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ABSTRACT

The major focus of my research is the self-analysis of autobiographical childhood
memories. My project draws upon autobiographical memories, Phenomenology and
Integrative Narrative Identity theories, soft sculpture, sewing and installation to
create a visual narrative that blends my past with my present.

Since becoming a parent I feel that I have lost my childhood and that my
individuality and self-identity have become unclear. I chose to embark upon this
self-reflexive and nostalgic project to enable me to re-connect to my childhood and
to acknowledge how the past has influenced my present identity. I attempted this
through an investigation of the emotional associations that I have with four of my
childhood toys. My self-reflections are physically and psychologically manifested
through this project, simultaneously creating order to parts of my self-narrative and
allowing greater understanding of my self-identity.

Using a dream and self-reflective journals to guide my creative practice I
endeavoured to re-construct my own narrative meaning and bring some clarity to my
present understanding of the complex relationships between childhood, motherhood
and identity.
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INTRODUCTION

For my Masters Project I chose to explore and interpret the present emotions
connected to memories of four dolls from my childhood. I felt that I had lost my
identity and individuality since giving birth to my two children and that I had lost my
childhood through becoming a parent. I chose to embark upon this self-reflective
and nostalgic project to enable me to re-connect to my childhood and to acknowledge
how the past has influenced my present identity.

My self-reflections were

manifested through this project simultaneously creating order to parts of my selfnarrative and allowing greater understanding of my self-identity.

My project is therefore primarily autobiographical. I am inspired by reoccurring
nostalgic memories from my childhood and the subjective inaccuracy of those
memories. Since becoming a mother in 2007 I consciously reminisce about my early
childhood and then compare these childhood experiences with my perception of both
my sons’ childhoods.

Through the theme of personal childhood memory I

investigate the inaccuracy of memory which I believe is caused by a blend of
emotive, temporal and imaginative influences upon my brain so that memory
becomes an individual myth where reality and fantasies are intertwined (LeoniFigini, 2008).

My project explores the present conscious relationship I have to my memories by recreating toys from my childhood. My project also seeks to open a dialogue with an
audience over our experiential similarities and dissimilarities by materialising my
private autobiographical memories and presenting them to the public.
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I will commence this exegesis by discussing the orientation of my research which
includes the background and scope of my project.

In Part 2, I examine long term autobiographical childhood memories and discuss that
they are subjective and are therefore inaccurate forms of the truth. I then briefly
describe my research challenge of materialising the emotional associations that I
have regarding my nostalgic memories

In Part 3, I explain my research method of using a self-reflective journal and dream
interpretation in combination with my investigative artistic practice. Guided by Carl
Roger’s (1977) phenomenological perspective and Dan McAdam’s (2008)
Integrative Narrative Identity theory, I describe and self-analyse my memories of
four of my childhood toys. I then discuss and self-analyse a lucid dream that I had
about my Masters exhibition which helped me to acknowledge and deal with some of
my repressed emotions that I have from my childhood.

In Part 4, I argue that autobiographical and memory based art works are the artists’
private self-narratives that are then shared and exposed through public exhibition.
The works of Mary Kelly, Tracey Emin, Louise Bourgeois and Annette Messager are
discussed alongside works from my own project.
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In Part 5, I discuss how the technique of sewing soft-sculpture enables me to
represent the physical and emotional elements of memories of my childhood toys. I
then examine my investigations of form and installation that were part of my artistic
process to re-create my memories.

Finally, I conclude with a reflection on this Masters project. I evaluate the influence
that autobiographical childhood memories, phenomenological self-reflection, Dan
McAdam’s (2008) theory of Integrative Narrative Identity; nostalgia, dreams, plus
autobiographical and memory based art works had in the creation of my art work.
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PART 1: ORIENTATION OF RESEARCH

Background

I was born in Hobart, Tasmania, in 1982. My parents were both very creative; my
father was interested in photography and my mother was very talented in sewing and
hand-crafts. I recall sitting underneath or beside my mother’s sewing machine when
I was between the ages of four and eleven while she was making clothing for my
family and I was hand sewing dolls and their clothes.

With the birth of my first child I started to focus on my own nostalgic childhood
memories. My experience with children was minimal so I needed to use my own
childhood as a guide for my role as a parent. This new autobiographical focus
inspired me to reference the childhood act of sewing in my practice.

Scope of Research

This new direction was limited by its context and subjectivity. As I am the subject of
my research and my art is created from my own memories, it is subjective.
However, this is not an entirely negative or limiting aspect. Because I am the subject
of my Masters research, I know my topic intimately: I am the expert on myself and
my life experiences (Rogers, cited in Cervone & Pervin, 2010).

Through the

exhibition of my Masters work parts of my private self-narrative will be revealed. I
hope that this self-exposure and position of vulnerability will be a positive aspect of

4

my research because I want to invoke a response from the audience. I want my work
to be meaningful and appealing to others.

For my project I chose to focus on the memory of four toys as a means of reconnecting to my own childhood and to better understand the emotions that I
associate with them. The role of toys has been pivotal in my emotional and social
development. Fredrich Froebel (1888) argued that play is the “highest phase of child
development” and that “the plays of childhood are the germinal leaves of all later
life” (Russell KA & Aldridge J, 2009, p.1-2). The importance of childhood play and
the role of toys have been explored extensively by Froebel (1888), Jean Piaget
(1952), Carl Jung (1954) and many others however a detailed explanation of this
subject was beyond the scope and limits of my research.
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PART 2: RESEARCH PROBLEM

Long term Autobiographical Childhood Memories

Memory can be defined as the retention of information (Howe, 1970). Long term
memory, also known as secondary memory, is a repository for all the varied
information which people retain over extended periods of time (Squire L. R, 1992).
Therefore, for my research purposes I classify the term ‘long term autobiographical
childhood memories’ as being information regarding my personal childhood
memories that have been retained over an extended period of time. Jonathan Foster
(2009) argues that memory is not a veridical copy of the world; memory can be
described as the combined influences of the world and the person’s own ideas and
expectations.

