
TEACHER NOTES



TOMÁS SARACENO

Tomás Saraceno’s Drift: A cosmic web of thermodynamic 
rhythms 2022 fills GOMA’s long gallery with 13 part-
mirror, part-transparent spheres suspended from 
the ceiling. Some spheres are slowly moving, drifting 
together and then apart, while others float in apparent 
stillness. Saraceno’s installation reflects on our recent 
experience of an airborne virus and prompts us to 
reimagine the air we breathe together.

The exhibition is composed of five distinct but interlinked chapters. We open in Atmosphere with Drift: A cosmic web  
of thermodynamic rhythms 2022 by artist Tomás Saraceno. This large installation of silver spheres is a major statement  
embodying the optimism with which we must think about the future. In contrast, the more intimate series by Dora Budor,  

Origins I–III 2019, evokes the atmosphere of a past time, specifically that of the Industrial Revolution.

The exhibition’s second chapter, Shared, is about our relationship with organic life and how we all breathe the same air.  
The twin concrete towers of Jamie North’s Portal 2022 harbour a garden of plants indigenous to Brisbane. As we interact  

with the work, we participate in the reciprocal exchange of gases (oxygen and carbon dioxide) that represents our relationship  
with the natural world. d Harding’s breath work, created with Hayley Matthew, continues their ancestors’ practice of creating 

negative impressions of objects by exhaling pigment from the mouth directly over them onto a surface. Each breath  
connects the past with the present and the potential of cultural practices to carry us forward. 

DORA BUDOR

The three glass cases of Dora Budor’s Origin I–III 2019 
are activated by the noise of a nearby building site,  
which is recorded in real time and translated into 
rhythmic puffs of air. Small deposits of pigment and  
dust shoot up from the bottom of each tank before 
settling in volcano-like mounds.

JAMIE NORTH

Jamie North develops his living sculptural forms around 
dichotomies of nature and industry, growth and decay, 
progress and collapse. In Portal 2022, two cast concrete 
columns offer an unlikely home to a community of 
native plants. Over the duration of the exhibition, this 
ecosystem will evolve in unplanned ways, creating a 
dialogue between organic and inorganic materials.

D HARDING 

d Harding, along with their cousin Hayley Matthew, 
created As I remember it (H2) 2022 using a thousands-of-
years-old method: by blowing ochre over a tool — in this 
case, a gami or wooden digging stick — in much the same 
way as using a stencil. Each imprint of the digging stick 
represents a breath made visible.

ABOUT THE EXHIBITION
Air is elusive, immaterial and invisible, animating our bodies and occupying the space beyond us. 
At this moment in time, we are more sensitive to the air we breathe than ever — alert to airborne 
threats and aware of our shared reliance on this vital element. The experience of COVID-19 has 

reinforced our interconnectedness as local and global communities, leading us — and many artists 
in ‘Air’ — to examine the world we live in and ask, ‘How can we better breathe together?’



The next chapter, Invisible, concerns aspects of air that do not always make themselves known. Yhonnie Scarce  
explores the British testing of nuclear weapons at Maralinga, South Australia, in the 1950s and 1960s, while Ron Mueck’s 

oversized figure In bed 2005 expresses the anxiety of contemporary life. Carlos Amorales’s elegant black clouds  
of butterfly and moth silhouettes are a reminder of the fragility of all life, regardless of its scale.

MONA HATOUM 

Mona Hatoum’s enlarged version of a globe, Hot Spot 
2006, outlines the continents in startling red neon. 
The work is both a map and model of the Earth: the 
underlying structure laid bare as an interconnected 
energy system. Hot Spot conveys a sense that the  
world we live in is wired, dangerous and overheating.

In Burn, the exhibition’s third chapter, we are presented with the sobering reality of the air warming around us. 
Rising temperatures across the globe are dramatically illuminated by Mona Hatoum’s neon-lit Hot Spot 2006, 
which depicts a world ablaze in continuous ecological crisis. Nancy Holt’s Ventilation System 1985–92 draws  

our attention to the ducting systems that control the flow of air between indoor and outdoor spaces.

