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Once Upon a Time...  was undertaken in response to the kidnapping of 276 

adolescent girls in Chibok, Nigeria, on April 14, 2014. Four years later, more than one 

hundred of these girls remaining missing. 

The ceramic works and 12 drawings were shown at Swinburne University during an 

Australasian Association of Writing Programs conference in 2015. The accompanying 

paper was presented with PowerPoint illustrations which are included within the 

following text as they were shown during the presentation. The creative work also 

informed the web-site paper, Nurturing Creative Practice Through Research. 

Four of the drawings can be seen below. 

 

 

 

 

Once Upon A Time…  

Once upon a time ….on the night of April 14th 2014, 276 female students preparing 

for their Physics examination were abducted from their school in Chibok, Nigeria and 

taken by the Islamist extremists, Boko Haram, to hidden camps. I chose the title Once 
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Upon a Time… for the installation because, unlike many fairy stories, at this point 

there is no happy ending. Of the young women, aged between 16 and 17, 219 remain 

missing. (As noted above, many have now be returned but over 100 remain missing as 

of December 2018). 

 

What does it mean to be abducted from and denied access to one’s cultural and 

familial roots, to be dislocated from one’s known sense of self, to be inscribed with 

alien values and forcefully subjected to the unknown will of others? Historically, and 

more recently (Creative Spirits 2015a), many people and peoples have faced 

discrimination and decimation through forced dislocation, imprisonment and re-

education.   

 

In making The Once Upon a Time… I aimed to raise the viewer’s awareness of 

forced, abusive inscription through a variety of ceramic forms, surfaces, drawings and 

text. By choosing this title I also hoped to invoke the universality of myths, 

particularly those surrounding women. Although over the past half century, the myths 

underpinning fairly stories have been deconstructed, many of the values and symbols 

women encounter daily, in our and other cultures, suggest that the ghosts of the 

inequitable past continue to haunt and define women in many aspects of their lives. 

 

The abduction of these young women struck me forcefully. In terms of personal 

resonances, I would like share an aspect of my life. My mother was abandoned at the 

age of 7 and placed in a home for 7 years. She was intermittently reconnected with 

her mother then, in her late-adolescence, with her father. This experience has left an 

indelible mark on her and I have come to understand its consequences. There are 

commonalities with the abduction: dislocation, denial of education, being forced into 
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subservience, being ill-treated and, as my mother said, most importantly ‘being denied 

love and affection’. By retelling, and reflecting on the abduction of the girls in 

differing ways I hope to not only keep their absence alive but bring about due 

consideration of the loss experienced by all individuals and families of those who are 

taken from what I am calling their ‘heartland’, that is, the place where they are at 

home with their familial, psychological and cultural selves. 

 

One could argue that the quest for finding the ‘self’ is a problem of privileged 

Westerners. However, there is the broader issue of how we as humans treat each 

other. And further, how do we consider and support human rights within the 

framework of cultural difference? The United Nations Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (2015) makes clear that the rights of the individual extend beyond 

religious and political definitions of selfhood. The abduction of the girls is an example 

of subjugation to both religious and political values that sit outside and transgress 

universal human rights. 

 

For me, the girls’ abduction carries the weight of a Biblical parable. By drawing on 

the girls’ abduction, I have tried to position the narrative as a larger symbol 

representing the immoral nature of forced inscription and inequitable treatment that 

many women experience.  

 

In the process of transcribing their story and broadening its significance I have 

developed a number of symbols for the installation. The Dictionary of Modern 

Thought notes that  ‘Symbols have the ability to link previously separate areas of 

conceptual experience and allow the human mind to go beyond what is known or 
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observed. This bridging process opens up an area of connotation which gives symbols 

their multi-faceted ambiguous qualities (Bullock and Trombley 1977: 850). 

 

In searching to understand how visual symbols work I encountered the work of two 

Australian artists, Victor Majzner and G W Bot, both of whom gave me some 

insights. In Majzner’s pastel drawings each element, brush stroke or object is isolated 

from its normal context in an attempt to expose its particular characteristics 

(2012:130). In this way, by taking the simplified figure of the young girls out of the 

context of a children’s story, I hope to accentuate the simplicity and innocence of a 

the young women. 