For my project I re-created specific memories of toys from my

childhood. Through my research I discovered that my memories are a combination
of fact and fantasy that are retrieved and interpreted through my present
psychological perspective (Foster, 2009). As I reflected upon my memories through
my art and through my self-reflective journal I was able to recall more information
about my toys. However, by constantly dwelling on these memories I was more
likely to “imperceptibly modify” (Ross, 1991, p. 180) my recollections by replacing
them with my present psychological viewpoint. Also, because autobiographical
memory is a deeply personal, subjective and vivid construction of the past which
communicates a personal identity, I needed to be aware that what I remembered and
how I remembered it had consequences for my own life and the lives of those
included in my memories (Engel, 1999).
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Re-creating Memory

The ongoing construction of my self-narrative is used as an artistic tool to help me to
understand parts of my identity; it is a psychological necessity.

My research

challenge was to self-analyse the emotions that I associate with my four childhood
toys and to then express and materialise those emotions in my project.

I had

unresolved emotions connected to my toys and I wanted to understand and
cathartically purge those feelings. Through my creative practice I thought that it was
necessary to express and understand my feelings of fear and apprehension towards
three of my toys: Milly Molly Mandy, Becky Bunny and Miss Mouse. In contrast, I
needed to express feelings of love that I feel for Baby Alice but also sorrow and
anger over her destruction and loss.
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PART 3: RESEARCH METHODS

Phenomenological Self-Reflection and the Construction of a Self-Narrative

As part of this project I kept a journal of reminiscences specific to childhood toys as
a way of narrating my own oral history to myself.

Oral history is crucial in

preserving and articulating alternative memories and personal histories not found in
traditional reviews or summaries (Russel D, 1986). The artist Mary Kelly added
reflective journal notes to her work Post-Partum Document (see Figure 5) to
preserve and share her oral history. Like Kelly, I chose to use a journal as part of my
research method because it enabled me to meditate upon my memories and selfreflect upon certain toys. Combined with my artistic practice, the physical act of
writing and introspective focus enabled me to articulate and preserve my feelings
associated with my toys and establish why I did not play with them often.

By using the reflective practise of autobiographical artistic re-creation in
combination

with

my

written

journal

as

a

form

of

phenomenological

autobiographical reasoning, I was exercising personal integration and forming a
narrative pattern that affirmed my life’s meaning and purpose (McAdams, 2008).
This understanding of part of my self-narrative is materialised through my
installation because, through the act of self-reflection, I have been able to
consciously remember details about my memories that I would have otherwise
overlooked. Thus, I have created a discourse between my past and my present which
informs my project.
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Guided by the ideas of Carl Roger’s (1977) and Dan McAdams’ (2008) I have
interpreted specific childhood recollections through my creative practice and my
self-reflective journal.

Rogers (1977) argues that the interpretation of “internal

experiences (has) a subjective quality; their meaning rests on the interpretations of
the person who is having the experience and cannot be determined by objective
measures of physical response” (cited in Cervone & Pervin, p. 166). Therefore,
because the self-reflection of my memories is the subject of my research and is
manifested into my art works, the meaning and interpretation of my subjective
experiences rests with me.

McAdams (2008) formulated a narrative theory of personality psychology entitled an
“integrative narrative identity”. He contends: “that people begin, in late adolescence
and young adulthood, to construe their lives as evolving stories that integrate the
reconstructed past and the imagined future in order to provide life with some
semblance of unity and purpose” (p. 4).

My project seeks to reconstruct an

integrative narrative identity by materialising memories of my past through the
medium of installation. I am able to purge repressed feelings and express them in
my project as a means of creating a meaningful and coherent self-narrative.
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Recollection of specific Childhood Memories

My memories are nostalgic in their obsessive presence because they bring back
subconscious recollections of my blurred past. These nostalgic recollections are in
fact a mourning for my past. Nostalgia is always an absence because the fragmented
memories of the past continually reproduce themselves as a felt lack (Stewart, 1993).
I do not have any memories before I was two or three years old when I was living in
my first family home in Rosetta. My early memories blur into each other so much
that I do not know the order in which they occurred.

Although I have many

memories from this period, I chose to focus on the memory of four toys as a means
of re-connecting to my own childhood and to better understand the emotions that I
associate with them.

Figure 1 McAvoy C, 2011, Miss Mouse.
Image: Catherine McAvoy.
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In my childhood home there was a carpeted staircase which led down to my father’s
office, a rumpus room, bathroom, workshop and a storage area. I can recall pushing
my toy pram down the stairs with my toy mouse tucked under the blankets. The
pram would crash and bump down the stairs and I felt a sense of mischievousness
about the situation because my parents would probably not approve of me doing such
things. I was a quiet, shy and obedient child and I believe that this game was a
chance for me to be disobedient and to challenge my parents’ authority. The toy in
the pram was named Miss Mouse (MM) and despite owning her since I was a baby I
did not particularly like her. On either side of her pointy triangular face she had two
large staring eyes made of felt, which I found frightening. I do not remember
playing any other games with MM apart from the ‘pram down the stairs’ game and I
believe I would not have pushed my pram down the stairs with one of my favourite
dolls. To this day I think about MM because of her large eyes and my lack of
fondness for her. I used to believe that she was staring at me and that she was evil or
possessed.
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Figure 2 McAvoy D, 1983, Catherine with Milly Molly Mandy.
Image: David McAvoy.