NANCY HOLT 

Ventilation System 1985–92 belongs to Nancy Holt’s 
‘System Works’, a body of site-specific installations that 
make visible the extensive hidden infrastructure we rely 
on every day. Industrial piping criss-crosses the room, 
wrapping around the architecture and disappearing into 
the walls and floor, creating the impression of air flowing 
between rooms, or from indoors to outdoors.

YHONNIE SCARCE 

Yhonnie Scarce’s Cloud Chamber 2020 comprises  
1000 elongated green glass yams hanging in the air  
like inverted raindrops. The work represents an atomic 
cloud as it rises and disperses following an imagined 
nuclear blast. Dark clouds are usually a sign of long-
awaited rain in the desert Country where Scarce lives: 
this rain, however, threatens to poison the land. 

RON MUECK 

The hyperreal, oversized figure lying in bed, knees 
drawn up under the covers, gazes directly at the viewer, 
prompting us to wonder what she is thinking. Any of 
society’s current concerns — the pandemic, climate 
change, geopolitical tensions — could be on her mind. 
Ron Mueck’s In bed 2005 offers us endless ways to 
reflect on the human condition at this moment in time.

CARLOS AMORALES 

Carlos Amorales’s Black Cloud 2007/2018 is a gathering 
of 30 000 black paper butterflies and moths, alighting 
on the walls, ceiling, light fittings and other architectural 
details of the gallery space. Black Cloud invites viewers 
to confront the devastation of insect populations due 
to climate change — the butterflies’ charred wings a 
potential sign of things to come.



The final chapter of ‘Air’ calls for Change: in the form of Jonathan Jones’s sweeping murmuration of bird-like objects and 
collage of language created in consultation with Dr Uncle Stan Grant Sr AM; in Tacita Dean’s momentous Chalk Fall 2018, 
which renders the massive White Cliffs of Dover in England in fragile chalk; and in the slow, inexorable change that occurs  

in Anthony McCall’s Crossing 2016, which makes air visible through shafts of light intersecting with smoke haze.  
Each of these works invites us to pay attention to the changes occurring in and around air.

JONATHAN JONES WITH  
DR UNCLE STAN GRANT SNR AM 

‘Murun’, a Wiradjuri word meaning breath or life,  
and the English word ‘murmur’, meaning a low recurring 
sound or soft voices, converge in untitled (giran) 2018. 
This major installation by artist Jonathan Jones in 
collaboration with Dr Uncle Stan Grant Snr AM takes 
shape as a murmuration of winged sculptures evoking 
birds in collective flight.

TACITA DEAN 

Tacita Dean depicts the face of a cliff in her imposing 
drawing Chalk Fall 2018. On closer inspection, rough 
ocean waves churning at the cliff base are visible,  
and we realise the landscape’s central portion is  
giving way and falling into the water. Referencing 
classroom blackboards, Dean’s work sets the  
continual processes of change against our desire  
to give shape and narrative to the world.

ANTHONY McCALL 

While air is often invisible and elusive, Anthony McCall’s 
light installation Crossing 2016 draws viewers’ attention 
to the volume of air held within a space. Beams of white 
light are projected onto the floor, drawing lines that can 
be read clearly on the dark carpet; however, the long  
light beams also appear three-dimensional within the  
haze-filled gallery.



F-10 CURRICULUM LINKS

VIEWPOINTS

Inquiry questions can be used to frame and guide explorations 
of artists and artworks in the exhibition.

PERSONAL AND IMAGINATIVE

• Who made this artwork? Where is the artist from?

• Who is the audience for this artwork?

•  What is happening in this artwork?  
What do you see that makes you think that?

•  What did you first notice about this artwork?  
What details did you see, feel and hear as you spent  
more time viewing and experiencing the artwork?

• What does this artwork mean to you?

CULTURES AND WORLDS

• What is this artwork about? What do you think its  
 story is, or what is its meaning?

• Does your interpretation of the work differ from that  
 of the artist’s? Does that matter? Why/why not?

•  Is your understanding of this artwork similar or different 
to other audiences' understandings? How/why?

