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‘A magical, serendipitous 
thing’1: The co-constitution 
of a community labyrinth
Julie Rickwood
The Australian National University

Abstract
The Mount Ainslie Nature Reserve in Canberra is home to Five Senses, 
a community labyrinth first created in 2006. The labyrinth continues to exist, 
an example of everyday heritage maintained by community, although both its 
materiality and the community’s engagement are dynamic. The labyrinth has 
nurtured an intimate relationship within the reserve, one whereby the human 
and the more-than-human are co-constituting the labyrinth’s very existence in a 
constant and symbiotic act of reordering and rearranging.

This essay is a reflection on that co-constitution. It is a placed-based story within 
the environmental and cultural histories of Canberra, a city often described as 
the ‘bush capital’ of Australia. As Deborah Bird Rose suggests, place provides 
‘a nexus of analysis that calls for the study of relationships and motion’, allowing 
for a more holistic rather than conventional topic of study.2 Telling the story 
of Five Senses: The Mount Ainslie Community Labyrinth is not to situate it 
within the context of labyrinths broadly, but to concentrate on what might 
have enabled an earthwork to be maintained over almost two decades within 
a publicly accessible nature reserve.

***

1	  Interview no. 4, 2024. All interviews conducted by the author.
2	  Deborah Bird Rose, ‘Writing Place’, in Writing Histories: Imagination and Narration, ed. Ann 
Curthoys and Ann McGrath, (Monash Publications in History, 2000), 65.
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Introduction
Lying deep within the Southern Tablelands, Canberra is Australia’s largest 
inland city. The woodlands and associated grasslands are to the tablelands 
‘what the rainforests are to the Wet Tropics’, says Ian Fraser, Canberra’s 
well‑known naturalist and conservationist.3 Woodlands comprising:

a huge variety of trees, shrubs, grasses and other herbaceous species 
… This vegetation provides a variety of structure … which results in 
a diversity of habitat for a great many woodland birds, reptiles and 
insects [as well as] a range of mammals.4

Of special significance, Fraser declared, is that the woodlands contribute to 
our national character, which in turn ‘gives us all responsibilities, places us 
in the roles of stewards’.5

Canberra is often described as the ‘bush capital’. Declared as the site for 
the national capital in 1913, the winning Griffin Plan for the city’s design 
maintained the surrounding mountains in their natural state to ‘contrast 
with and complement the man-made landscape of the Molonglo Basin’.6 
The Griffin Plan was underpinned by seeking a close relationship with nature, 
a reverence informed during childhood when both Walter Burley Griffin 
and Marion Mahoney Griffin developed ‘a great and abiding affection for 
the natural world’.7 The National Capital Development Commission’s 1964 
report Tomorrow’s Canberra continued this reverence, declaring that the 
‘splendid natural environment’ of Canberra was enhanced by ‘the timbered 
hills visible from all parts of the city. Mount Ainslie and Black Mountain are 
a very real and integral part of Canberra’.8

3	  Ian Fraser, ‘Foreword’, in Woodland Flora: A Field Guide for the Southern Tablelands, ed. Sarah Sharp, 
Rainer Rehwinkel, Dave Mallinson and David Eddy (Friends of Grasslands 2015), v.
4	  Sarah Sharp, Rainer Rehwinkel, Dave Mallinson and David Eddy David, ‘Introduction’, in Woodland 
Flora: A Field Guide for the Southern Tablelands, ed. Sarah Sharp, Rainer Rehwinkel, Dave Mallinson and 
David Eddy (Friends of Grassland 2015), 2.
5	  Fraser, ‘Foreword’, v.
6	  W. K. Hancock, The Battle of Black Mountain: An Episode of Canberra’s Environmental History (The 
Australian National University, 1974), 4.
7	  Kate Rigby, ‘(Not) by Design: Utopian Moments in the Creation of Canberra’, Arena Journal 25–26 
(2006): 166.
8	  Hancock, The Battle of Black Mountain, 4–5.
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Long before European settlement, this region was inhabited and visited 
by a range of peoples including the Ngunnawal and Ngambri.9 Then, it 
was grassland made abundant by ‘perfect, beautiful management’10 with 
‘macropods, platypus, echidna, wombats, varied reptiles, wild ducks, 
cockatoos and so on within hunting distance’.11 Mount Ainslie and Black 
Mountain are major features in this landscape, said to be the breasts of the 
woman that inhabits Country.

