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1.  INTRODUCTION

I began this project with a curiosity in communication between peo-
ple from different cultures. However, in order to conduct a project on 
cross-cultural interactions, I realised that stereotyping would be hard 
to avoid when trying to depict each cultural group through focusing 
on symbols of that culture. Can a person from Italy be represented by 
expressive hand gestures? Can we use a surfboard as a symbol of Aus-
tralian culture? I decided that in order to avoid stereotyping, I would 
zoom in on a story between two individuals, so I could look at our 
cultural differences while still acknowledging our complex identities 
which include differences in age, location, interests, daily routines etc. 
The story that I narrate is the personal relationship between myself, 
a 24-year-old girl from in South Africa, and my 86-year-old great aunt 
from Spain, with whom I lived for many months. Despite a Spanish-En-
glish language barrier, a large generational gap and our completely dif-
ferent cultures and backgrounds, we developed our systems of commu-
nicating, which has enabled us to form a deep relationship. 

The investigation focuses on hands – tools with which we carry out our 
day-to-day practices. The hands are used as a metaphor to represent 
our connection with the material world – the way in which interact 
with each other and our surroundings. How do we navigate familiar 
and unfamiliar places? 

I expand on the research in this project through creating an audio-vi-
sual installation titled ‘Así. Así.’ In Spanish, this can be translated to 
either ‘like this’ or ‘like that.’ In this way, it conveys the mistranslation 
and miscommunication that can occur between different individuals 
with their distinct ways of doing things, while also showing that these 
different ways of doing things are essentially the same – there is no 
wrong or right. 



5

2.  MICRO-NARRATIVE

My Great Aunt Marie Rosa was born and grew up in Alicante, a medi-
um-sized coastal town in the South of Spain. Over the last few years, I 
have been living with her for several months at a time, and during my 
stays with her, I have become very curious about how our parallel lives 
have combined in the small space of her home. 

As she has lived alone for the last several decades, there is not very 
much that is new in her environment and she gets very overwhelmed 
by change to her set way of living. The disruptions to her routines and 
customs made her very anxious and as a result, she has developed a 
tick of licking her lips. Over the time I spent with her, she taught me the 
precise ways in which her house should be kept and I now know exactly 
how every object should be used, placed and kept. 

During this module, I went to visit my great aunt in Alicante, where I 
had the opportunity to document her habits and routines and to ob-
serve the different ways in which we acted in the same space. I noticed  
many small differences, such as in the ways in which we boiled water 
(she would boil water on the stove, while I was used to boiling water in 
the kettle), as well as larger differences such as our daily routines. 

A place where I felt extremely conscious of my differences was over a 
meal. There were several examples which stood out to me specifically. 
For example, the bread is placed directly onto the table, rather than 
onto a plate. It is typically very important in Spain that there are servi-
ettes on the table. Certain foods are also consumed in specific ways or 
with specific utensils or served on specific plates or bowls. I was also 
very uncertain of how to eat a different foods in the correct way and 
often had to watch how people were eating. At a restaurant, a selection 
of desserts would often be ordered and placed in the center of the table 
and people would reach across the table to take from the center. 

I also noticed how there were differences in the ways in which people 
interacted through personal contact. Normally people expressed inter-
est and engagement to the conversation through lightly touching a per-
son’s arm or shoulder. When my aunt would walk in the streets with her 
friends, they would always walk arm in arm. 

My great aunt in her kitchen
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While I was happy to adapt to her way of living and behaviour, I also 
sometimes found myself subconsciously feeling that her way was not 
the ‘right’ way of doing things. I found it interesting to analyse our at-
tachments to routines and habits and began to question why we have 
these attachments to our ways of doing things. 

One example was the pañuelo (silk handkerchief), which she would tie 
around my neck in the colder months. In Spain, covering the neck in 
colder temperatures is seen to be very important and the pañuelo is 
commonly used to do so, particularly by the elderly. Perhaps this was 
her way of showing care, but I also saw that wearing this was a way in 
which I was ‘performing’ her customs. 

