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Brisbane-based ceramic artist Mel

Robson explores memory and

nostalgia in her work. She questions the

ways in which the past is accessed ,

translating history so that it is relevant

to the present and future . Robson

believes in the capacity of ceramic art

to pass on stories. Her work has an

ability to link objects to narratives,

turning viewers into readers.1

Acquired by the Ipswich Art Gallery is

Belmont, a suite of ten porcelain

vessels that portrays a historic house

located in Ipswich, Queensland . Each

piece represents a different era or

characteristic of the house . Belmont

draws on the rich history of the house

and provides episodic glimpses into its

1  Mel Robson (Australian b. 1971), Belmont,
2008, slip-cast porcelain with decals.
Ipswich Art Gallery, commissioned 2008

2  Mel Robson (Australian b. 1971), Belmont,
2008, detail of vessel featuring the
handwriting of Thomas Welsby
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150 year past. The work incorporates

archival materials––the physical

embodiments of the past––such as

manuscripts, maps, plans and legal

documents. It asks the viewer to

consider the importance of archives and

collections for reinterpreting and

renewing history in the present. 

The work is composed of charcoal

black and translucent white vessels. Each

vessel highlights the fragile, ephemeral

nature of the individual’s relationship with

history. They suggest that the connection

with the past must be continuously

revisited and rejuvenated or it will

disintegrate and be lost. Despite the

delicate appearance of the vessels, there

is a certain resilience conveyed. This

resilience stems from the conceptual

rather than the physical nature of the work. 

In 1863, William Welsby, a builder by

trade , purchased the land on which the

historic house now stands. By 1865 he

had constructed ‘The Stone House ,’

later renamed ‘Belmont.’ An excerpt of

the Deed of Purchase for the land is

reproduced on the smallest vessel. 

The handwriting of Welsby’s son,

Thomas, fills another vessel. The script

is drawn from his personal memoirs

written in the 1930s which recall his

childhood in the historic house . His

writings provide insight into colonial

Queensland life . O f particular interest is

Thomas’ recollection of the Indigenous

people from different local groups who

would congregate for days at a time on

the land opposite the house .2 Thomas

was a prominent figure in Queensland

history; he went on to become the first

historian of the Moreton Bay area and a

Member of the Legislative Assembly. 

Another vessel features an excerpt of

Ceremony for Cedar, in an Old House by

poet Thomas Shapcott. While living at the

house during the 1960s, Shapcott wrote

many poems reflecting upon the historic

residence. His prose captures its ineffable

nature: ‘…at night the moon folds back

the wrought-iron patterns of leaf and of

tendril across the upstairs verandah…’3

The architectural characteristics of

the house are manifest in the designs

inspired by the wrought-iron

balustrades on the front balconies and

the cast-iron fireplace in the front sitting

room. These designs are featured on

three of the vessels. 

Another vessel depicts the architectural

plans of recent renovations to the house.

The plans represent the evolution of the

house over time. Similarly, the vessel

featuring a 2008 street map connects the

work to the contemporary era and

demonstrates the developments that have

taken place since the original Deed of

Purchase in the 1860s.

The historic house passed through

many hands and housed many families

since its construction in the 1860s. All

the occupants left their mark on the

house in one way or another. These

marks tell of the events that have

occurred here and of the time that has

passed . Perhaps, in turn, the house

itself has shaped and inspired the

experiences of those that resided within

its sandstone walls. 

Robson’s vessels bring together

these different threads of history. They

present history as a series of moments

that are separate and yet inherently

interconnected with one another. 

JADE WILLIAMSON

NOTES 
1 Susan Ostling, ‘Inspiration of the

Archive: Recent Work of Mel Robson’
(Ceramics: Art and Perception No. 69,
2007), p 14.

2 The personal memoirs of Thomas
Welsby are held at the Royal Historical
Society of Queensland .

3 Original manuscript of Ceremony for
Cedar in an old House by Thomas
Shapcott is held in the Fryer Library at
the University of Queensland .
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3  ‘Belmont’, Ipswich, Queensland, c. 1900