•  Has the artist used a specific process or practice,  
symbol or metaphor in creating the artwork that  
might reflect their personal ideas or beliefs?

•  What was happening in the world when this artwork was 
created? Does thinking about the context in which the 
artwork was made affect your understanding of it?

• Is this artwork challenging accepted ideas?

• How can we use art to inspire positive action and change?

CONVENTIONS AND PROCESSES

• What type of artwork is this (2D, 3D, time-based)?

•  Why do you think the artist chooses to work with these 
materials? How would the artwork change if different 
materials, techniques or processes were used?

• How is the artwork displayed?

•  What is displayed around the artwork? Is there an 
intended narrative or connection made between this 
artwork and those around it?

•  Was the artwork created specifically for this gallery 
space? How might the artist display the work in a  
different environment?

•  How does the artwork use visual conventions to 
communicate meaning?

SUSTAINABILITY

This exhibition provides opportunities for cross-curriculum 
learning by addressing the priority of sustainability and its 
four key concepts: systems, world views, design and futures.

SYSTEMS

How do artists explore the importance of air in sustaining life 
on Earth?

• Nancy Holt
• Carlos Amorales
• Jamie North

WORLD VIEWS

How do artists express a world view that links their 
experiences at personal, local, national and global levels?

• Tacita Dean
• Yhonnie Scarce
• Ron Mueck

DESIGN

How does contemporary art investigate the impacts  
of human activity and encourage us to find solutions?

• Mona Hatoum
• Dora Budor
• Anthony McCall

FUTURES

How can contemporary art address global issues and find 
ways towards a more sustainable future?

• d Harding
• Jonathan Jones
• Tomás Saraceno

SYSTEMS

DESIGN

FUTURES
WORLD 
VIEWS



CONTEMPORARY ISSUES

The ‘Air’ exhibition offers ways to explore contemporary 
global issues and the interconnectedness of art, science 
and society. These issues include climate change and the 
COVID-19 pandemic and our shared, lived experiences of each.

            

HASS

ART

SCIENCE

Through artworks in ‘Air’, students can explore concepts 
related to HASS (Geography):

•  Place: Explaining the characteristics of places, the 
influence they have on our lives and on the outcomes  
of environmental processes and human activities

•  Environment: Understanding the significance of the 
environment to people and other living things and the 
impacts of people on the environment

•  Sustainability: Maintaining the capacity of environments 
to continue to support human life and wellbeing into  
the future

•  Change: Understanding the causes of phenomena and 
using this knowledge to think about how they might 
change in the future

Through artworks in ‘Air’, students can explore concepts 
related to Science (Biological Sciences):

•  Living things: Understanding the needs of living things and 
their interdependence and interactions within ecosystems

•  Systems: Thinking, modelling and analysing in terms of 
systems to understand, explain and predict events and 
phenomena

•  Stability and Change: Using observations of phenomena 
to recognise, describe and predict their state as stable or 
changing over time

•  Place: Identifying the places where things live and how 
the features, characteristics and physical conditions of 
places support the growth and survival of life

In Visual Art, students can draw on concepts they are 
learning about in other subject areas (Science and HASS) and 
explore how they can use visual conventions and art-making 
processes to communicate these ideas visually.

SENIOR VISUAL ART 
SYLLABUS LINKS
Inquiry phase 1: Develop an investigation  
based on an authentic experience of ‘Air’

A visit to the ‘Air’ exhibition can be used as a stimulus for 
making and responding, initiating an inquiry for a self-directed 
body of work.

How do artists generate solutions to the visual problem  
of representing our relationship with air? 

BEFORE

REFLECT 

What do you already know about air?

How do you know air exists? How do you use your senses 
(see, smell, taste, feel, hear) to understand air?

What information do you have about current issues 
concerning air?

• Airborne viruses and chemicals
• Air quality and air pollution
• Climate change, especially global warming

DEVELOP

Create a mind map of words and images that explores  
what the following concepts mean to you:

• Atmosphere
• Shared
• Burn
• Invisible
• Change

RESEARCH

Further investigate any of the questions and concepts 
mentioned above that interest you, adding to your knowledge. 
Share and discuss your findings in small groups or as a class.