 

G.W Bot developed a symbolic language out of the landscape: elements ‘can be found 

in bark and trees and encoded within the shrubs, eroded gullies and fields of grass’ 

(Bot in McKenzie 2012:40). The symbols I have used have, likewise, stemmed from 

my experiences: a rekindling by my grandchildren of stick figure drawings, naïve 

artwork and the paintings of Jean Dubuffet (Dubuffet 2015); an awareness of the 

defining elements of trucks and trees; researched written and visual reports of the 

abduction from the internet (abc News 2015, Noack 2015); quotations from members 

of the Stolen Generation, particularly statements made by Frank Byrne (Byrne 2015) 

and Marcia Langton (Langton 2015); images from film footage of American slaves in 

documentary histories of black American musicians (Burns 2015); research into early 

forms of writing.  

 

Writing developed out of a need to keep records. Small clay tokens were marked with 

pictograms to document the exchange of goods. The Sumerians forged a leap in 

writing when they developed pictograms into the earliest form of writing, cuneiform, 
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around 3000 BC. Wedged tools were used to inscribe damp clay tablets which 

document daily life (Harry Ransom Centre 2015). I have echoed this by using a 

wedged tool to inscribe some of the clay tokens, the cylinder seals and the tablet and 

used a process of imprinting on damp clay with a cylinder seal, for marking others. 

Some tokens were sanded after their second firing to diminish the sharpness of the 

forms, the aim being to suggest the longevity of the history of subjugation.   

 

The symbols are also realised through the clay forms, the surfaces and the 

arrangement of the elements of the installation. The elements include: clay tokens; 

219 cylinder seals, clay leaves, a large tablet, ceramic walls echoing caves, two 

different renderings of sarcophagi and a series of drawings.  I would now to focus on 

the ceramic work in detail.  

 

Going to School 

Going to school draws on the personal and my understanding of some traditional uses 

of colour. I used to imagine and dream, like many, of flying. I would run and leap and 

have the sensation of the freedom of flight. It reminds me of a kite, which although 

attached, moves with the wind.  
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Each girl deserves to follow their chosen flight path. The cylinder seals are white and 

inscribed with a word related to education. I have chosen white because it is the 

colour of innocence and wholeness. 

 

Overnight 

The large tablet tells the story of the abduction.  

 

The symbols on the tablet are keystones. Christopher Chapman describes the artist 

Bernard Sachs’ body of work thus: he ‘… experiences being through the 
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reconstructive power of memory … memory that resides in personal dreams of public 

memory, biography, film, photography. These form of public memory validate the 

notion of history …’ (Chapman in McKenzie  2012:165). 

I drew on symbols that I thought reside in the ’public memory’, symbols etched into 

the memory of the viewer that would resonate when used on other forms in the 

installation. These symbols were based on early Egyptian and Abyssinian relief 

carvings, 16th century drawing and the everyday symbols we often see on toilet doors, 

for example. 

The symbols did evolve and were developed as drawings before being inscribed onto 

the clay. For example, the girls were initially stick figures of young  children, 

however, these were changed when I saw photographs of the girls and realized that 

these ‘girls’ were young women of childbearing age and vulnerable to sexual 

exploitation.  

Tears became important after reading the testimony of Frank Byrne, a member of the 

Stolen Generation:  

So he took me and put me back on the truck and as we were driving away 

the old man just stood there and tears just flowed out of his eyes, you 

know, he couldn’t do nothing about it; he just stood there and shook, 

shook and cried, you know, I can still see it today … ‘ (Byrne 2015). 

They are an important symbol at the top of the tablet and re-occur on the cylinder 

seals, the clay leaves and tokens and drawings. 

Small details needed attention. The Boko Haram men needed to be distinguished from 

the girl’s parents: boots instead of feet, caps when pretending to be soldiers, bandaged 

heads when they revealed themselves. Books, buildings, guns and beds were 

simplified so they could be realized with simple wedge marks. Some were drawn 

from contemporary images seen on television. 
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We are lost 

Many of the cylinder seals carry messages that suggest how a dislocated person might 

feel.  

 

 Questions and pleas are inscribed alongside the figures. Who am I? What am I? 

Where am I? Please find me. Please free me 

Surviving 

Last week I read a report of a young woman who claims to be one of the kidnapped 

group.  