While many parts of her routines were typical of the her generation and 
her Spanish culture, there were also many habits which were unique to 
her and I noticed how I adapted in this way too. For example, I know 
exactly how high she fills her tea or otherwise it will be too difficult for 
her to drink. I know how tight to close her hot water bottle or otherwise 
she cannot open it later. The taps are made of bronze so it is important 
for her that they are dried with a small white towel after a shower other-
wise they could rust. When plastics bottles of drinking water are closed 
too tightly, they can be opened with the nutcracker which she keeps 
in her kitchen draw. If there is a small piece of bread left uneaten, she 
kisses this piece of bread before throwing it away as a way of showing 
gratitude for having plenty of food to eat.

I also observed how the different items in her home illustrated the 
complexity of her identity, not only her nationality but also her age, re-
ligion, personality, love of music and reading etc. Some of these objects 
included the crucifix above her bed, the African sculptures and decora-
tions in her living room, the old photographs of her parents hanging on 
the walls, the plastic flowers on the table, the small flat screen TV etc. 
These objects all held information about her individuality.

Above are various objects in my 
aunts home: the crucifix above her 
bed, a photograph of her mother, a 
brass artwork from Malawi (from 
top to bottom)
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3.  THE HAND

Hands are the ‘tool of tools’ (Aristotle and Hamlyn, 1993) with which we 
carry out many of our daily rituals and practices. In my experience of 
living in the home of my great aunt, I noticed how our hands play an 
important part in the performance of our different identities. Eating, 
washing, brushing our hair or teeth, praying, switching on the televi-
sion, opening the window, unlocking the door etc. As we also had a 
language barrier, they became valuable tools in communicating and we 
often used our hands to signal to one another what we were unable to 
say. In this way, I saw our hands as a metaphor, symbolising our indi-
vidual connection to each other and our different interactions with the 
material world.

As well as being an organ of action, the hands are also a sensory organ, 
and allow us to gain knowledge of our surroundings through tactile 
sensations. We use them to understand that which is unfamiliar or un-
certain, as well as to detect danger (Is an object hard, smooth or rough? 
Will the surface burn my hand?). In this way, we can use our hands to 
orientate ourselves. My great aunt’s home was unfamiliar to me and my 
hands were tools in navigating through the spaces which she inhabited 
and gaining an understanding of this new environment. 

Our hands can also be considered as the points of transference between 
our inside and outside world. According to Merleau-Ponty in ‘Phenom-
enology of Perception’, they are what Kant refers to as the “an outer 
brain of man.” (Merleau-Ponty, 2011). This idea is expanded upon in 
‘The hand; its mechanism and vital endowments, as evincing design,’ 
(Bell and Shaw, 1865) where the following observations are made about 
the hand:

The hand is not a thing appended, or put on, like an additional movement in a 

watch; but a thousand intricate relations must be established throughout the 

body in connection with it such as nerves of motion and nerves of sensation.... 

But even with all this superadded organisation the hand would lie inactive, un-

less there were created a propensity to put it into operation.

This connection between our mind and body is also referenced in 
‘Hands,’ (Napier and Tuttle, 1993) a book which investigates the anatomy, 

My great aunt cutting bread to eat 
with lunch

The typical position of my great 
aunt with her hands resting on her 
on her stomach
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function and evolution of the human hand. In this book, there is a refer-
ence made to the connection between our hands and our expressions. 
It is written that “when the hand is at rest, the face is at rest; but a lively 
hand is a product of a lively mind. The involvement of the hand can 
be seen in the face, which is in itself a sort of mirror to the mind.” For 
example, if one is concerned or nervous, it is often be most noticeable 
in our hands. One may have a blank expression, but the tapping of their 
fingers or the clenching of one’s fist can reveal these internal anxieties. 
In this way, we can consider our hands as more than blood, bones and 
nerves but also as an intrinsic part of our internal worlds. 

Hands also play a large role in way in which we can show our emotion,  
whether we are angry, happy or scared. Neuroscience professor David 
Linden comments that “to be human, is to be emotional, and for all of 
us, our sense of touch is intrinsically emotional.” (TedxTalks, 2019) As 
our fingers contain a high density of nerve endings and are a one of the 
main ways in which we receive tactile stimulation, our hands can then 
be said to be an important part of our human experience. 

