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between fi eld and form

The PhD considers how an inti mate understanding of the wave-like properti es of light, sound, form and 
materiality can inform the practi ce of interior design. As a designer and design educator my practi ce 
involves a constant questi oning of the basis of creati ve thought and the ways that ideas can be manifest 
into reality. Such a practi ce requires a conti nuous expansion of the perceptual and cogniti ve tools that are 
brought to the manipulati on of objects and spati al phenomena. Over the last decade, my acti viti es as a 
designer and lecturer have involved the development of a theoreti cal and percepti ve base to design, which 
eschews the concepti on of materiality and physical form as the central concern in the fashioning of objects 
and spaces, and embraces the comprehension of the physical fi elds that shape sensorial experience as its 
primary concern. In this process the conceptual base for design is envisaged as the harnessing of fi elds of 
energy rather than the shaping of inert matt er. Addressing the foundati ons of the design process in such 
a way has exposed a creati ve methodology in which the considerati on and manipulati on of the material 
and immaterial aspects of the physical world transcend the traditi onal boundaries that lie between the 
disti ncti on of matt er and phenomena. 

Central to the development of this design ethos was the embracing of the idea that the manipulati on 
of our physical environment can be enacted through the shaping of fi elds of wave-like phenomena. The 
elaborati on of this thinking involved the investi gati on of the origins of physical thought and the philosophical 
and cultural infl uences that surround the physical comprehensions of the world. Interpretati ons that 
defi ne the physical world as a manifestati on of specifi c pulsati ons, vibrati ons, rhythms, forces and energy 
fi elds can be found within: the roots of archaic knowledge and belief systems, the geometric principles of 
sacred art and architecture, the hermeti c foundati ons of natural philosophy, the rati onalist explicati ons 
of modern scienti fi c method and the sublime conundrums of contemporary physics (see appendix 1). In 
appreciati ng the complexiti es that such diverse models of the universe hold, it became apparent how 
the poeti cs and metaphors inherent in these descripti ons can resonate with the modern psyche and how 
archetypal and symbolic comprehensions of the physical world lie at the base of contemporary western 
thought. Within the scope of the project, the eisegesis of the perceived links between physical knowledge, 
symbolic representati on, cultural meaning and human percepti on served as a guide from which to manifest 
a contemporary design practi ce.
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In developing a design methodology that could embrace the expanse of the history of physical thought and 
be seamlessly integrated within the creati ve process, the project explored the interacti ons between the 
technical understanding of the manipulati on of forms, materials and phenomena and the ability to engender 
meaning that lies within the shaping of the physical world. Through the producti on of experimental design 
pieces the project illuminated how interpretati ons of the physical world could be appropriated to inform 
the act of design in which the understanding of the nature of physical phenomena becomes a technique 
to elicit deeper perceptual resonances. In this methodology the technical manipulati on of media and the 
manifestati on of its expressive potenti al were considered to operate simultaneously. 

While the act of design requires a theoreti cal and criti cal framework to work within, the nature of the 
design process is iterati ve and involves the honing and development of skills and percepti ons toward the 
manipulati on of media used in the shaping of the built environment. Within the project the development 
of such experti se grew from the establishment of a conceptual understanding of the physical principles 
at play within a range of design proposals and the testi ng of these assumpti ons through the experimental 
explorati on of the nature of specifi c phenomena and materials. In investi gati ons such as these the intenti on 
was to expose the physical qualiti es of the phenomena and media being manipulated and refi ne the 
percepti ons that can be brought to the act of design. In such an approach the creati ve act is seen as both the 
mechanism and the product of the research. 