 

Doubts were expressed about her identity because she did not speak the dialect of the 

girls who were stolen. However, she reported that she had been left behind, discarded 
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because of ill health. What becomes of those who are ill or pregnant without support? 

This is the first of two sarcophagi. This I made without knowing that there is an old 

form of coffin called a larnax that resembles a shoe.  

 

Remembering 

The ceramic walls are small sculptural U-shaped pieces whose interiors are inscribed 

with initials, physics formulas and crossed out marks suggesting the counting of days.  

 

The physics formulas were taken from the back of an Australian Year 12 practice 

exam. Once again, these symbols should resonate with viewers who will have 

memories of them.  

 

The idea of scarring and trying to maintain a memory of the past underpinned the 

decision to inscribe the formulas on the walls. The walls act as both prisons and 

sanctuaries, a place, either physical or an internal mental space, in which the girls 

might allow the memories of the life they had lived and the values of their heartland 

to surface.  

 

Derision 
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Many of the seals in this piece are inscribed with a single word. By doing this I hoped 

to re-instil the potency of single words such as chattel and to re-instate its significance 

as a symbol. 

 

Initially I developed a list of words starting with ‘in’: intrusion, invasion, invasive, 

inter. I needed more, so using two editions of Roget’s Thesaurus (Chapman 1995, 

Roget 1975) I found some 200 hundred words that could be used on the seals.  

The list also included words taken from the testimonies of the Stolen Generation: 

scarred, lost everything, hurt, broken, so much hurt inside of my heart, I felt bad 

against people (Creative spirits 2015) 

 

Imagined Outcomes 

This second sarcophagus suggest that the girls have died. Unfortunately a report 

several weeks ago details the rescuing of some 2000 girls. Many of them are pregnant, 

but the group does not include the abducted girls from Chibok, and that there are fears 

that many of them have been killed and placed in mass graves. 
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Traces 

 The artist Bea Maddock, in her drawings, has used words to symbolize ‘the co-

existence of two cultures: the 200 year old history of white settlement against the 

20,000─40,000 year-old history of the Tasmanian Aborigines (McKenzie 2012 P. 

126). Imposed on the sea beneath the landform are two layers of words: the names 

given by settlers and above them the Aboriginal names. 

 

 



 12 

In this context, the significance of the sign, the potency of its naming function is 

realized I wanted to embed in the clay leaves something to make the viewer pause, to 

cause them to reflect on the event, to reinforce its significance. 

 

 Words such as chattel and sexual slavery were inscribed on the wet surface as were 

images of the young girls. 

 

Boxed up 

Recent reports also suggest that some girls have become terrorists. They are now 

boxed up, locked and imprisoned within an inscribed life, defined by a group of 

violent men.  

 

What are the positive outcomes of this project  in terms of my creative practice, 

both in writing and clay?  

A greater awareness of the role of research in my creative process has been one of the 

most interesting things to emerge from this work in progress. In my previous writing 

projects, the imaginative and experiential elements have foreshadowed and 

determined the direction of my research. In the development of this work, many 

aspects have been stimulated by the research: the form of the clay tablet, the tools to 
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use, the process of making, inscribing and imprinting of the cylinder seals and leaves, 

the potential use of words. In my movement between the three, the balance has 

shifted. A greater understanding of the potential role of research in the imaginative 

progression of a work now exists. I am sure that writers of historical fiction are well 

aware of this, but for me this has been a welcome and productive insight.  

A further awareness of the difference between what I am calling condensation and 

expansion has occurred. In the development of the clay pieces, I was honing and 

simplifying to ensure that there would be resonances with the existing world. In 

fiction writing, the world is created, characters are situated in contexts established by 

the writer and in this sense there is a need to enlarge and expand through language the 

world for the reader.   

In the development of this project, research, the imagination and the experiential 

have been directed toward reinforcing the historical longevity of female 

inequality. It is also hoped that the installation will evoke a sense of loss for 

these students whose abduction has violated universally understood human 

rights and, equally, a sensitivity to the pain of all who have been subjected to 

similar treatment. Further, it is hoped that the rights of these abducted young 

women, as equal human beings, will be recognised and restored. 

  

 