Napier also comments that the hands also show a high degree of prim-
itiveness, despite their sensitivity and ability to perform fine motor 
skills. He explains this paradox in saying that “the hand itself is derived 
from yeoman stock but the factor that places it among the nobles, is 
as it were, its connections–its connections to the higher centre of the 
brain.” (Napier and Tuttle, 1993) In ‘The Principles of Anatomy as seen 
in the Hand,’ (Wood-Jones, 1920) the five digit hand is considered as 
“the absolute bedrock of mammalian primitiveness”, as no other spe-
cies has ever developed more than five digits.    

In addition to the symbolic significance of hands, I was drawn to it’s 
aesthetic - particularly the contrast between my great aunt’s hands, 
which is fragile and wrinkled, and my own hands, as a young adult.

Close-up of anxious woman 
wringing hands (Storyblock video, 
2019)

Close-up of my hands Close-up my great aunt’s hands
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4.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

4.1  Acceptance and Belonging

During the time that I stayed with my aunt, I wanted to be assimilated 
into this new way of living, despite having a feeling that it was not the 
‘right’ way of acting. I had a desire to be accepted and belong – to learn 
the language, adapt to the dress code, time schedule, behaviors etc. I 
found that it gave me a sense of security and stability. As I was outside 
of my home country, there was a part of me that missed that sense of 
community and it could have been an unconscious way of feeling like 
I belong. 

In Abraham Maslow’s influential paper, ‘A Theory of Human Motiva-
tion,’ social belonging is considered as the third level of human needs 
(Maslow, 1943). He also observes in that the unfulfillment of this need 
may result in “depression or loneliness,” while, “an abundance of love 
and community often sustain people through difficult times”. (Maslow 
1987, pp. 20-21) 

Maslow’s hierarchy of Needs (Simply Psychology, 2019)
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I noticed that I often experienced a feeling of uncertainty with how to 
behave in certain situations (for example, feeling unsure if I am follow-
ing the correct social codes – when to start eating, how to eat certain 
foods, how to lay the bed in the correct way, what is appropriate to wear 
in certain environments). Kunc shows that this uncertainty, or lack of 
confidence may be the result of this being unfulfilled through refer-
encing the positioning of ‘social belonging’ on Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs:

Belonging -- having a social context -- is requisite for the development of 

self-esteem and self-confidence. This is why Maslow posited self-esteem above 

belonging in his hierarchy. Without a social context in which to validate a per-

son’s perceived worth, self-worth is not internalized.

Maslow also makes an interesting point in his book “Toward a Psychol-
ogy of Being,’ where he comments on the dependence of sense of be-
longing on one’s external environment:

The need for safety, belonging, love relations and for respect can be satisfied 

only by other people, i.e., only from outside the person ... He must be, to an 

extent, “other-directed,” and must be sensitive to other people’s approval, af-

fection and good will. This is the same as saying that he must adapt and adjust 

by being flexible and responsive and by changing himself to fit the external sit-

uation. He is the dependent variable; the environment is the fixed, independent 

variable.  
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4.2  Complex and dynamic

I made the decision to focus on the complexities of our individual iden-
tities, after observing how I (as an individual) cannot fully represent 
the South African culture and how my aunt (as an individual) cannot 
fully represent the Spanish culture. This is firstly because our individu-
al cultural identity is complex and dynamic, including national culture, 
religion, age etc. And secondly, because national culture (in this case, 
Spanish or South African) is also something that is multifaceted and 
constantly changing. 

Cultural Identity as complex and dynamic

The point that I will explore first is the dynamic and complex nature of 
cultural identity, as during my time with my aunt, I realised I was inte-
grating into her individual culture, which is not the same as the cultural 
identity of every Spaniard. 