Figure 3 McAvoy G, 1982, Catherine with Becky Bunny.
Image: Glenys McAvoy.
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I had two other dolls that frightened me when I was between the age of three and ten
years old. Their names were Milly Molly Mandy (MMM) and Becky Bunny (BB),
both of which had been given to me when I was a baby. MMM was a cloth doll with
a painted face and woollen hair and BB had a calico body with a fur head, feet and
hands. These toys, along with MM, never appealed to me as play things because
they were too frightening. They had large eyes and did not look happy because they
were not smiling. MMM used to sit on a divan in our rumpus room or on wicker
chairs and sometimes she was in my toy basket or on a bookshelf with BB. I have no
recollection of playing games with these two toys. I have photos of myself as a baby
with these toys (Figure 2 & Figure 3), which is how I know that I had them for so
long, but they were never involved in my mother and daughter imaginary games.

The importance of physical attractiveness was instilled in me by my mother. I
believe my Mum would never leave the house without make-up because it made her
feel more attractive and feminine. When I was a child she always made sure that I
looked pretty if we were going out. She dressed me in feminine lacy dresses and
brushed, parted and styled my hair with pink ribbons. The toys that I chose to
mother in my childhood games were those that I considered pretty. They had blonde
hair, bright blue eyes and pouty smiles. Their features were familiar to me through
the images of beautiful alluring women such as Madonna, Claudia Schiffer and
Pamela Anderson that I had seen on television and in magazines; women whom I
dreamt of looking like when I grew up. Although MMM had blue eyes and blonde
hair I did not consider her to be pretty because she stared at me with cold eyes, she
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had a sickly pale complexion and she did not smile. These superficial ideals of
beauty that I was exposed to and adopted in my childhood have stayed with me to the
present. I am vain and obsessed with my appearance. I judge my self-worth on my
level of attractiveness believing that people will like me more if I am attractive; this
is part of my self-narrative.

Figure 4 McAvoy D, 1985, Catherine with Baby Alice.
Image: David McAvoy.

Another doll that I focus on in my project was called Baby Alice (BA). Unlike the
three previous toys that I recall, I was very fond of BA because she was my first
baby doll that I mothered. I remember photos of myself on my third birthday
holding her in my arms and feeding her a bottle. BA was a pretty plastic baby doll
that had short dark blonde hair, blue eyes that blinked, and she would cry when I
14

turned her upside down. I wanted to be affectionate with BA because she was
physically attractive. I felt that she needed to be taken care of because she was a
vulnerable baby, but more importantly, I believe that I wanted to take care of her
because she was physically appealing which I interpreted as being more deserving of
my motherly affections.

My brother destroyed BA when I was about nine years old. He put her in a vice and
cut her torso almost in half with a wood saw to remove her crier. I remember finding
her face-down on the workshop bench and knew immediately which of my two
brothers had committed the act. I recall standing in the workshop and staring at my
ruined doll feeling shocked and empty. When I told my mother about what my
brother had done she merely shrugged her shoulders and said something about my
brother always doing things like that. I still feel angry about my brother’s actions but
I feel more disappointed with my parents for not ever reprimanding him over his
behaviour. He was always excused from his misdeeds and given more leniency than
me or my other brother and I believe it was because he was the cutest child in the
family. I reasoned that he was rarely scolded because he was more attractive than
me and was therefore more deserving of my parent’s love.
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The Self-Interpretation and Influence of Dreams

On the sixteenth of May 2010 I had a dream about my upcoming Masters exhibition.
In the dream I had made a three roomed installation based on the downstairs area of
my second childhood home. In the first room were thirty toy doll strollers each of
which had a MM sculpture tucked under a blanket. Five light bulbs were hanging
from the ceiling and subtly lighting the space. On the back wall was a large colour
film projection of me pushing the original MM doll in a pram down a stairway.
Bachelard (1964) contends that in our memories we always go down the stairway
that leads to the cellar. Both in this dream and in the memories of my home’s
stairway, I only descend the stairs. The sound in the film was the bumping of the
pram being pushed down the stairs: bump, bump, bump.

In the second room I had re-created the rumpus room from the same childhood home.
On a white divan were a large group of MMM sculptures seated beside and in front
of one another. Beside the divan in a white basket were numerous BB soft sculptures
that overflowed from the basket out onto the floor of the gallery. On the walls of the
room were architectural, black line drawings of doors, weight benches, bookshelves,
and windows. There were BB sculptures on white shelves that protruded out from
the ones drawn on the walls.

The third room in my dream was a re-created workshop, which in actuality was
positioned next to the rumpus room of my home. A large wooden workbench with a
blue vice was at the end of the room and a collapsible clothesline was on the wall to
the left. A colour film was projected onto the wall behind the workbench. The film
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showed my BA doll being sawn in half with a handsaw while clamped in the vice.
The audio from the film was the sound of the saw moving back and forth.