RESOLVE

Identify one or more possible focus areas for your 
investigation.

DURING

DEVELOP

View the entire exhibition. Consider the curatorial framework 
of the five chapters (Atmosphere, Shared, Burn, Invisible, 
Change). How do the artworks selected communicate and 
explore these ideas? Does the narrative of the exhibition 
relate to or challenge your understanding of these ideas?

REFLECT

What new knowledge or insights about air did you gain from 
the exhibition?

Using your senses, reflect on your experience of visiting ‘Air’. 
How did the installation and display of artworks impact your 
senses? Were there any artworks that engaged one or more 
of your senses?



RESEARCH

Make your way back through the exhibition again and select 
2–4 artworks that you connected with and/or want to 
investigate further.

For each artwork:

1.  Record the artist’s name, artwork title, year the artwork 
was created and materials used

2.  Closely examine the artwork, making observations 
(including how other visitors interact with the work), 
photographing the work and sketching details of it

3.  Reflect on what first caught your attention about the work 
and made you want to know more; consider your personal 
responses (physical and emotional) as a viewer 

4.  Make notes about what you learnt from this work,  
either through your own observations, by reading the 
labels and didactics or exploring other resources online

5.  List any further questions that you have about the  
artwork and the artist

AFTER

REFLECT

Some time has passed since your visit to the exhibition.  
Which artwork still stands out the most for you and why? 
Share and discuss in small groups or as a class.

Return to the observations, information, photos/sketches and 
reflections you made before and during your visit. Consider 
your initial ideas and create a mood board as visual reference 
or write a poem that draws these ideas together.

RESEARCH

Research your selected artworks further and explore 
connections with other artists/artworks.

DEVELOP

Experiment with different ideas, materials and techniques 
informed by your research. As your knowledge grows, 
continue to map these experiments against the ideas 
developed before and during your visit. Does your 
experimentation challenge your thinking?

RESOLVE

Create a personal focus and open-ended inquiry question  
that synthesises your research, reflection and development 
of ideas.

RESOURCES

ACARA, Australian Curriculum, Version 9.0
https://v9.australiancurriculum.edu.au/ 

QCAA, General Senior Syllabus: Visual Art
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/senior/senior-subjects/the-arts/
visual-art/syllabus 

Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA). 
Air [exhibition catalogue], QAGOMA, Brisbane, 2022.

IMAGE CAPTIONS

Unless otherwise stated, all images are © The artist

Tomás Saraceno / Argentina b.1973 / Aerocene 2 and Aerocene 
1.2 (installation view, '163,000 Light Years', Museo de Arte 
Contemporáneo de Monterrey 2016) / Image courtesy: Tomás 
Saraceno / Photograph: Studio Tomás Saraceno

Dora Budor / Croatia b.1984 / Origin II (Burning of the Houses) (detail) 
2019 / Custom environmental chamber (reactive electronic system, 
compressor, valves, 3D-printed elements, aluminium, acrylic, 
LED light, glass, wood, paint), organic and synthetic pigments, 
diatomaceous earth, FX dust, felt, ed. 3/3 / 152 x 160 x 86cm / 
Purchased 2021. QAGOMA Foundation / Collection: QAGOMA / 
Photograph: Merinda Campbell, QAGOMA

Jamie North / Australia b.1971 / Flume 2013 (detail), with Ficus 
rubiginosa / Cement, coal ash, steel slag, iron oxide, organic matter, 
various Australian plants / 30cm base diameter; height variable / 
Photograph: Ashley Barber / Image courtesy: Jamie North and Sarah 
Cottier Gallery, Sydney / © Jamie North/Copyright Agency, 2022

d Harding / Bidjara, Ghungalu and Garingbal peoples / Australia 
b.1982 / with Hayley Matthew / Bidjara, Ghungalu and Garingbal 
peoples / Australian b.1988 / Know them in correct judgement – 
Gami (detail) 2020 / Ochre on 185gms Arches paper, budgeroo 
timber, manuscript, pedestal / Display dimensions variable, 6 panels: 
175 x 113cm each / Commissioned by Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Tokyo in partnership with KADIST / Courtesy: The artists and Milani 
Gallery, Brisbane / Photograph: Kenji Takahashi