To expand on this point, it is useful to look at the definition of ‘cultur-
al identity’, which is, according to the Oxford Dictionary of Media and 
Communication, “the definition of groups or individuals (by them-
selves or others) in terms of cultural or subcultural categories (includ-
ing ethnicity, nationality, language, religion, and gender).” (Chandler 
and Munday, 2011) Lustig, considers it as “central, dynamic, and multi-
faceted components of one’s self concept” and that they “exist within a 
changing social context.” (Lustig, 2013)  

I explored what cultural identity meant to others in a workshop with 
the design students at the Linnaeus University. In this collaboration, I 
handed out a questionnaire in which I asked people to reflect on their 
cultural identity through drawing and writing. While nationality was 
seen as a central part of how the majority of individuals perceived their 
cultural identity, many students also included other elements such as 
religion, sexuality, family culture etc. For example, words were men-
tioned such as ‘Sweden’, ‘UK’, Japan’ as well as ‘middle class’, ‘arts and 
craft’, ‘Linnaeus University’, ‘LHBTQ’, ‘rural culture,’ and ‘underground/
alternative youth culture’. It was also important to note how each of 
these elements are in themselves multifaceted and dynamic. One could 
see the web-like diagrams that formed when students began to brain-
storm around this topic.  
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I will focus on the complexity of one element as an example – nation-
al identity. Many of the students had backgrounds of living in several 
countries or having mixed heritage. One student drew a line positioning 
herself between the Swedish and Chilean culture and commented that 
she and her family were “slightly more to the Swedish culture.” Another 
student created his mind-map through drawing two columns where he 
reflected on the norms within the Congolese and Swedish culture.

The importance of recognizing this complexity is observed by Duncan 
and Duncan (cited in G. J. Ashworth et al. 2007), who “see a need to 
rethink culture and the idea of cultural coherence in an age of hetero-
geneity, porous boundaries, complexity and far-reaching networks.” In 
this way, I see that this investigation (recognising this complexity of 
identity and how it influences the relationship between myself and my 
aunt) as a micro-example of an important issue which can be translated 
onto a much larger scale. 

Mind-maps from the workshop with design 
students at Linnaeus University
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National culture as complex and dynamic

The second point as to why I feel that an individual cannot fully rep-
resent one’s national culture (in this case Spain or South Africa) is be-
cause this too is complex and dynamic. I will use the Arabic influence 
in Spain to illustrate this point. 

In 711, the first Arabs crossed the Strait of Gibraltar and arrived in 
Spain, where they ruled up until 1492. (Bbcco.uk, 2019) Today the Ar-
abic influence is still largely visible in many parts of Spain such as the 
architecture, the food, the language etc. For example, the Spanish word 
‘ojala,’ meaning ‘hopefully’ in English, originally comes from the Ara-
bic expression “law sha allah,” translating to ‘if God so wishes’. (Span-
ishdict.com, 2019) Flamenco music, which is considered by many as a 
typical symbol of Spanish culture, has “plenty of structural elements 
that are similar to northern Africa’s traditional music.” (Daytransla-
tions.com, 2018) There are also many spices and herbs from Africa’s 
northern region that are found regularly in typical Spanish dishes, one 
of the most well-known one’s being turmeric, which gives the Spanish 
paella it’s yellow colour. (Daytranslations.com, 2018). In considering 
architecture, the typical geometric elements of Islamic design, such as 
the 8-pointed star, are also visible in many Spanish buildings, such as 
the Alcazar palace in Seville. (Abdullahi and Embi, 2013)

In this way, one can see how national culture is not something which 
has always been the same. The symbols, traditions, customs etc.  have 
been and are still today subject to change. 

Eight pointed star mosaic from Patio de Las 
Doncellas in Alcazar palace in Seville, Spain

(Maroc Architecture et zellij, 2019)
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4.3  Norms and change

During the time I spent with my aunt in Spain, I also became a lot more 
aware that what I thought of as normal was not necessarily normal to 
everyone else. We have been conditioned to believe that the way we do 
things is the correct way, but when you are fully immersed into a new 
culture, this idea is challenged. 

According to cross-cultural psychologist, Michelle Gelfand, norms can 
help us predict each other’s behaviour and co-ordinate with one-anoth-
er. She describes them as the ‘glue’ that keep us together. (TEDx Talks, 
2018, 00:05:24) While norms are necessary for a well-functioning soci-
ety, they can result in misunderstandings when ‘we lack awareness of 
our own behavioural rules and project them on others.’ (Quappe and 
Cantatore, 2019)

With this being said, I ask the question of how one can be more aware 
or critical of our own cultural norms through experiencing the norms 
of others? Through a greater awareness of our own norms, perhaps we 
can be more open to people seeing people act in different ways.
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5.  ARTIST RESEARCH

5.1  Cecilia Paredes 

Artist Statement

“Part of what makes us human is our ability to see beyond the narrow door 

through which we enter the world—to grow beyond the culture of our birth 

by recognizing other cultures, other patterns of life. Yet our birth culture is 

always imprinted upon us; the mystery of identity is never fully resolved. We 

are always from a time and place to which we can never return.” 

