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Material Codes: Explorations of Form via Systematic 
Making 

Using a wide palette of materials, Nyx Mathews, Kristina Neumann and Thomas 
O’Hara pose the question ‘how are objects made?’ in their thought-provoking 
exhibition, Material Codes. For these Canberra-based emerging artists with 
connections to the ANU School of Art and Design, objects can be made via systems. 
Each creates work which explores the complexity, contradictions and infinite 
interpretations of making within a system. 
 
 
Artist Statments:

Nyx Mathews

My central interest is in the interaction of anthropogenic objects or environments 
and human beings. Despite the uniquely complete control humans have over what 
we make for ourselves, these relationships are often deeply complex, and not 
inherently positive. My work investigates and embodies these tensions through a 
methodological focus on material breadth and experimental processes, scaffolded by 
motifs sourced from a visual lexicon of contemporary built environments.

I take reference points from the artificial landscapes, interior spaces and artefacts we 
are encouraged to accept as standard in the 21st century. My focus is on those areas 
where human-object relationships are most complex, and most carefully curated 
by their architectural surrounds – hospitals, for example, or sites of industry where 
humans and machines work together to fabricate yet more objects.

Via material and theoretical explorations, my work seeks to interrogate the complex 
tensions inherent to various dual roles: as both inhabitants and creators of our 
environment, as both makers and users of objects, even (as in the anthropological 
and medical sections of a museum) as both spectators and objects of spectation. 
These speculative, materially ambiguous, often slightly unsteady pieces probe the 
increasingly textureless, at times explicitly inhuman spaces and objects common to 
contemporary built spaces, and in particular those relationships we have with them 
that sit most uneasily.
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Kristina Neumann 
 
In Australia, due to extremely high cost of living, millennials experience anxieties 
with respect to housing when leaving the family home. My pieces engage with 
themes that respond to the experience of the ‘home’ for Australian millennials. 
Jewellery, due to its personal intimacy, portability and familiarity is an ideal medium. 
My practice-led research establishes a visual language through experiments with 
materials and forms taken from the artist’s past and present homes. All of these 
details would be familiar to most urban Australians.

Explorations of materiality is achieved by using soft and hard surfaces which 
provide a sense of internal and external home spaces. Referring to a combination of 
architectural references using recognisable form and materials, creates a ‘Talisman’ 
like quality, that alludes to the emotional security and stability of home. All of these 
references carried in the work can be interpreted directly or indirectly, allowing for 
broad subjective interpretations.

Thomas O’Hara

 The making of my objects in Material Codes is like being in the driver’s seat of a car 
but having no control over the steering. The steering is done by the process and 
the material. The object is a giant organic jigsaw puzzle, where I know where the 
next piece goes, but I don’t know what the end result will be. The work is made up 
of many wooden pieces that are glued side by side to make a layer. Once a layer is 
complete, a new layer begins but a little off centre to the first. Each layer is off centre 
to the previous causes a twist within the object. The object builds up, generates, 
layer upon layer, twisting around until it meets itself and completes a loop. Then the 
degenerative process begins, burning the end grain and sanding the side grain. The 
repeated degenerative process removes the squareness, and a new form emerges. 
In the generative or degenerative part of my process, I let the interaction between 
material, tool and hand steer the ship and build the object.

Opposite Page: Nyx Mathews, Inwards momentum, 2018.  
Photo: courtesy of the artist.
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Revealing the process of design  
catalogue essay: adrienne erickson

The process of ideation, 
experimentation and making has 
been revealed in the current group 
exhibition  
at Craft ACT to show the diversity of 
paths taken by quite a varied group of 
designers to develop ideas and create 
their work. The exhibition allows us 
to peek through the looking glass 
into the designer’s process, to view 
the experimentation and intricate 
attention to detail, combining with 
remarkable skill in manipulating 
difficult materials, into the 
manifestation of a creative vision. 

The creative process of the 
collaboration between Hendrik Forster, 
a leading silversmith and emerging 
designer and metalsmith Kenny 
Yong-soo Son has been extensively 
documented revealing a cross cultural 
and intergenerational connection that 
originally developed over a shared 
meal of roast pork. The outcome 
has been titled The Teapot Project, 
reworking the ubiquitous teapot not 

just as a functional vessel, but an 
object that embodies the history, 
culture and traditions in a journey both 
artists were interested in exploring. 
The designers have used hand crafting 
and local manufacturing processes  
to create a collection of multi-faceted 
teapots that appear to speak a lot 
about cultural identity and connection 
of ideas. 

Mechanical Sampling, the work of 
2019 Design Canberra designer-in-
residence Phoebe Porter reveals a 
different process, a solo journey of 
experimentation with new and old 
materials combined with traditional 
and digital techniques to create very 
unique outcomes. The video shown 
with Porters work reveals the precision 
of machine-made marks with the 
finesse and attention to detail required 
to refine hard metal into elegant rings. 
The process harks back to creating 
jewelry as treasured objects and not 
disposable items, the marks of the 
jeweller staying with the wearer and 



changing over time. It’s a phenomenal ability to wield heavy machinery to produce 
something so precise and elegant, and Porter emphasises the word ‘restraint’ to 
describe her approach that results in a robust yet refined collection of work.  
 