The vision of a city ‘with an iconic treescape’12 embedded within the Griffin 
design was reinforced through the pioneering work of Charles Weston13 and, 
later, Lindsay Prior.14 The maintaining of the timbered hills, the planting 
of street trees and the creation of formal parks and gardens transformed 
a landscape once fashioned by Aboriginal land practices (which had been 
significantly altered by European settlement since the 1820s).

The Canberra Nature Park, a collection of 39 nature reserves in and around 
the city, plays an important role in the everyday life of the residents.15 
Many of the reserves are regularly accessed by those who inhabit the nearby 
suburbs, sought out as ‘wild’ refuges or sanctuaries in a city well gifted with 
formal parks and gardens. Visitors to the national capital are also drawn to 
the reserves, particularly those close to the city.

The Mount Ainslie Nature Reserve is one of the most heavily used of the 
reserves. The reserve is also home to Five Senses, a community labyrinth 
first created in 2006 by the author. The labyrinth continues to exist, an 
example of everyday heritage maintained by community, although both its 
materiality and the community’s engagement are dynamic. The labyrinth 

9	  See, for instance, James McDonald, Canberra 1: From Antiquity to the Invasion (Sorley Boy, 2023). 
McDonald concludes that there were at least three independent bands in 1820, separate to the Ngunawal 
and Ngarigo.
10	  Paul Daley, Canberra (University of New South Wales, 2012), 15.
11	  Will H. P. Kinsella, ‘Observations in the Goulburn and Canberra Districts’, Mankind 1, no. 8 
(1934): 204, doi.org/10.1111/j.1835-9310.1934.tb00042.x.
12	  National Capital Authority, ‘Our Trees: History’, accessed 29 May 2025, nca.gov.au/ourtrees/history.
13	  Charles Weston was the horticulturalist responsible for the ‘greening’ of Canberra. He was appointed 
first as officer-in-charge (afforestation branch) and later as director, city planting, and finally as the 
superintendent, parks and gardens. See: John Gray, ‘Charles Weston and the Greening of Canberra’, 
National Capital Authority, accessed 29 May 2025, nca.gov.au/education/canberras-history/charles-
weston-and-greening-canberra.
14	  Lindsay Prior was a forest scientist, botanist and landscape architect. He planned and planted the 
original National Arboretum. See: National Capital Authority, ‘Lindsay Pryor National Arboretum’, 
accessed 29 May 2025, nca.gov.au/attractions/lindsay-pryor-national-arboretum#.
15	  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Canberra Nature Park: Reserve 
Management Plan (ACT Government, 2021).

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1835-9310.1934.tb00042.x
http://nca.gov.au/ourtrees/history
http://nca.gov.au/education/canberras-history/charles-weston-and-greening-canberra
http://nca.gov.au/education/canberras-history/charles-weston-and-greening-canberra
http://nca.gov.au/attractions/lindsay-pryor-national-arboretum#
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has nurtured an intimate relationship within the reserve, one whereby the 
human and the more-than-human are co-constituting the labyrinth’s very 
existence in a constant and symbiotic act of reordering and rearranging.

This essay is a reflection on that ongoing co-constitution of Five Senses: 
The Mount Ainslie Community Labyrinth. It began as a conference paper16 
written during the research and drafting of a monograph on the history of 
the labyrinth.17 The monograph is intended to be a narrative of place, tracing 
the making and maintaining of a contemporary feature in the landscape 
within a history of Canberra. It explores a local story that is informed by 
memoir and collective memory within a broad framework of environmental 
and cultural history.18 In addition to relevant literature, research has 
drawn on the author’s intimate knowledge of the labyrinth, an archive of 
photographs, an archive of visitors’ books and recent conversations with 
some of the walkers and maintainers of the labyrinth.19 Both this essay and 
the monograph aim for a balance ‘between imagination and evidence’,20 
each attempting to ‘enable voices and silences’21 to be heard.