- Cecilia Paredes (Experience Contemporary Photography, 2019)

Cecilia Paredes is a Peruvian-born multimedia artist who is best-known 
for her photographic series called ‘Paisajes,’ (meaning ‘landscapes’ in 
Spanish) in which she paints different cultural patterns on her body, or 
wraps herself in patterned fabric, camouflaging herself into the back-
ground. The theme behind her work is “re-location after displacement 
and migration and how one has to adjust in order to belong.” (Oddity 
Central, 2019) Through blurring the boundaries between her body and 
surroundings, Paredes disorientates the viewer and it is only through 
her dark hair, startling eyes and contrasts of shadow and light, that we 
can distinguish her figure in the space.

Although born in Peru, she has been living in many different places 
throughout her life and these experiences have shaped a large part of 
her work. After completing an education in Plastic Arts in the Universi-
dad Católica de Lima, she went on to study in England at the Cambridge 
Arts and Crafts School as well as in Rome at the Scuola del Nudo. (M-Ar-
te y Cultura Visual, 2019) She has also completed residencies at the 
Banff Art Centre in Canada as well as at the University of Pennsylvania. 
(Cuddy, 2019) During her studies in Lima, she and her husband became 
involved in political activism which lead to their exile to Mexico, where 
they lived for 5 years in Mexico after which she lived for 25 years in 
Costa Rica. The patterns with which she covers herself are influenced 
by her personal experiences of moving and settling within these vast-
ly different landscapes. In an interview with the Stephanie Sadler, she 
comments that “Costa Rica, for example, gives you exuberant nature, 
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Both Worlds, 2009
(Schneider Gallery, 2019)

Forbidden Garden, 2009
(Salt Fine Art, 2019)

whereas Peru gives you the highlands as a predominant image so you 
have to attend to those influences. Pennsylvania gives me wonderful 
forests, for example.” (Sadler, 2019) Her works raise the question of 
how we position and reposition ourselves in the unfamiliar and how 
we can build an identity in relation to new environments. 
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5.2  Shaun Tan

The Australian author and illustrator, Shaun Tan conveys the feeling 
disorientation upon moving in his wordless graphic novel called ‘The 
Arrival’. (Tan, 2006) In this story, a migrant leaves his home in search of 
a better life and finds himself in a “bewildering city of foreign customs, 
peculiar animals, curious floating objects and indecipherable languag-
es.” (Shauntan.net, 2019) Through taking the reader into a mythical 
world, he can convey the same feelings that an outsider may experi-
ence in our reality while avoiding the stereotyping of individuals or 
cultural groups. 

A page from ‘The Arrival’ 
(Tan, 2006)
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While the book is narrated through images, he has also invented his 
own indecipherable language which can be seen in some of his illustra-
tions. In his book, ‘Sketches from a Nameless Land’ (Tan, 2000) which 
discusses the process and concept behind ‘The Arrival’, ‘ he explains 
how he has invented this language through deconstructing and recon-
structing the English alphabet, through literally cutting and repasting 
the letters. His intention in creating this undecipherable language was 
to recreate the strange feeling that an immigrant could have on en-
countering to a new place. (The Literacy Shed, 2019) In this way the 
story becomes relatable to anyone who has arrived in an unfamiliar 
environment. 