Artist-makers Kristina Neumann, Nyx Matthews and Thomas O’Hara have 
collaborated to ‘systematically’ create Material Codes, an exhibition that is as much 
about exploration of materials and process, as it is about outcome. Self-determined 
instructions have driven the artists process – in O’Hara’s work, form  
is dictated by pattern; in Neumann’s, repetition and pre-ordained parameters control 
outcome; while for Mathews, the final form is governed by a  
systematic investigation of materials. This is a great framework to expose the 
individuality of an artist’s work, despite a ‘code of conduct’ and rigidity in approach. 
It is also great demonstration of the design process in itself, that despite a common 
starting point, designers will arrive at entirely different destinations that is the 
representation of their personal vision and narrative.  

An epic cross-cultural collaboration underpins the work of 6 Italian and 6 Australian 
glass designers, who have created worked inspired by the magnificent Murano glass 
chandelier installed by beloved Canberra architect Enrico Taglietti in the Italian 
Embassy in Canberra in 1967. Murano glass is synonymous with Italian glass design, 
and the work of Italian glass designers Zanellato Bortottom Matteo Zorzenoni, 
Federico Peri, Gala Fernandez, Valentina Cameranesi and Australians Liam Fleming, 
Mel Douglas, Tom Skeehan, Elizabeth Kelly, Peter Bowles, Jenni Kemarre Martiniello, 
creates a dialogue expressing the commonality and points of difference of the 
established world of Venetian glass and its influence on glass makers in Australia. 
Enrico Taglietti is one  
of many architects and designers who emigrated to Australia and informed and 
influenced the cultural landscape in Canberra, which will continue to inspire emerging 
and even established designers and artists in the development of their work. Craft 
ACT has commissioned Annalisa Rosso and Francesco Mainardi known as Mr. 
Lawrence to curate this exciting and beautiful project as a signature exhibition to 
express the vision of the 2019 DESIGN Canberra festival theme of utopia.

 Adrienne Erickson 
 Swayn Senior Fellow in Australian Design,                   
                                                                                          National Museum of Australia



Material Codes. Photo: 5 Foot Photography.





 
Thomas O’Hara. Untitled, 2019. Mountain 
Ash. Photo: Courtesy of the artist.
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Material Codes. Photo: 5 Foot Photography 
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1 Thomas O’Hara, Torsion 
Seam, 2019. Spotted Gum. 
NFS

2 Kristina Neumann, Crinkle 
Cut, 2019. 925 silver, stainless. 
$300

3 Kristina Neumann, Inner Line, 
2019. 925 silver, stainless steel. 
$300

4 Nyx Mathews, Inwards 
momentum, 2018. Paraffin wax, 
steel, brass. 
NFS

5 Kristina Neumann, Dreamz, 
2019. 925 silver, cord. 
$1,850

6 Thomas O’Hara. Untitled, 
2019. Mountain Ash. 
NFS

7 Kristina Neumann, Pipe 
Dreams , 2019. 925 silver, 
stainless steel. 
$380 
 
 
 
8 Nyx Mathews , Perfectly 
secure (membranes: 01, 02), 
2019.Plaster, glass, brass, 
cotton. 
NFS 
 
 
 
9 Kristina Neumann, Pillars, 
2019. 925 silver, stainless steel. 
$400

10 Nyx Mathews, Gesture 
(unmake me, remake), 2019. 
Leather, sawdust, copper, 
enamel, zink, steel, polyester, 
cotton, silk. 
NFS

11 Nyx Mathews,  Gesture 
(three), 2019. Leather, sawdust, 
copper, enamel, stainless steel, 
polyester, cotton, silk. 
NFS 
 

List of works
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12 Thomas O’Hara, Untitled, 
2018. Eucalyptus. 
NFS

13 Thomas O’Hara, Untitled, 
2018. Mixed Australian 
Hardwoods. 
NFS

14 Nyx Mathews, Untitled, 
2019. Aluminium, glass, copper. 
NFS

List of works



15

Biography

Nyx Mathews: 
 
Via material and theoretical 
explorations, Nyx’s work seeks to 
interrogate the complex tensions 
inherent to various dual roles. Nyx is 
an Honours student at the Australia 
National University, School of Art & 
Design.  
-  
 
Kristina Neumann: 
 
Within her practice Kristina 
investigates relationships between 

Kristina Neumann, Nyx Mathews 
and Thomas O’Hara. Photo: 5 Foot 

materiality, material types and the built 
environment. She has exhibited work 
in Melbourne, Sydney and Canberra 
and recently graduated with first class 
honours from the Australian National 
University majoring in gold and 
silversmithing. 
-

Thomas O’Hara:

Thomas is a PhD candidate at the 
Australian National University. Within 
in his work he lets the interaction 
between material, tool and hand steer 
the ship and build the object.




