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Sarah Barron

A portrait of a plant painter – Tyza Stewart

In the dimmed room resides a small desk constructed by the artist that I must crouch down to view, its shelf 
cluttered with miniature green plant sculptures. A small screen sits on top with a childlike drawing on the back. 
A small oil painting of a cropped scene of leafy plants is on the wall. Later, when I glance back, a simultaneously 
playful and serious depiction of the artist’s face in drag catches my eye, the cut out adhered to the concrete wall 
above the door. This is how the installation stands at the half way mark of Tyza Stewart’s four-week residency at 
Boxcopy Contemporary Art Space as part of the gallery’s emerging artist program. 

This exhibition provided Tyza with an opportunity for a different approach to the practice. Tyza described the 
main difference as the planned consideration of the space, utilising different mediums (painting, drawing, 
sculpture and video) and viewing the works in the context of an installation. In this exhibition, titled Dense Plant 
Scenes, the subject matter is plants and they provide a familiar and enduring vessel though which the artist can 
continue an exploration of identity and expression of self. The planned yet intuitive approach to this exhibition 
and title also suggests that the ‘scene’ - the artworks themselves and their relationship to each other and the 
space – deserve equal consideration. 

Tyza humorously claims to be a painter of ‘dense plant scenes’, although until this exhibition, figurative work took 
precedence in the practice. Tyza points out that there are direct links between the two subjects, with the plants 
and figures’ bodies both being ambiguous and unidentifiable. The reference material for plants is sourced from 
numerous locations including images on the internet as well as plants belonging to the artist. Tyza describes the 
works in this exhibition as being’...not about specific plants but more the idea of plants and they reference my 
visual and haptic memories of what plants are. Because of this, they resist classification and categorisation that’s 
inherent in more traditional botanical illustration.’1 This resistance of classification and categorisation exemplifies 
their relevance to Tyza’s practice and self-identity.

The artist’s practice centres on the questioning of social norms, perceptions and the regulation of gendered 
identity and gender as a static binary. The imposition of gender distinctions as either male or female often occurs 
from birth (or prior), determined by means including culture, values, history, family structures and governance 
of the society, and reinforced through gendered work, family roles, interactions, names and so on.2 One’s sex 
is determined by the scientific understanding of anatomical, endocrinal and chromosomal features, however 
gender norms and labels are determined by beliefs systems rather than science - and it is these beliefs that 
inform scientific knowledge to begin with.3 Consequently, there is an argument made by leaders in the field of 
genders studies such as Dr. Anne Fausto-Sterling that masculine and feminine traits are a social construct.4

Gender diversity is a topical area of discussion. In Australia, the introduction of new laws as recently as April 
2014, recognise that one can legally identify as gender neutral in addition to the previous two options of male 
and female.5  The revision of legal rights and laws reflecting acknowledgement of gender and identity diversity 
in Australia was in response to the Australian Human Rights Commission’s recommendations in 2009.6 This 
acknowledgement does not exist in all countries where behaviour and identity that does not conform to gender 
norms is in some cases considered criminal. Tyza’s works are compelling in their ability to communicate the 
complexities of gender and identity with a sense of intimacy, rawness and sophistication.

Tyza’s practice contains reoccurring references to childhood that the artist draws on intuitively. The immediacy 
of the uninhibited drawing of children is appealing, and this sense of directness is at the core of Tyza’s practice, 
with the work described as an ‘uncompromisingly honest’7 portrayal of self. In the practice, the artist uses 
original childhood drawings, writing and photos as well as reconfigurations of these. Whether or not a work is a 
reproduction or an original is not explicit. 

Tyza works intuitively and yet is organised and methodical. By day, the artist worked at home surrounded by a 
dense green courtyard of mostly leafy potplants. During the quiet of the night at Boxcopy, the artist worked at 
a tidy desk in the corner of the room and experimented with the installation and video work. Tyza documented 
the residency and the process of creating the works through video footage, interspersed with childhood photos 
and talking to the camera in response to questions posed to the artist in the past and as part of the residency. 
This public invitation to ask questions of Tyza personally, anonymously or as a type of character such as a 
journalist via a tumblr page, as well as re-responding to past questions, demonstrates openness to exchange 
and discussion, as well as a self-reflective approach to practice. 

It is now the four-week mark, Tyza’s installation is re-arranged and works removed and replaced. Tyza has 
clustered the works in the installation on one side of the space, allowing for movement through the work. 
There is a lightness and freshness to these small-scaled works as well as an understated and refined aesthetic. 
Collectively, the works form a cohesive installation that acts on different levels. They form an intimate space that 
invites one to view the works by both crouching down and looking up. Tyza creates artwork that is informed by 
what is at hand in the personal environment and on the internet in a manner that is reflective of self and identity. 
In response to my questions about portraying different personas including as a child, in drag, as gendered or 
gender ambiguous or through plants, Tyza is quick to point out that they are in fact always portraying one 
person - an expression of the artist’s own identity, Tyza. However, just as the individual plant types featured in 
the works are intentionally undefinable, Tyza’s Dense Plant Scenes installation is perhaps less of a self-portrait of 
the artist but a portrait of ideas of self, identity and resistance of categorisation.
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