Using Roger’s (1977) Phenomenological theory I believe that this dream was caused
by the apprehension and concern I felt about my project because I was having doubts
about my artistic and academic ability. Jung also believed that dreams could only be
personally and subjectively analysed, and that personal interpretation would be
correct when it seemed evident to an individual that their unconscious was healed
(Von Franz, 1998). My dream demonstrated to me that I still have unresolved
feelings about the destruction of BA. I also believe that it demonstrated that I had
the capability to finalise my project through my subconscious creation of a
completed exhibition.
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PART 4: AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL AND MEMORY BASED
ART WORKS

The Materialisation of Personal Experience as an Art Form

I decided to embrace the fact that my autobiography is my own personal myth, true
only to me. My self-narrative, regardless of the ratio of fact or fiction, is what I
believe it is and is part of who I am. It is “an invention, a re-presentation, a historical
object ripped or torn out of its contexts” (Denzin, in Knowles & Cole, 2008, p.117).
My self-narrative tries to incorporate self-reflection, self-consciousness, femininity,
and girlishness (Wakeling, 2011). In sharing my narrative through my art works, I
am transferring my private self into a public context just as other autobiographical
and memory based artists have done. Artists such as: Mary Kelly, Tracey Emin,
Louise Bourgeois, and Annette Messager. These artists’ private self-narrative is
“staged in public, displayed at exhibitions and in other public places” (Steiner &
Yang, 2004, p. 20). Their personal experiences, opinions and vulnerabilities are
exposed and the audience is invited to compare the artist’s experiences with their
own and “meaning is elaborated collectively” (Bishop, 2005, p.116). Like Kelly,
Emin, Bourgeois and Messager my project focuses on personal experience. Our selfnarratives are shared with the audience through the use of documentation,
psychological interpretation, soft-sculpture, re-creation and installation.
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Figure 5 Kelly M, 1976, Post-Partum Document: Documentation IV: Transitional objects, Diary and
Diagram (detail), mixed media, dimensions variable.
Image: www.marykellyartist.com.

In Post-Partum Document (Figure 5) Mary Kelly documented her experience of the
first seven years of her son’s life and divided it into seven sections. Through her use
of both two and three dimensional personal items: baby singlets, dirty nappies,
writing, hand imprints and insects, Kelly has narrated moments from her
autobiography.

The artist has also added self-reflective journal notes and

quantitative data to these personal objects. Through her art works the subjective is
juxtaposed with the objective (Kelly, 1983). Further to this Kelly has used the
theoretical approaches of Lacan to psychoanalyse the social developmental stages of
her child’s growth.

Like Kelly, my project has been guided by psychological theories. However, I chose
to use phenomenological and narrative theories of psychology, not Lacanian
19

psychoanalysis. I wanted to be in a position of power to analyse my reflections and
memories rather than be subordinately analysed by a third and unrelated person.
Lacan places too much emphasis on the unconscious repression of childhood sexual
desires (Straker, D, 2011) and I do not interpret my reflections as being repressions
of my childhood sexuality, rather as repressions of childhood emotions. Like Kelly
my self-reflection and interpretations from my studio practice, together with my
written journal, was integral to understanding my emotions associated with my
childhood toys and the final manifestation of re-created autobiographical memories
into my exhibition. However, I chose not to exhibit my written journal because I did
not want my installation to be ‘worded’ or ‘voiced’ like a book; I wanted the
narration to be constructed by the viewer from three-dimensional sculptural forms
and installation much like the art of Tracey Emin.

Figure 6 Emin T, 1998, My Bed, mattress, linens, pillows, objects, 79 x 211 x 234cm.
Image: The Saatchi gallery.
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In a similar vein to the autobiographical Feminist examination of personal items in
Mary Kelly’s Post-Partum Document, Tracey Emin has exhibited three-dimensional
autobiographical objects from her bedroom in the work My Bed (Figure 6). Emin
took her private space and transferred it to the public arena by transforming the
gallery into her own bedroom. The installation included stained pillows, cigarette
butts, empty vodka bottles, used tampons, tissues and dirty knickers. Comparatively
my project does not use the original objects from my autobiography. Nevertheless,
like Emin’s My Bed the work: Milly Molly Mandy Divan (Figure 15) is a symbol of
intimacy, privacy and sleep. I have re-created a divan from my childhood and
adolescence of which my family, my friends and my-self have sat, slept and had sex
upon. The MMM figures lie upon and next to each other to create a visual narrative
of intimacy.

Tracey Emin allowed the viewer to have social interaction with her piece. By not
fencing off her work the viewer was able to be in close proximity to her personal
items and bed. I wanted to include social interaction in my project by creating
intimate pathways between works that the audience could pass through to enhance
their experience of the installation. Emin presented “the reality of her daily life”
through her installation and pushed people into “a voyeuristic situation” (Steiner &
Yang, p. 88), much like the voyeurism inherent in Bourgeois’ Seven in a Bed (Figure
7).
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Figure 7 Bourgeois L, 2001, Seven in a Bed, fabric, stainless steel, glass and wood,
172.7 x 85 x 87.6 cm.
Image: BBC News.

Bourgeois’ Seven in a Bed (Figure 7) is a three-dimensional, soft-sculptural work
roughly sewn together in pink fabric and consists of seven naked human bodies,
some of which have been made with two heads. The figures are positioned side by
side in an orgy; kissing, holding and penetrating each other. This is a cathartic piece
which reflects and purges the offensive long-term childhood memory of her father's
open affair (Leoni-Figini, 2008).

According to Leoni-Figini (2008), Bourgeois

remembers the rage she felt on discovering her father’s and her English teacher’s
betrayal.

The work is contained in glass much like a museum artefact, which

imprisons the work and emphasises the inability of Bourgeois or the viewer to enter
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this memory space. By looking through the glass the viewer takes on a voyeuristic
role.