An important aspect of this methodology was the development of a series or collecti on of works around 
each phenomenon. These series of works manifested themselves through the use of specifi c media and 
materials, the concentrati on on parti cular working techniques and the referencing of external metaphors 
in the adopti on of a fi nite form of expression. The individual works produced from this approach were 
conceived as essenti al and iconic sculptural forms which displayed a clear relati onship between their 
material form and the phenomenal fi eld which they manipulated. Singularly the works exposed a parti cular 
nature of the phenomenon they engaged with while collecti vely they built a complex understanding of the 
manipulati on of spati al experience. This development of the practi ce through the producti on of a series of 
interrelated works and a series of complimentary series introduced a narrati ve of concerns and principles 
that over ti me extended into a vocabulary of design. In this process the narrati ve threads of a series of works 
and the rigor and experti se developed to execute them consti tute a body of design knowledge. 
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The core of the project engaged with the manipulati on of light, sound, form and materiality as four separate 
yet interrelated areas of investi gati on. Each investi gati on was founded on an appreciati on of the phenomena 
being manipulated and involved the development of design briefs and conceptual scenarios in which 
techniques for the manifestati on of physical eff ects, sensorial aff ects and expressive properti es were tested. 
While the works were used to identi fy the nature of the medium being employed and the parameters of its 
manipulati on, they also sought to invoke an experience that seemed contradictory to one’s preconceived 
knowledge of spaces and objects. In seeking to produce works that expressed themselves as fi elds of energy 
the pieces sought to generate powerful eff ects that extended the viewers’ percepti on beyond the scope 
of the everyday and into the qualiti es of the extraordinary. In this way the works acted as provocateurs of 
the senses confronti ng the viewer with the conundrum of experience, challenging them to questi on their 
understanding of the physical world. In the adopti on of such a research methodology the aim was not to 
seek defi niti ve answers or proofs or to construct an argument for the applicati on of such techniques, rather 
the aim was to broaden the percepti ve base from which approaches to design evolve and to develop a body 
of work and knowledge that ulti mately begins to reference itself in the generati on of design responses. 
Through the development of works around the specifi c investi gati ons of generati ve processes and innovati ve 
use of media the intenti on was to defi ne the scope of an ongoing design oeuvre. 

The Phenomenology of Light projects explored the wavelike properti es of spectral colour and developed 
an approach to the manipulati on of fi elds of light which uncovered the relati onship between phenomena 
and percepti on. Informed by the development of scienti fi c studies and colour theories of the eighteenth, 
nineteenth and twenti eth centuries, the projects sought to expose the nature of the band of radiati on 
wavelengths perceivable by the opti c nerve and develop a parti cular approach towards the dichotomous 
relati onship between darkness and light within this percepti on. This involved an appreciati on of additi ve 
and subtracti ve colour eff ects, the observati on and generati on of coloured shadows and an engagement 
with perceptual qualiti es of vision such as complimentary contrast, apparent colour, aft er image and gestalt. 
The pieces generated within this study sought to master the manipulati on of visual aff ects that subtly shift  
as they are experienced through the eye and in the mind of the viewer. From the development of startling 
experienti al gallery-based pieces through to proposals for more permanent architectural lighti ng scenarios 
these investi gati ons evolved a sensibility that can engage with the principle manipulati on of lighti ng 
technologies and uncovered the expressive potenti al of light and colour as an emoti ve and communicati ve 
tool. 
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The Archetypes of Sound investi gati ons sought to uncover the intrinsic order that lies within the propagati on 
of sound. The tracing of the deep connecti on between the comprehension of the nature of sound and its 
role in defi ning the fundamentals of musical theory, mathemati cs and geometry informed an approach to 
the concepti on of sound as a sculptural and spati al medium. The visualisati on of sound fi elds as standing 
wave interference patt erns and the appreciati on of the resonant properti es of parti cular forms and materials 
forged a conceptual platf orm from which to create dynamic acousti c interacti ons of sound, object and 
space. The development of these percepti ons allowed for the conceptualisati on of sounds and tones as 
physical enti ti es with specifi c size and patt ern making properti es that can be shaped as a tangible spati al 
physical fi eld. The works that evolved from this thinking expressed diff erent aspects of sound wave-based 
phenomena while drawing upon the metaphors inherent within their historical references to infer an 
expressive poeti c dimension in the fi nal pieces. The knowledge gained from the sound installati ons acted 
as a guide to comprehending architectural and urban space not only for their acousti c potenti als but as 
opportuniti es to create complex, dynamic and dramati c juxtapositi ons of sound and space. 

