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SOMETIMES 
BY CHARLIE MACKINNON

‘Sometimes’ allows a wide range of possibilities. The 
word is flexible. It is able to describe a place or state 
of mind approaching some middle ground between 
always and never. Either, in response to a question, or, 
as a statement, or at the beginning of a description, 
‘sometimes’ sits closer to ‘usually’ and ‘rarely’, rather 
than ‘always’ and ‘never’, ‘yes’ and ‘no’. ‘Sometimes’ also 
allows potential for even two polar opposites: to be 
experienced or enacted by the same person, place or 
thing.
 
The expression of a fluid identity in time and space is 
clearly visible in Katherine Hattam’s recent works on 
the Merri Creek. There is a dream-like quality to the 
images, which sit back from the surface etched onto 
plywood; these are not busy works; rather, images 
of public or private spaces, city or country, sit simply 
presented under a wash of monochrome - blue or pink. 
The Merri Creek has come to be Hattam’s ‘sometimes’ 
place: although not quite the river into which Lead Belly 
sings about jumping in the song Goodnight Irene nor 
the ever-widening river in Ken Kesey’s brilliant novel 
Sometimes a Great Notion, the Merri Creek is the 
setting for Hattam’s work and a place she sometimes 
goes to and identifies strongly with. 
 
The Merri Creek near Hattam’s home in Thornbury cuts 
quietly through the suburbs toward the city: a pretty, 
typically Melburnian space where nature and suburbia 
live cheek by jowl, sometimes one then the other 
dominate the space where both co-exist: power-lines 
and gum trees stand tall, a burbling brook bubbling over 
stones and bumping into bike tracks under bridges and 
between grassy banks; big concrete pipes for storm 
water and sometimes glimpses of the city reconnect 
the visitor (otherwise immersed in this sliver of country) 
with the city and the suburban sprawl sitting around it.
 

As in the chorus of the song Goodnight Irene by 
American blues singer Lead Belly…
“Sometimes I live in the country
 Sometimes I live in the town”
… Hattam’s sometimes place, the Merri Creek, 
occupies a literal middle ground. But there is a darker 
side to both Hattam’s work and the rest of Goodnight 
Irene chorus, with:
 “Some times I take a great notion
 To jump in the river and drown.”
 
Perhaps this great notion sometimes plays on Hattam’s 
mind too. Her work seems to reflect that at times we 
are not in the same place mentally as we were or will 
be again. ‘Sometimes’ there is something beneath the 
surface of our experience or sometimes lying over our 
thoughts and consciousness, which moves us from 
where we were, or are, or at least how we perceive the 
world and our position in it. A quote from Sometimes 
a Great Notion by Ken Kesey, set on a wild and 
uncontrollable river, explores deeply in text the territory 
Hattam’s work inhabits.
 
“…Reality is greater than the sum of its parts… And 
the lives of such stuff as dreams are made of may be 
rounded with a sleep but they are not neatly tied with 
a red bow. Truth doesn’t run on time like a commuter 
train, though time may run on truth. And the Scenes 
Gone By and the Scenes to Come flow blending 
together in the sea-green deep while Now spreads 
in circles on the surface. So don’t sweat it. For focus 
simply move a few inches back or forward. And once 
more… look.”
 
- Charlie Mackinnon, 2015

 