Like Bourgeois, I use the medium of fabric soft sculpture and sewing. Similarly, it is
cathartic and purges feelings of loss and anger that I have associated with a doll from
my childhood. My soft sculptural pieces: Becky Bunny Bookshelf (Figure 24) and
Milly Molly Mandy Divan (Figure 15) evolved to become a mass of connected
bodies, taking on a visually similar appearance to Bourgeois’ Seven in a Bed. In
contrast to Bourgeois, I chose to allow the viewer (and myself) to enter my memory
space. I intend that an encounter will be formed between the viewer, artist and art
work, what Nicolas Bourriaud (1998) terms “Relational Art” where the meaning of
the installation becomes performative. I want the viewer to physically enter my
installation and to have the opportunity to be in close proximity to my sculptures in
the manner of Annette Messager’s 7 Dissections (Figure 8).
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Figure 8 Messager A, 1996, 7 Dissections, plush fabric, string, 130.65cm x 83.85 cm.
Image: Penetrations, p. 52.

This work reminds me of the destruction that my brother unleashed upon many of
my childhood toys. Messager’s art consists of the ‘skin’ from unstuffed toy animals
that are stretched out in the style of animal pelts. In her own words: “I play with the
remains of the stuffed animals. I cut them open and do an autopsy on them, probing
inside them as if I were dissecting” (Messager, 1997, p. 68). Messager’s work is
autobiographical. She references her childhood memories of dressing her cat by
undressing the toy animals of their furry ‘clothing’ (Messager, 1997).

Early on in my project, I too investigated destroying dolls as a reference to the
memory of my brother’s destruction of BA. However, unlike Messager, my work
evolved to reference the objects that were used to destroy my doll, rather than the
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destroyed object. I made this decision because the appearance of the dolls that I
destroyed did not match my recollections of BA. I also felt that the absence of the
destroyed doll would best represent my feelings of loss. Baby Alice Vice (Figure 29)
and Baby Alice Saw (Figure 31) are the result of this investigation.
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PART 5: CREATIVE PRACTICE

Experimenting with Form

At the start of my investigations I felt that it was important that my art was able to
materially represent aspects of my childhood memories because it enabled me to
nostalgically connect to my past through creating a familiar physical appearance.
Despite this, as my work progressed it developed into an instinctual process that
allowed my dream, emotional associations and practical considerations to be equally
important elements in the project.

I chose to express my childhood memories of my toys through soft sculpture and
sewing like Bourgeois’ Seven in a Bed (Figure 7) because the originals were threedimensional, made of fabric and stuffed with fibre. I adopted the technique of
sewing for both practical and psychological reasons. Firstly, the toys that I recreated were sewn. Secondly, because I did a lot of sewing in my childhood and I
was recollecting memories from this period, it was both relevant and productive to
regress back to this childish and nostalgia fuelled action. My basic and amateur
sewing skills were taught to me by my mother. For me, the technique of sewing is a
meditative and introspective act that allows me to remember my relationship with my
mother, my childhood and the emotions that I associate with my toys. Bourgeois
explains: “when I was growing up all the women in my house were using needles. I
have always had a fascination with the needle, the magic power of the needle”
(McKeith, 2004, p.1).
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In order to manifest my childhood fear of the MMM, MM and BB toys, the only
feature that I placed on my sculptural re-creations were enlarged eyes. I chose to use
the same body pattern for all the dolls to create a visual conformity between my
sculptures. As I was afraid of the three toys for the same reason, namely their eyes
and their lack of beauty, I hoped that this aesthetic uniformity would emphasise that I
had the same psychological relationship to all of the toys. Like Deborah Jaffe, I
think that facial features are crucial in a doll because they enable children and adults
to interact with them and create dialogue (2006). I also believe that the heads and
eyes of my sculptures would become more noticeable because of the similarities in
their bodily form.

Another way that I revisited my psychological discomfort with these toys was by
using a human body pattern for the mouse and rabbit forms. My memory of the
mouse and the rabbit toys is of them being half animal and half human; they were
anthropomorphic. This was something that I emphasised in my re-creations because,
for me, this strange combination was beastly rather than cute or beautiful. My ideas
about beauty do not include animals and I believe the human/animal combination
brought fear into my mind and contributed to my dislike of the toys.
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Milly Molly Mandy

Figure 9 McAvoy, C, 2009, Milly Molly Mandy Face Ideas, acrylic paint with textile medium,
fabric pen, 30cm x 42cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.

I started investigating the face for MMM when I was in Alice Springs at my parents’
house for Christmas in 2009. MMM was originally made from calico so I chose to
use this material as a starting point for my re-creations. Initially I used fabric paint
on calico to draw her eyes but I was unhappy with the psychological effect that the
result had on me. I investigated fabric pens which enabled me to achieve a fine line
while drawing the eye outlines from memory. I was happy with my response and I
coloured the iris blue. To keep the fine line and to stop the ink bleeding into the
calico I developed a technique of heat setting the black ink before applying the blue
ink and then heat setting the final drawings.

28

I investigated the body shape of MMM by drawing it free-hand and then sewing two
pieces of this shape together using a sewing machine. Once I had stuffed the body
with fibre fill I realised that the body shape was warped: it was large and bulky in the
shoulder and arm region, and the legs were not as long as I recalled them (Figure 10).

I decided to make a pattern for these sculptures because my free-hand outlines
created strange body shapes that I thought would be too visually powerful and
thereby take attention away from the facial features. I tried two patterns, slimming
down the arms, shortening the neck so that it did not flop and further lengthening the
legs; creating a body form (Figure 11) that evoked my feelings towards the original
doll.

Figure 10 McAvoy C, 2010, Milly Molly Mandy 1, calico, fibre fill and fabric pen,
70cm x 28cm x 5cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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Figure 11 McAvoy C, 2010, Milly Molly Mandy 2, calico, fibre fill and fabric pen,
70cm x 28cm x 5cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.

