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Wormwood, 2001, linen and cotton, Malcolm Harrison.

“The problem with embroidery is it can look very
stale —and that you don’t want. | want to draw attention
to the lines rather than the stitches — it has to be like
drawing. It takes a little bit longer but if you get the
wrong line you can unpick it and nobody knows.”

Wormwood is appropriately apocalyptic — an angel
blows a trumpet and a star falling from Heaven alludes
to an aeroplane. A skinny figure standing on an island
is John on the Island of Patmos, writing The Revelations,
and the trees represent buildings falling down — “because
to show buildings falling down would be too horrible.

“| tried to make John look, without being too
figurative, like a camera on a tripod because everything
that happened on September 11 was recorded on film.”

In 1994 he designed and created two works for the re-
furbished Parliament Buildings. These are Matters of Pride
in the galleria — the largest public artwork commissioned
in New Zealand, and Whanaungatanga (Relationships),
a wall hanging outside the debating chamber. During
the project he worked with four Maori weavers and more
than 700 embroiderers. Both works are “about New
Zealand, its people and our unique country”.

In November, an exhibition of 18 of Harrison’s works
will open at Te Manawa Museum, Gallery and Science
Centre in Palmerston North and then tour to other venues.
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Open and Closed Spaces is about “a very ordinary, good
bloke who was a builder — and happens to be my father™.
In this installation, three-dimensional objects are
combined with stitched works on stretched fabric hung
on the walls. Simple houses have been made from art
book covers and coated with gesso and a found hammer
and soldering iron are framed behind glass. There is a
birdcage and a classical urn, which alludes to the way
“everything is based on ancient principles”

Harrison wanted to capture the raw naivety of the
way a child sees the world. To do so he uses three
recurring images to tell the story of his relationship with
his father. One is the house the family lived in in
Christchurch with the Port Hills and the mountains in
the background, the other is a day lily — “because as
humans we only bloom in the sun for a very short time,”
and the third is a wing.

“Dad was a very layered character who didn’t talk
much. He was a good Kiwi bloke but the one thing that
would press his button was dogma — he disliked being
told what to think. The wing is a symbol of people who
have an open, clear mind.”

The recurring house looks like a child’s drawing.
“The childlike simplicity was very hard to achieve — |
kept thinking, Those bloody kids can do better! Oh, it’s
so frustrating.”

Asked about his position as a man making fibre-based
work he says, “Attitudes haven’t changed much when
it comes to fabric things. New Zealand is somewhere in
the 1950s in terms of gender stereotypes and attitudes
to fibre as an art form. But I’'m not working with what
is popular. I’'m interested in what can be achieved with
this — where can it go; how can we push it further?”

He says winning the fellowship means “I feel total
freedom to focus solely on a new project for a whole
year. It’s also wonderful to have my peers say, ‘You’ve
done a good job and just keep going’”.

/Virginia Were

House, 2003, wool and cotton, Malcolm Harrison



