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STRANGE SENSATION

Before our rational mind takes over, there is a fleeting moment 
of awareness when the body senses what the mind cannot 
yet explain. Before language orders our thoughts, before our 
thoughts coalesce into understanding, our bodies feel. 

Strange Sensation begins in this moment, in the body.

Bringing together contemporary artists from The University of 
Western Australia Art Collection and the Cruthers Collection of 
Women’s Art, Strange Sensation explores the fragile threshold 
between recognition and uncertainty. The artworks occupy 
thresholds between reality and imagination, intimacy and 
strangeness, the seen and the unseen. Some draw on the 
Surrealists’ fascination with dreams and the unconscious, using 
strange associations to disrupt our usual ways of seeing. Others 
explore the shifting boundaries between human, technological 
and ecological worlds, where the network of entangled forces 
that sustain us, threaten us and shape our future become 
increasingly difficult to separate.

More than a century ago, Sigmund Freud described the 
uncanny (unheimlich) as the unsettling return of something 
once familiar but long forgotten or repressed. Literally meaning 
“un-homelike”, the German term evokes the moment when the 
ordinary or familiar becomes unexpectedly strange through 
the involuntary triggering of buried memories, fears or desires.1 
Although based in early twentieth century psychoanalysis, 
the uncanny has become one of the most enduring ideas 
in art, describing a peculiar sensation that occurs when our 
recognition falters and the familiar slips. 

In the late twentieth century, the notion of the uncanny became 
associated with the field of robotics. The term “uncanny valley” 
was coined to describe the trough in a graph of emotional 
responses to the physical appearance of anthropomorphic 
forms, such as robots or prosthetic limbs. As the level of realism 
of the human characteristics increased, the research participants 
reported conversely correlated feelings of revulsion, or a sense of 
creepiness. The dissonance between the object’s almost-human 
appearance and the absence of subtle distinguishing human 
features triggered a sudden reversal of the participants’ sense of 
affinity, plunging them into the uncanny valley.2 

Photography has long been a fertile medium for the uncanny 
- its capacity to appear both truthful and deceptive allowing 
familiar subjects to slip into uneasy psychological terrain. In the 

photographs of Pat Brassington, limbs elongate, faces and bodily 
features dissolve into ambiguity, and domestic interiors emit an 
oppressive stillness. Her images shift between recognition and 
the territory where desire, anxiety and memory merge. 

Miriam Stannage’s Untitled (1976) is elegantly deceptive, shifting 
between apparent truth and fiction. The mirror presents an 
impossible portrait: a woman’s head joined to another body 
– the two necks unnervingly connected by an elegant band - 
disrupting the stability of her identity and undermining our sense 
of perception.

In Goodnight moon (2005), Deborah Paauwe draws upon 
childhood vulnerability and the imagined horrors lurking in the 
darkness. Apparently weightless, with only slender young arms 
for protection, Paauwe’s image conjures childhood nightmares 
and fears of abandonment or predation. 

Rodney Glick’s erasure of the faces of family members in 
his Defaced (2005-2007) series render them anonymous 
and strange, their violence deeply troubling. The damaged 
photographs lose their stability as documents of particular lives 
and histories, instead becoming disconcerting reminders of 
memory’s fragility. 

Absence becomes almost tangible in Spill (2002), Anne 
Ferran’s luminous photograms of museum collection items. Her 
documentation of garments worn by mothers and babies conjures 
the ghostly presence of the bodies who once inhabited them. 
Emptied of the wearer, clothing becomes a quiet memorial. 

Darren Siwes’ practice is informed by his Aboriginal and Dutch 
heritage, and of the complex legacies of colonisation, migration 
and cultural inheritance that accompany it. Lit by a haunting 
glow, the double figure in his eerie nocturnal image Mother in 
Law 1944 (2004) suggests a psychological force that continues 
to shape the present, reflecting the enduring weight of these 
histories. As Ian McLean observes, Siwes “does not photograph 
the ghosts of relatives, but the shadowy after-life of history.”3

David Rosetzky’s collaged portraits explore identity, subjectivity 
and relationships. Incised with a scalpel, the portraits of 
Khia (2008) and Caroline (2008) reveal multiple identities 
hidden beneath the surface. The cuts are strangely disturbing, 
presenting a literal expression of identity as multi-layered and 
complex. Similarly, Teelah George creates unsettling portraits 



in her series Ugliest Man Competition (2013). Working from 
a memoir and archival images of her grandfather and his 
co-workers at the Wyndham meatworks, her images convey 
human flesh dissolving and morphing into other-than-human, 
almost amoeba-like forms, building on the myths that surround 
the stories of their lives. 

In Lament of the labellum – Cusp (2016-2019), Sarah Elson 
transforms orchid petals - alluring landing pads for pollinators - 
into the spine of a dangerous creature, merging fierce maternal 
protectiveness, fertility and fragility. Similarly, Ken Unsworth’s 
Untitled Structure (2003) holds opposing forces in tension. The 
steel cage protectively encases a soft wool interior, evoking a 
sense of vulnerability facing down a threat, latent energy poised 
on the edge of violent release. The spiked defence mechanisms 
of both pieces by Unsworth and Elson tap into deeply instinctive 
responses, triggering our own hackles. 

Several of the works in Strange Sensation tap into our centres for 
emotional processing. Jacobus Capone’s Pneuma has its origins 
in the Shakespearean 16th century, when the weather was seen as 
a bridge between the physical and imaginative worlds. Capone’s 

video constructs an endlessly shifting sky assembled from 
hundreds of separate observations, giving visual form to a shifting 
register of human emotion. Paul Uhlmann’s painting Mirage 
(2005) hovers between landscape and apparition, its forms 
emerging and dissolving like unstable recollections. In a similar way 
to Pneuma, Mirage expresses something sensed in the haze. 

Jack Ball’s Reverberate (2013) guides the viewer through an 
unfolding sequence of sculptural spaces that feel at once 
architectural, bodily and geological. Built entirely within the studio, 
these fabricated environments evoke both imagined places and 
archaeological ruins, inviting us to navigate an environment that 
seems recognisable but ultimately unknowable.

Julia Robinson’s Woundwood (2025) reimagines the medieval 
legend of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight who the artist 
describes as the “personification of a vengeful nature come 
to challenge the warmongering humans with an axe - their 
preferred weapon of choice for ecocide”. In this piece, nature 
is an active psychological presence, reflecting contemporary 
concerns about our increasingly fraught relationship with the 
natural environment. 



Although these artists employ vastly different visual languages, 
each asks us to dwell within uncertainty rather than resolve it. 
They remind us that perception is never neutral. Recognition 
depends not only upon what we see but upon what we 
remember, what we desire, what we fear and what we imagine.

In an era shaped by synthetic images, environmental instability, 
artificial intelligence and contested histories, certainty has 
become increasingly elusive. More and more we struggle to 
distinguish between the authentic and the fabricated, the 
remembered and the invented, the human and the more-
than-human. The strange sensation Freud identified has not 
disappeared, but instead continues to emerge in new forms. In 
unsettling what we think we know, the uncanny opens a space 
for reflection, reminding us that uncertainty is not something 
to be feared, but a condition through which new ways of seeing 
can emerge.

Bryony Nainby 
Curator, The University of Western Australia Art Collection
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