, and 
dramaturgy specifically, a word which means “the theory 
of dramatic composition” of actors, props and scenery.



Images left:
1. Window at Casa Batlló, architectural detail, Antoni Gaudi architect, 
1904 (remodel)
2. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific, production still, 2016
3. Claire Lambe, House of bones, installation view, ACCA 2017.  
Photograph: Andrew Curtis

Images right:
1. Claire Lambe, House of bones, installation view, ACCA 2017.  
Photograph: Andrew Curtis
2. Teorema, production still, Pier Paolo Pasolini director, 1968
3. Teorema, film still, Pier Paolo Pasolini director, 1968

Lambe is interested in the highly unusual form of this 
window designed by Spanish Catalan architect Antoni 
Gaudí for the building Casa Batllo. In her installation the 
original room is recreated as an abstracted theatrical 
space. The name of this installation House of bones 
is the name local Catalans have given to Casa Batllo 
because from the outside it is reminiscent of skeletal  
and muscular forms.

The inspiration here is from the film Teorema (English: 
Theorem) by Italian director Pasolini. Lambe is interested 
in the way Pasolini created an illusion of levitation for his 
film using a sheet of glass and careful camera angles. 
The first screen in House of bones was inspired by 
this work and Lambe had intended for her collaborator, 
contemporary dancer Atlanta Eke, to recreate Pasolini’s 
illusion using her screen. Instead the screen stands in 
the exhibition as a possibility, perhaps in a later exhibition 
Lambe will complete this idea.



When she was trialing ideas for the exhibition Mother 
Holding Something Horrific Lambe was planning to make 
some artwork using the archetypal clown character. Only 
one small image from this process has made it into the 
final installation. You can see here how closely Lambe 
mimicked the above photograph of a trapeze artist to 
transform her model into a clown character.

Lambe has a background in theatrical prop making and 
costume design. Here the artist has appropriated a set 
from one of Charlie Chaplin’s later films Limelight. The 
illusory perspective of the original set is very distinctive 
and creates a specific sense of space in Lambe’s 
photograph. This is another series of images that did not 
make it into the final exhibition but shows a part of the 
artist’s process that is experimental.

Images left:
1. Trapeze Artist in White Face Make Up, Richard Cooke, date unknown
2. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific, production still, 
2016

Images right:
1. Actor, Set, Studio (Charlie Chaplin shooting Limelight), W. Eugene 
Smith, 1952
2. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific, production still, 



This is a recreation of a scene from the 1974 film Sweet 
Movie. Lambe saw this film when she was young and 
the images in it made a lasting impression on her. Lambe 
has collected the original movie cards that were displayed 
at the cinemas during that time to promote the film. This 
was before movie trailers were released.

Images left:
1. Sweet Movie, film still, director Dušan Makavejev, 1974
2. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific, production still, 
2016

Images right:
1. Sweet Movie, film still, director Dušan Makavejev, 1974
2. Claire Lambe, Mother Holding Something Horrific, production still, 
2017
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