Although Tan has not had first-hand experience as an immigrant, he 
comments that he has had a “reoccurring interest in the ‘notion of 
belonging’”. (Shauntan.net, 2019) While he was born and grew up in 
Australia, he is also half-Chinese. This contributed to his experience of 
having “a vague sense of separateness, an unclear notion of identity or 
detachment from roots, on top of that traditionally contested concept 
of what it is to be ‘Australian’, or worse, ‘un-Australian’.” (Shauntan.net, 
2019)

A page from ‘Sketches from a 
Nameless Land,’ showing how 
he created his invented language 
(Tan, 2000)



19

5.3 Rashad Alakborov

Alakborov is an Azerbaijani artist living and working in Baku. While he 
has worked with a variety of different media, he is most popularly know 
for his shadow art. In these installations, he arranges found objects to 
create an abstract composition, however a second ‘hidden’ composi-
tion is revealed when light is shone upon these objects. (Lisa, 2019)

I was particularly drawn to his shadowed cityscape, in which he took 
ordinary everyday objects, such as a tennis racket, a shampoo bottle, an 
old CD, and transformed their silhouettes into buildings and bridges. In 
these piece, what becomes important in revealing the hidden composi-
tion, is not the individual objects and their unique shadows, but rather 
how they are positioned in relation to each other to form a collective 
shadow.

 In considering my own project, I found that this technique could be in-
teresting to work with. How are two very separate individuals connect-
ed? How do we do the same thing in very different ways to produce the 
same result? Through using the shadow, I realised that I could create a 
hidden interaction that could show both the separation and connection 
in our relationship. 

Looking at two cities from one 
point of view (FlowVela, 2019)
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5.4  Arwa Abouon

Libyan-Canadian artist, Arwa Abouon, is a multimedia artist, working 
primarily with photography. In her works, she explores themes of iden-
tity and spirituality using personal narratives of herself and her family. 
(English.ahram.org.eg, 2019) Through using her own stories, she does 
not generalise what it means to be Muslim, Libyan or Canadian, but 
rather shows her own account of how these have formed part of her 
identity. She comments that “the ‘Islam’ you see in the work is “the Is-
lam of my household.” (IAM - Intense Art Magazine, 2019) Her works 
therefore are not supposed to be representations of subcultures, but 
rather aim to express the multifaceted nature of an individuals identity 
within these subcultures.

While Abouon uses her own micro-narratives through focusing specifi -
cally on family portraits, she also considers her works to be “much larg-
er statements about humans more generally as well.” (IAM - Intense Art 
Magazine, 2019) Through these stories she wants the viewer to consider 
more than the her own stories, but also to recognize these complexities 
in a much broader context.

Through working in the format of a diptych, she aims to show how “a 
single person’s ‘double vision’ can produce images that possess much 
wider social eff ects by collapsing racial, cultural and religious borders.” 
(Nour Festival Blog, 2019) I fi nd this format an eff ective way of high-
lighting the contrasts between the diff erent identities.

I’m sorry/I forgive you 
Libye-Canada,2012 

(Artsy.net, 2019)
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Generation Series (Mother and 
Daughter), 2004 (Nour Festival 
Blog, 2019)

Generation Series, (Father and 
Son), 2004 (artnet, 2019)
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6.   VISUAL EXPERIMENTATION

I was drawn to the idea of working with shadows because I thought it 
was an effective way to illustrate how our complex identities are very 
different but at the same time, they are very similar. It was also a way in 
which to show our experience of sharing a common space. 

I started experimenting with shadows through drawing onto transpar-
ency paper with black marker and shining light to see how the shadows 
would intersect. I then experimented with cutting and pasting images 
onto the transparency. From these experiments, I realised that by an-
gling the panels and having a different light source from each side, I 
would be able to create the effect of a joined shadow.  

I then started to experiment with subject matter. I first had the idea of 
using hands holding photographs of our pasts (as a way to reflect our 
backgrounds) but I did not like the ‘block’ result of the photograph in 
the shadow. I also found that the photograph was also limiting the indi-
vidual identity and that it didn’t capture the full complexity. It was not 
exactly what I wanted to communicate. I then decided to use images of 
only our hands considering them in a metaphorical sense as the tools 
with which we perform our identities.

First experimentation with 
transparency using black 
marker

Experimenting with  the idea of 
using overlapping photographs 

to create a single shadow 
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In order to have the effect of the shadow, I experimented with painting 
on Plexiglas. It is not an easy surface to paint on and so I first had to 
paint 4 or 5 layers of white acrylic to create a surface layer. This white 
undercoat created the ideal surface onto which I could create the more 
detailed oil painting.