Nancy Holt / United States 1938–2014 / Ventilation System (detail) 
1985–92 / Steel ducts, turbine ventilators, shanty caps, fans, air /  
Overall dimensions variable: at QAGOMA, 5.2 x 8.5 x 13.3m / 
Collection: Holt/Smithson Foundation, New Mexico / © Holt/Smithson 
Foundation/Licensed by Artists Rights Society, New York / Photograph 
of presentation at Bildmuseet 2022: Mikael Lundgren / Image 
courtesy: Holt/Smithson Foundation and Bildmuseet, Umea, Sweden

Mona Hatoum / Lebanon/United Kingdom b.1952 / Hot Spot 2006 / 
Stainless steel and neon tube / 230 x 223 x 223cm / The David and 
Indrė Roberts Collection / Courtesy: The Roberts Institute / Image 
courtesy: Galerie Max Hetzler, Berlin | Paris / Photograph: Jörg von 
Bruchhausen

Yhonnie Scarce / Kokatha and Nukunu peoples / Australia b.1973 / 
Cloud Chamber 2020 (installation view, ‘Looking Glass: Judy Watson 
and Yhonnie Scarce’, TarraWarra Museum of Art, Healesville, Vic. 
2020) / Image courtesy: Yhonnie Scarce and THIS IS NO FANTASY, 
Melbourne / Photograph: Andrew Curtis

Ron Mueck / England b.1958 / In bed (detail) 2005 / Mixed media / 
Purchased 2008. Queensland Art Gallery Foundation / Collection: 
QAGOMA

Carlos Amorales / Mexico b.1970 / Black Cloud 2007/2018 
(installation view, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam) / 30 000 black 
laser-cut and hand-folded paper butterflies (30 different butterfly 
and moth species in five sizes with a wave wing pattern), ed. 1/3  
(+ 1 A.P.) / Dimensions variable / Purchased 2022 with funds from 
Tim Fairfax AC through the QAGOMA Foundation / Collection: 
QAGOMA / Image courtesy: kurimanzutto, Mexico City 

https://v9.australiancurriculum.edu.au/
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/senior/senior-subjects/the-arts/visual-art/syllabus
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/senior/senior-subjects/the-arts/visual-art/syllabus


Jonathan Jones / Wiradjuri/Kamilaroi peoples / Australia b.1978 /  
with Dr Uncle Stan Grant Snr AM / Wiradjuri people / Australia 
b.1940 / untitled (giran) (detail) 2018 / Bindu-gaany (freshwater 
mussel shell), gabudha (rush), gawurra (feathers), marrung dinawan 
(emu egg), walung (stone), wambuwung dhabal (kangaroo bone), 
wayu (string), wiiny (wood), 48-channel soundscape / Sound design: 
Luke Mynott, Sonar Sound / Installed dimensions variable /  
Purchased 2018 with funds from Tim Fairfax AC through the 
QAGOMA Foundation / Collection: QAGOMA

Tacita Dean / British European b.1965 / Chalk Fall 2018 / Chalk on 
blackboard / Nine panels: 121.9 x 243.8cm (each); 365.8 x 731.5cm 
(overall) / Purchased 2021. The Josephine Ulrick and Win Schubert 
Charitable Trust / Collection: The Josephine Ulrick and Win Schubert 
Charitable Trust, QAGOMA / Image courtesy: Marian Goodman 
Gallery, New York / Photograph: Fredrik Nilsen

Anthony McCall / United Kingdom/United States b.1946 / Crossing 
2016 (installation view, GOMA 2016) / Two double video projections 
(20 minutes), haze machine and sound, ed. 1/3 / Commissioned to 
mark the tenth anniversary of the opening of the Gallery of Modern 
Art. Purchased 2016 with funds from Tim Fairfax AC through the 
QAGOMA Foundation / Collection: QAGOMA
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