The Gravity of Form series considered the shaping of form as an expression of a fi eld of forces and explored 
the potenti als that the adopti on of such thinking would bring to the concepti on of sculptural objects and 
their interacti on with architectural space. The project grew from an ongoing fascinati on with the subtleti es 
of three-dimensional curvaceous organic forms which has been one of the hallmarks of twenti eth century 
sculpture, design and architecture. In exploring the roots of organicism a link was made to the developments 
of the combinatorial mathemati cs of calculus which formed the foundati on of the principles of engineering, 
diff erenti al geometry and topology and which was adopted by physicists to shape the abstract and 
theoreti cal descripti ons of the unseen forces of nature. The parallels in the comprehension of fi eld-like 
qualiti es of material and immaterial phenomena fuelled the sculptural explorati on. These concerns were 
developed through the manipulati on of stainless steel rod and mesh constructi ons in which tensile elements 
were carefully balanced to create elasti c transformati ons of surface planes into three-dimensional objects. 
The pieces are expressions of the forces that bind them together while alluding to the essenti al and familiar 
nature of organic form. This understanding of the energies contained within an object was then expanded to 
encompass how such works can interact with the dynamics of architectural void spaces either as monolithic 
fl oati ng forms, as fi elds of geometrically arranged arrays or as compositi ons of spati al trajectories that 
challenge and compliment the existi ng energies of an architectural volume. 

The Transient Materiality works were developed through the study of the geometric principles and 
physical representati ons observed in opti cs and acousti cs which were brought together to explore an 
approach to the development of structural form and perceptual gestalt. Initi ally the works produced 
were generated by the conceptual overlapping of specifi c curvatures and frequencies of compositi onal 
elements to produce compelling three-dimensional marriages of decorati ve patt ern and structural logic. 
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This approach to the generati on of form was then extended so that the arrays of structural elements not 
only produced decorati ve surface patt erns but began to create eff ects which played upon the percepti on 
of the object and dissolved the solid forms into overlapping fi elds of interference patt erns. These projects 
synthesised the essence of fi eld-like phenomena by creati ng works that seem to alternate between 
solidity and immateriality. This design approach sought to extend the transparent and translucent nature 
of the contemporary city by transmuti ng the boundaries of materiality into pulsati ng, structural, opti cal 
fi elds which hovered at the edge of physicality and illusion. In addressing the transient materiality of the 
urban realm and creati ng works that conti nually change with the shift ing light of the city and the relati ve 
movements of the viewer, the projects sought to develop an approach toward the act of design which 
placed the viewer’s percepti on as the primary medium that is being manipulated. 

The work that was generated in developing these sensibiliti es was considered as a conti nuous spectrum 
of creati ve practi ce which traversed the nexus between art and design and led to the development of new 
and hybrid forms of expression. These hybrid conditi ons work on many levels throughout the project and 
are manifest through the considerati on of seemingly polar opposites. On one level the works express the 
bringing together of the concepts and principles of art and science in order to develop methodologies 
that can consider matt er and energy as manifestati ons of a unifi ed conti nuum of conditi ons. Intermingled 
with the cross ferti lizati on of these physical properti es is the potenti al that lies in a form of practi ce that 
challenges the disti ncti ons between art and design. These disti ncti ons are questi oned through the blurring 
of boundaries between interior design and installati on art, furniture and sculpture, and sculpture and 
architecture. In these situati ons the expressive and confrontati onal nature of an artwork and the functi onal 
intent of a design soluti on form a simultaneous fusion of concerns.

The works contained within this document expose a design methodology that moves back and forth 
between research and producti on. The interpretati ons of the nature of the physical realm were translated 
to inform the producti on of experimental investi gati ons and sculptural pieces, while the knowledge gained 
from these works was then extended into strategies for the shaping of phenomenal aff ects in urban 
spaces. In a sense the project itself is a fi eld-like construct which does not seek to give a lineal narrati ve 
descripti on of the development of the work and which does not assign more value to any one point 
within the fi eld. Rather the project derives its power through the uncovering of the potenti als that exist 
in the interrelati onships of its discrete elements. The separate works within each series have a profound 
infl uence upon each other yet stand alone as independent and complete enti ti es, while each series borrows 
observati ons and principles from the other series to inform its development. In this way the works that 
consti tute the PhD can be considered as nodes within a fi eld of ideas which create certain consonances 
between themselves from which new insights are generated and new works are conceived. 
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