7.  AUDIO-VISUAL INSTALLATION

The design outcome of this project takes the form of an multimedia 
installation, using painted Plexiglas, audio and lighting. I have worked 
with imagery of the hands of myself and my aunt, as they were an im-
portant part of how we interacted with each other and our environ-
ment. The hands in this piece are held open - they could be open to 
receiving, to giving or to connecting. 

I have used the technique of realistic oil painting as an entry point for 
the viewer to engage with the work. In this way I work to create an il-
lusion of reality - to make the viewer question their perception of the 
world. Do we question what we think is real or right? Do we think that 
our ways of doing things are the only way? This illusion is reinforced 
through the transparency of the glass which gives the appearance that 
the hands are floating in space. 

In order to paint onto the Plexiglas, I first printed out the images of our 
hands in a large scale. I placed these images behind each panel of glass 
silhouette of the hand with white acrylic paint to create a matte surface. 
After, I used oil paint to create the hands on top of this white layer.  

The panels of Plexiglas hang at an angle from one another and so when 
I shine light onto each one from different angles, a third composition 
is formed which is the interacting shadow of our overlapping hands. 
The hidden shadow allows me to play with the idea of what we perceive 
verse what goes beyond our perception. The panels will be drilled in 
the two top corners and hung from the ceiling in the angled position-
ing.

The visuals of this project are also accompanied by audio. The sounds 
that are made by certain actions such as washing hands, opening con-
tainers, making beds. Here, I have been inspired by my experience in 
my great aunt’s home and I use this as a way to draw the narrative into 
the installation. 

Mock-up of the final hands

Experimentation with paint on 
Plexiglas
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Testing the shadow using the white 
acrylic silhouette of the hands

Completed hands of my great aunt Completed paintings of both hands  –
the combined shadow will show the 
two hands touching

Painting process of the first hand 
next to reference image 
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8.  SHOWS AND POSSIBILITIES

In the process of transforming my project into an exhibition context, 
there were several important decisions that I needed to consider. For 
example, I had to think about the placement of the work and the po-
sitioning in relation to other artworks, the techniques materials with 
which to hang the piece, as well as the audio, the lighting and the cords. 
These factors contributed towards making an installation that commu-
nicated the importance of recognising the complexity of an individual’s 
identity to avoid stereotyping different cultural groups.

8.1 Positioning 

For the placement of this piece, I felt that it was important for it to be 
viewed from both a close-up perspective to see the painted details, as 
well as from a distance to get an overall impact with the hands and the 
shadows. I wanted the work to be displayed with a large white flat sur-
face as a background in order for the piece to have breathing space and 
also to allow the shadows to be clear and visible. The piece also needed 
to be hanging away from any large windows which could interfere with 
the directed lighting from the standing lamps. 

In considering these factors, I had several possibilities of where to hang 
the work. The first idea had been to install it in the entrance room, as 
it appealed to me that the viewer would be able to see the piece as they 
walked up the stairs. However, as this was a collective exhibition and all 
works needed to be taken into consideration, there were compromises 
that needed to be made to fit all works in the best way and my piece was 
moved to the main exhibition room. I feel that this change ended up 
benefiting my piece as it seemed to work better in this space.

8.2 Installation

I was fortunate to have the help of the museum technician, Anika, in 
the hanging of my piece. As the roof was slanted and the area from 
which to hang was limited to large wooden panels on the roof, I was 
certain that installing the work would be a difficult task. However, Ani-
ka came up with a very good solution and the results were exactly how 
I had envisioned the piece to be hung. I also considered the different 
materials with which to hang the piece. My first option had been a steel 
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cord, however, I eventually decided upon a clear fish wire as I felt that 
it would be the least visible. This created the illusion that there were 
hands hanging in space, and reinforced the painting as the focal point. 
While the fishing gut did stretch a centimetre overnight on the one 
side, this was easy to adjust and so the final piece was hung without too 
much visual interference.