Figure 12 McAvoy C, 2010, Milly Molly Mandy 3, calico, fibre fill and fabric pen,
70cm x 28cm x 5cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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I made about fifteen completed MMM sculptures (Figure 12) but the overall effect
was unsatisfactory to me because they were too generic, very similar to store bought
calico dolls and I felt no emotional connection. I also realised that I did not need to
turn the fabric in the ‘right way’ because when the doll was inside out it reminded
me of my mother’s sewing, which was always done inside-out. As I was using my
mother’s old sewing machine it felt ‘right’ that I left my sculptures this way because
it psychologically re-connected me to my past.

In addition, it gave the soft

sculptures a more interesting aesthetic appearance with the rough edges and long
threads hanging from the bodies.

I ended up cutting the heads off my fifteen

completed sculptures, un-stuffing the bodies, turning them inside out and sewing on
new heads with only eyes on the face. During this process I recalled that my original
MMM had her head sewn on to her body; a serendipitous event in my creative
process and self-narrative.

I still needed to use repetition, or multiplicity, in my re-creations because it enhanced
my work in two ways. Firstly, the number of a set of objects is symbolic; I made
twenty nine MMM soft sculptures to represent the twenty nine years of memories that
I had of her as she was given to me during my first year of life. Secondly, I wanted
to obsess upon my memories of MMM and I felt that the physical process of
repetition would allow me to meditate upon and reconnect with my past. Eva Hesse
states: “if something is meaningful, maybe it’s more meaningful said ten times. It’s
not just an aesthetic choice. If something is absurd, it’s much more greatly
exaggerated, absurd, if it is repeated” (cited in Nixon, 2002, p.11).
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Figure 13 McAvoy C, 2011, Milly Molly Mandy, calico, fibre fill, cotton, fabric pen,
70cm x 28cm x 5cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.

Image 14 McAvoy C, 2011, Divan Mattress, foam, calico, felt and cotton, 230cm x 110cm x 15cm.
Image: C. McAvoy.
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Image 15 McAvoy C, 2011, Milly Molly Mandy Divan Process (detail), calico, fibre fill, cotton,
fabric pen, dimensions variable.
Image: C.McAvoy.

Image 16 McAvoy, 2011, Milly Molly Mandy Detail, calico, fibre fill, felt, fabric pen.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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With the twenty nine soft sculptures of MMM completed, I needed to resolve how
these pieces would be installed. I recalled that the original doll used to be seated on
a divan in a rumpus room downstairs in my childhood home. Similarly, in the dream
that I had of an installation, she was seated on this divan. Initially, I was going to
seat my sculptures upon a wooden divan base that I had made using a foam mattress.
I had covered the mattress in a calico and hand-sewn felt floral cover which
reminded me of the original divan mattress.

However, when I positioned the

sculptures upon this mattress I saw that they needed to be combined together so that
they were no longer two separate objects with two separate stories. Writing in my
self-reflective diary I describe that my “memories of objects become situated in and
upon things and places.

Objects merge into other things and become their

environment” (McAvoy, 2011). In other words, the MMM sculptures should become
the divan. I wanted the sculptures to merge into their environment because I thought
that a visual narrative could be created from my memory of the doll and the divan
from which I never moved her. I wanted the sculpture to be interpreted as being both
a doll that was not played with and a mattress; an object to be lain on. I made a
mattress shape with the individual sculptures by hand-sewing them together at their
heads, arms, and legs. Then, I hand-sewed a yellow felt floral design onto some of
the sculptures’ bodies. I was satisfied with the overall result because the dolls had
simultaneously become the divan mattress whilst remaining true to my memories of
the original doll’s form.
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Miss Mouse

Figure 17 McAvoy C, 2010, Miss Mouse with Eye Veins (detail), polyester, fibre fill, felt,
cotton, 25cm x 17cm x 3cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.

I started to make the MM soft sculptures as heads in profile without bodies, based on
my memories of the original MM’s face. I used a fabric similar to my memory of the
original doll as a tactile starting point. I added oversized black and white felt eyes
based on my visual and emotional recollections. I investigated sewing red cotton
veins onto the eyes to make them more frightening but I rejected this because it made
the sculpture appear diabolical and this was not a true reflexion of my memories. I
wanted my art to not only be a material re-creation of the original toys whilst
appealing as an art work, but also to visually communicate my emotional memories
and the environment that I experienced them in.
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Figure 18 McAvoy C, 2010, Miss Mouse with Calico Body, suiting fabric, calico, fibre fill,
felt, cotton, 70cm x 28cm x 5cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.

At this point my MM head sculptures evoked in me nostalgic identification but
unfortunately they appeared as if they had been decapitated. This was not in keeping
with my memories because her head had never been removed from her body. I
investigated using calico for the mouse body (Figure 18) as I had used calico for both
MMM and BB and thought that it would create a visual uniformity between them.
However, my memory of the original MM was that it did not have a calico body.
Upon reflexion I chose to privilege my memory over and above any metaphorical
qualities.

I made this decision because I thought that it would enhance the

unattractive and beastly element that I recall feeling psychological discomfort about.
I therefore used the same fabric for the mouse head and body whilst using the MMM
body pattern. In total I made twenty nine MM (Figure 19) sculptures because I
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received the original toy when I was a baby and I was twenty nine at the time that I
re-created them.

Figure 19 McAvoy C, 2011, Miss Mouse, polyester, fibre fill, felt, cotton, 70cm x 28cm x 5cm.
Image: C. McAvoy.