As Deborah Bird Rose suggests, place provides ‘a nexus of analysis that 
calls for the study of relationships and motion’, allowing for a more holistic 
rather than conventional topic of study.22 In telling the story of Five Senses, 
the point is not to situate the labyrinth within the context of labyrinths 

16	  Julie Rickwood, ‘“The Guardian Tree”: The Framing and Shaping of a Community Labyrinth’, paper 
presented at Home Truths, Australian Historical Association Annual Conference, Flinders University, 1–4 
July 2024.
17	  It is anticipated that this monograph will be completed and published in 2026, the twentieth 
anniversary of Five Senses.
18	  As an interdisciplinary cross-cultural researcher, I have applied interdisciplinarity to investigations 
within community music, popular music and contemporary dance. Additionally, I have included 
autoethnographic reflection in my work. This approach aligns well with the notion of ego-histoire, first 
introduced by French historian Pierre Nora, and adopted by a number of Australian historians. See, for 
example: Ann Curthoys, ‘Memory, History, and Ego-Histoire: Narrating and Re-enacting the Australian 
Freedom Ride’, Historical Reflections 38, no. 2 (2012): 25–45, doi.org/10.3167/hrrh.2012.380203; 
Vanessa Castejon, Anna Cole, Oliver Haag and Karen Hughes, ‘Introduction: “Ngapartji Ngapartji: 
In Turn, In Turn”—Ego-histoire and Australian Indigenous Studies’, in Ngapartji Ngapartji: In Turn, In 
Turn: Ego-histoire, Europe and Australian Indigenous Studies (ANU Press 2014), 3–19, doi.org/10.22459/
NN.​11.​2014.01; Shauna Bostock, ‘From Colonisation to My Generation: An Aboriginal Historian’s 
Family History Research from Past to Present’ (PhD thesis, The Australian National University, 2020), 
14–15, hdl.handle.net/1885/224483. I have adopted these strategies in writing about the labyrinth.
19	  The archive of photographs, visitors’ books, oral history interviews and other ephemera will be held 
at the ACT Heritage Library following the publication of the monograph.
20	  Tom Griffiths, ‘The Poetics and Practicalities of Writing’, in Writing Histories: Imagination and 
Narration ed. Ann Curthoys and Ann McGrath (Monash Publications in History, 2000), 6.
21	  Griffiths, ‘The Poetics and Practicalities of Writing’, 7.
22	  Rose, ‘Writing Place’, 65.

http://doi.org/10.3167/hrrh.2012.380203
http://doi.org/10.22459/NN.11.2014.01
http://doi.org/10.22459/NN.11.2014.01
http://hdl.handle.net/1885/224483
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broadly. Rather, the place-based narrative concentrates on what might have 
enabled a particular earthwork to be maintained over almost two decades 
within a publicly accessible nature reserve.

Australian environmental and other historians have focused on the ‘local’ 
within this vast, diverse continent.23 As noted by Ruby Ekkel and Matthew 
Cunneen, there is great value in ‘thoughtfully contextualised studies of 
places and communities’ that are enriched by ‘the authors’ own experienced 
knowledge of local space’.24 As they suggest, ‘fine-grained attention to regional 
Australian locales’ creates invaluable archives for community history.25

This essay does not aim to achieve the detail envisioned for the monograph. 
It simply provides a brief history of the labyrinth and then meditates on 
the relationship of the human and the more-than-human engendered by it. 
This relationship is just one of the themes of engagement with the labyrinth 
identified when analysing the archive of visitors’ books, and later reinforced 
through recorded conversations with almost 20 visitors.

The essay begins with a brief overview of the Mount Ainslie Nature Reserve. 
An introduction to labyrinths follows, providing background to the recount 
of the creation of Five Senses and its longevity. Attention is next given 
to the Blakey’s red gum (Eucalyptus blakeyi) that dominates the clearing 
on the western slope of the nature reserve where the labyrinth endures. 
The notion of a ‘Botanical Imaginary’ is explored before concentrating on 
the imaginary of the Blakey’s red gum.26 I then expand the gaze to other 
more-than-human characters in the labyrinth’s life story through the 
eyes and imagination of the human walkers and maintainers. I conclude 
by suggesting that the human community of Five Senses has adopted 
a stewardship role in the Mount Ainslie Nature Reserve, conscious of its 
relationship with the more‑than-human, a relationship heightened by the 
existence of the labyrinth.

23	  See, for example, John Blay, On Track: Searching out the Bundian Way (NewSouth Publishing, 
2015); John Blay, Wild Nature: Walking Australia’s South East Forests (NewSouth Publishing, 2020); 
Margaret Cook, A River with a City Problem: A History of Brisbane Floods (University of Queensland 
Press, 2023); Tom Griffiths, Forests of Ash: An Environmental History (Cambridge University Press, 
2001); Heather Goodall, Georges River Blues (ANU Press, 2022), doi.org/10.22459/GRB.2021; Emily 
O’Gorman, Wetlands in a Dry Land: More-Than-Human Histories of Australia’s Murray-Darling Basin 
(University of Washington Press, 2021), doi.org/10.1515/9780295749044; Grace Karskens, People of 
the River: Lost Worlds of Early Australia (Allen & Unwin, 2020); Mark McKenna, Looking for Blackfellas’ 
Point: An Australian History of Place (UNSW Press, 2002).
24	  Ruby Ekkel and Matthew Cunneen, ‘Editorial’, ANU Historical Journal II, no. 4 (2023): iii.
25	  Ekkel and Cunneen, ‘Editorial’, iv.
26	  Hannah Cole, ‘Botanical Imaginaries’, accessed 29 May 2025, botanicalimaginaries.com/.