8.3 Audio

Regarding the audio in this piece, I decided that having sound playing 
in the space was more fitting for this piece than using headphones. This 
is because I wanted the sound to be part of the room and to be heard in 
conjunction with surrounding atmosphere. This piece is about shared 
experiences and spaces. It is about movement between places, people 
and identities – coming and going. In addition, the playing of the sound 
from a speaker made it possible to experience the piece from both near 
and from far. This meant that the viewer could have the chance to come 
close to see the details of the hands as well as stand further away to 
experience the realistic effect of the painting and the overall shadow 
effect. In contrast, the headphones would limit the viewer to standing 
in one place, listening to one sound and viewing the piece in one per-
spective. I installed the sound using a speaker box in the bottom right 
side of the piece. As the speak had a hollowing, it also allowed me to 
hide the extension cords of the light so that it would not distract from 
the hanging Plexiglas panels. 

8.4 Lighting

I had considered different lighting options to create the desired shad-
ow effect and settled on have two large directional lights shining from 
either side of the piece. I felt that it was necessary to have the light 
sources as a visible part of the project rather than having the lights at-
tached to the ceiling. This was because I wanted to make it clear that 
the shadows and lighting effects were an intentional part of the project. 
Also, if I had decided to shine light from the roof and onto the work, the 
shadows would have fallen very low onto the wall and would therefore 
not have been a focal point. In the same way, the shadow artist, Rashad 
Alakborov to whom I had previously referred, had also made the deci-
sion to have the lighting as a visible part of the art piece and I imagine 
that this was for the same reason. In his work, I didn’t find the stand-up 
lamps as a distraction but rather an important part of the installation. 
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8.5 Catalogue 

When the catalogue was being designed, I had first selected an image 
of the final piece to place next to my written text. However, I then de-
cided that it would perhaps be more effective to include an image of my 
great aunt in her kitchen as a way of providing more information to the 
viewer without interfering with the visuals of the installation. I think 
this image nicely complemented the final project.

8.6 Re-word

For our collective exhibition, all students were required to choose one 
word that began with the prefix ‘re’, as this was the title and concept 
for our collective design exhibition. The word which I chose was ‘re-
tell’. This was because my intention of this project was to re-tell the 
micro-narrative of myself and my great aunt with a new perspective. I 
wanted people to reflect on their own stories, relationships and percep-
tions of other so that they could re-tell their own stories in a way which 
acknowledges the individual within the collective.

The original positioning 
of the piece
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8.7 Critical Reflection

As a critical reflection, I feel that the title of the work should have been 
more clearly explained in the didactic panel besides the work. The 
translation of the words, Así Así, (like this, like that) was an important 
part of the concept for this project, however I had removed it when try-
ing to fit the text onto the small format of these panels. In retrospect, 
I feel that I should have cut down the main body of text to make space 
for this translation.

While there are still small changes that I would like to have made, I feel 
that the installation was cleanly and neatly finished. I was happy with 
the way in which it turned out and I think it gave justice to the theme 
which I was exploring. I hope that people will read the catalogue in 
conjunction with viewing the work so that they can see the image of 
my aunt with the work itself as I think this adds something to the piece. 
I am proud of our final exhibition ‘RE’ and will take the skills I have 
learnt with me into future collaborative projects and exhibitions. 

The piece in the 
gallery space
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8. CONCLUSION

I found this investigation to be a very interesting and thought-provok-
ing journey. I felt getting overwhelmed when working with the themes 
of culture and identity because of the fact that they are so complex. 
However, after I was given the advice to embrace this complexity, I felt 
more comfortable navigating through these topics. 

It was a special experience for me to work with a very personal story. I 
enjoyed visiting my aunt again and being in her home and found it very 
interesting to look more deeply into how our lives combined in this 
space. In some ways I was also connecting back to my history and roots, 
for example when asking about the different objects and photographs 
in her home. 

I also enjoyed the making process, as painting is something which I 
find very calming (although the hands of my aunt were quite a chal-
lenge with all the wrinkles).

This project also made me reflect on how a small micro-narrative can 
be an example of a much larger issue. By not acknowledging an individ-
ual within a group, and the complexity of their identity, stereotyping, 
discrimination and prejudice can easily occur. If social sustainability is 
‘the ability of a community to develop processes and structures which 
not only meet the needs of its current members but also support the 
ability of future generations to maintain a healthy community,’ (Busi-
nessDictionary.com, 2019) then this project can be considered as part 
of working towards a more sustainable world.
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