Due to the dream about my Masters exhibition and my memories of pushing MM in
a pram down the stairs in my childhood home, I concluded that the MM sculptures
should exist in a space symbolic of a stairwell. As mentioned, although I used to
push Miss Mouse in a pram, in my dream the sculptures were seated in toy strollers.
I chose to use toy strollers rather than prams for my installation because they had a
lighter frame that did not conceal the sculptures from view; a largely practical
choice. Similar to my work: Milly Molly Mandy Divan I wanted the MM sculptures
to merge into their environment so that a visual narrative could be created. I wanted
the sculptures to be interpreted as being both a toy that was disliked and
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consequently treated roughly, and a stroller. I bought twenty nine toy strollers from
a variety of stores and removed the fabric seating. I then tied the figures individually
into each stroller with ribbon that I had hand-sewn onto their shoulders and legs.
This ribbon that I used was based upon the bright colours of the original stroller
fabric.

I envision that approximately half of these works will be attached to the gallery wall
and arranged as descending stairs leading down to the gallery floor. The other half
will be positioned randomly on the floor beside the stairs as they were in my dream.

Through this installation I will enable the participants to not only view, but also have
physical and sensory experiences with the work; to become the protagonist as they
journey into my re-created memories. My MM sculptures will become what Nicolas
Bourriaud (1998) terms “Relational Art” because the meaning of the installation will
become performative.
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Image 20 McAvoy C, 2011, Miss Mouse Stroller Installation, polyester, fibre fill, felt, cotton, ribbon,
toy stroller, 57 cm x 31 cm x 41 cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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Becky Bunny

Figure 21 McAvoy C, 2010, Becky Bunny Prototype, calico, artificial fur, fibre fill, amber crystal eye,
70cm x 28cm x 5cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.

Becky Bunny (BB) was yet another strange doll that I had since I was a baby and,
like the others, I had never really played with because of her strange physical
appearance. BB fits into the same psychological category as the other two toys
because she was unattractive and I considered her unworthy of my motherly
affections.
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To re-create BB I used the same body pattern as for the other two figures but used
artificial fur for her head. Through working with this fur I came to realise that its
colour was a lot darker than my memory of the original BB. I chose another fabric
that better reflected this, however it was much more expensive than the first and each
time I ran out I bought a slightly different colour, thinking that it was the same as the
original. This was a perfect example of how my memory can be unreliable. In
addition, the second fur was horrible to work with. Each time I cut the head patterns
from the fabric, fur follicles got up my nose, in my mouth, eyes and all over my
body.

Nevertheless, because I was satisfied with the appearance of the fur I

continued to use it, despite the discomfort.

Figure 22 McAvoy C, 2010, Becky Bunny Head with Interface, artificial fur,
amber crystal eye, cotton.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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To focus upon the psychological fear that I recall associating with BB I only placed
one eye on my re-creations and omitted the long ears, nose, and mouth. I made the
head in profile facing right because my memories of this toy were of its head in
profile.

Similarly the body of the doll was made to face forwards because I

remember the body front-ways, not sideways. Strangely, I remember BB’s head
sideways looking at me from a bookshelf and never directly facing forwards. This
would have given me a good view of her frightening amber eyes, however I only
remember her body as a front view and not sideways. I have re-constructed this
memory based on my own expectations that her body was facing forward (Foster,
2009). I went on to make twenty nine BB (Figure 23) sculptures, because, like
MMM and MM, she was given to me in my first year of life.

Image 23 McAvoy C, 2011, Becky Bunny, calico, artificial fur, fibre fill, amber crystal eye, cotton,
70cm x 28cm x 5cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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Through my artistic investigations and recollections in my self-reflective diary, I
remembered that my BB doll sat upon bookshelves in the downstairs rumpus room of
my childhood home: “I tend to recall them just sitting on the Divan or the bookshelf
in the rumpus room staring at me and reminding me that they weren’t my favourites”
(C.McAvoy, 2010). In the dream about my installation these sculptures were seated
upon wooden shelves in the gallery. Initially I considered using pale wooden shelves
either connected to the gallery wall or as a free standing book shelf. I later realised
that the sculptures would appear as toys sitting on a shelf to potentially be played
with. This was not the message that I wanted to communicate because that was not
the relationship that I had with BB. In trying to respond to this I couldn’t help but
reference my experience with the previous works and the relationship between the
original toys and their environment that had been exposed. I hand-sewed the Becky
Bunny figures together creating soft-sculptural shelves because in my memories BB
was not separate from the bookshelf. The resulting sculpture Becky Bunny Bookshelf
(Figure 24) could represent a bookshelf whilst the individual toys retained their
original form
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Figure 24 McAvoy C, 2011, Becky Bunny Bookshelf, calico, artificial fur, fibre fill, amber crystal
eyes, cotton, metal hooks, 290 cm x 236 cm x 6 cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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Baby Alice

Initially, I had not considered my doll Baby Alice as being part of my Masters
project, but because of the lucid dream that I had had about my exhibition, she
became the fourth element in it. I had not thought about BA for years until my
dream indicated to me that I still had unresolved feelings of loss regarding her. I
thought that it was relevant to include her in my project because I was investigating
the psychological associations that I had with my childhood toys.

I started to collect second hand plastic dolls from opportunity shops around Darwin
and commenced sawing them in half to literally re-create the abuse that my brother
had unleashed upon my doll. However, I was less than satisfied with the result
because it did not capture the feelings of love and loss that I have for BA.

I tried sewing dolls from vinyl because vinyl reminded me of the cold plastic that BA
was made from. I experimented with various patterns and once finalised I machine
sewed them and stuffed them with polyester filling. I tried inserting a crier (a device
placed in the back of dolls so that they will cry when turned upside down) like the
original doll had. I created twenty seven of these vinyl dolls (Figure 26) to mark the
twenty seven years of memories that I have of BA as she was given to me on my
third birthday.
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Figure 25 McAvoy C, 2011, Vinyl Doll Pattern, vinyl, cardboard and texta.
Image: C.McAvoy.

Image 26 McAvoy C, 2011, Baby Alice with Crier, vinyl, fibre fill, crier, cotton,
50 cm x 40 cm x 4 cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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Figure 27 McAvoy C, 2011, Wooden Vice, new and second hand timber, 48 cm x 50 cm x 32 cm.
Image: C. McAvoy.

The result of all this was that I decided against using any of the re-created BA soft
sculptures because they did not adequately represent my memories and feelings of
loss. I started investigating these feelings and thought that perhaps her absence could
be best represented by the tools of her demise. I started by making a sculptural recreation of the vice in which she was destroyed. Firstly, I made a life-size vice from
wood (Figure 27) which I sanded and spray painted in hammer finish paint to give
the wood the appearance of metal. Upon completion its small size did not allow it to
effectively represent destruction. In addition, it was aesthetically very different from
my other sculptures. I made a second vice (Figure 28) from a shiny polyester fabric,
about three times the size of a regular vice to invoke the sense of power and fear that
it had produced in me when I was a child. I was happier with this effect but when
viewed in the gallery space it still was not ominous enough. My final piece Baby
Alice Vice (Figure 29) was made using the same fabric but approximately four and a-
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half-times larger than a real vice. I especially felt that because it represented a hard
metal object using soft fabric it needed a grand scale to evoke the frightening and
sinister association that I have with the original object. I will exhibit the Baby Alice
Vice on a wooden stand reminiscent of the wooden work bench that it was positioned
on in my memories. The stand will bring the vice up higher than eye level to
emphasize the scale and menacing quality of the object.

Figure 28 McAvoy C, 2011, Vice, polyester, tulle, fibre fill, cotton, 96 cm x 45 cm x 42 cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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Figure 29 McAvoy, C, 2011, Baby Alice Vice, polyester, tulle, fibre fill, cotton,
176 cm x 68 cm x 64 cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.

Once the Baby Alice Vice was completed I could see that I needed to include another
object that had been used in the destruction of my original doll: a hand saw. This
decision was made because I realised that the vice alone did not destroy BA, it was
of course the saw used by my brother that ruined her. Like the vice, I used a shiny
polyester fabric for the metal blade but for the handle I used a loose-weave brown
linen fabric that reminded me of the wooden handle of the saw that my brother cut
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BA in half with. The first saw I made I stuffed with fibre fill, but the blade was
lumpy and ugly (Figure 30). I removed the fibre fill from the saw, unpicked my
sewing, and filled the saw blade with three layers of craft wadding. Like the Baby
Alice Vice the saw was made four and a half times larger than a regular one so that
the size of the sculpture might instil fear in the viewer. This work Baby Alice Saw
(Figure 31) will be hung on the gallery wall near the Baby Alice Vice, looming above
the viewer. For me these objects represent destruction, but more importantly, the
absence and loss of BA.

Image 30 McAvoy C, 2011, Saw 1, polyester, linen, fibre fill, 230 cm x 67 cm x 8 cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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Image 31 McAvoy C, 2011, Baby Alice Saw, polyester, linen, fibre fill, craft wadding,
207 cm x 67 cm x 8 cm.
Image: C.McAvoy.
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CONCLUSION

My Master’s art project gave me the opportunity to explore and interpret present
emotions that are connected to my autobiographical childhood memories.

I

investigated my conscious relationship to these memories through materially recreating toys from my childhood and using a phenomenological self-reflective
journal and dream analysis.

This personal journey of nostalgia and discovery

enabled me to create meaning and coherence to parts of my self-narrative. I realised
that I disliked and did not play with Miss Mouse, Milly Molly Mandy and Becky
Bunny because I considered them unattractive. I believe I have been conditioned by
my mother, my family and society to value physical attractiveness over other
character traits. This conditioning is part of my self-narrative and I am still obsessed
with and judge others by their appearance.

The fourth doll in my project, Baby Alice, was what I considered to be pretty. I was
very fond of her because of her physical appeal and wanted to bestow upon her my
motherly affections. Through this project I uncovered repressed emotions associated
with the destruction and loss of this doll. I still have anger for my brother over
destroying a doll that he knew I valued and I am still angry and disappointed in my
parents for not reprimanding him over his misdeeds. The most shocking realisation
for me was that I was jealous of my brother for being more physically attractive than
me. I felt that my parents loved him more than me because of his appearance.
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The autobiographical and memory based works of Mary Kelly, Tracey Emin, Louise
Bourgeois, and Annette Messager were inspirational exemplars of how private selfnarratives can be shared with an audience through documentation, psychological
interpretation, soft-sculpture, re-creation and installation. As an artist using the
methodology of autobiography to reflect upon my childhood memories, I am
hopefully adding to the collective cultural knowledge of autobiographical and
memory based artists who approach their art in relation to their life (Schneider,
1996).

Re-creation is inspired by and part of the process of self-analysis of my emotions
associated with childhood memories. Multiplicity, installation, sewing and softsculpture enabled me to materially represent both the physical and metaphorical
aspects of my autobiographical memories of my childhood toys. Through sharing
my memories of personal experiences I hope that I will signal emotionality,
intimacy, and immediacy in my installations (Winograd & Neisser, 1992); thus
opening up a dialogue with the audience about experiential similarities and
dissimilarities of childhood. I intend that the audience will potentially become a
participant as they journey into my re-created memory spaces and recognise their
own childhood memories, or create new ones.
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