http://doi.org/10.22459/GRB.2021
http://doi.org/10.1515/9780295749044
http://botanicalimaginaries.com/
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Mount Ainslie Nature Reserve
Known as Bullan Dyulang or Bygalee,27 Mount Ainslie is a significant 
woman’s cultural place, long used for ceremonial business, birthing, spiritual 
cleansing, gatherings, health and natural resources (Figure 1). Major 
traditional pathways crossed the mountain.28 As historian Ann McGrath 
notes, every ‘place had an Indigenous name, if not multiple names [in a] 
deeply storied land—one cherished and nurtured by many Indigenous 
groups through deep time’.29

Figure 1: A view of Mount Ainslie, postcard, 1927.
Note: Caption under the photo: View from Red Hill across Parliament House, Canberra; 
Published (??) by Universal Distributing Co.
Source: Reproduced from postcard in author’s possession. 

27	  Bullan Dyulang is sourced from Ngunnawal Elder Wally Bell, and can be found on signage by the 
City Renewal Authority in Haig Park, Braddon. Byalgee is the name used by the Ngambri, according to 
Paul Daley, ‘Territorial Disputes’, Meanjin: The Canberra Issue, no. 1 (2013): 20–7.
28	  This information is available on signs at numerous entries to the Mount Ainslie Nature Reserve. 
Please note that it is beyond the scope of this essay to consider the deep history of the Canberra region 
beyond this brief summary. 
29	  Mike Jones, Ann McGrath, Ben Silverstein and Amy Way in conversation with Ruby Ekkel, ANU 
Historical Journal II, no. 4 (2023): 163, doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.2023.08.

http://doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.2023.08
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The mountain was first renamed as Ainslie’s Hill, in reference to ‘perhaps 
the most colourful figure in Canberra’s history’, James Ainslie. Employed as 
a shepherd by Robert Campbell, Ainslie came to the region in the 1820s.30 
Campbell had received some sheep from the government as compensation 
for the loss of one of his ships. After collecting the sheep, Ainslie arrived 
in what was then referred to as the Limestone Plains, and established 
Campbell’s property, later named Duntroon. Despite the Campbell property 
including Mount Ainslie, it was not used for extensive sheep grazing or 
farming because of the richer and more accessible land on the plains.31 The 
mountain first appeared as Mount Ainsley in 1843, when it was listed on 
the map of the County of Murray. After Ainslie’s departure from Australia, 
‘the name Mt Ainslie … stuck permanently’.32

In 1993, the Mount Ainslie Nature Reserve was declared a ‘Designated 
Area’ under the National Capital Plan. A designated area is identified as 
having the special characteristics of the national capital, especially in relation 
to the Griffith Plan.33 The Mount Ainslie Nature Reserve is highly used by 
locals and visitors to the city—for the viewing platforms at its peak, for the 
‘Kokoda Track’ that begins at the Australian War Memorial at its base, for 
its section of the Canberra Centennial Trail and for its equestrian trails. 
The reserve also contains a myriad of smaller walking tracks criss-crossing 
its landscape. It is a space where the human and the more-than-human are 
entangled in various ways. There have been numerous structures erected on 
the mountain’s slopes, and more than one or two ‘guerilla’ creative expressions 
within the reserve. Five Senses: The Mount Ainslie Community Labyrinth 
is one example, an ephemeral earthwork that technically contravenes 
the sanctioned use of a nature reserve but has gained the affection of a 
community that continues to maintain it.

30	  Rowan Henderson, ‘James Ainslie: Stranger than Fiction’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical 
Society 98, part 2 (2012): 227.
31	  Conservation Council ACT Region, Majura’s Treasures: A Guide to Interpreting the Region’s Heritage 
(Conservation Council ACT, 2013), 13.
32	  Henderson, ‘James Ainslie’, 234.
33	  National Triangle, ‘Designated Areas’, National Capital Authority, accessed 29 May 2025, nca.gov.
au/planning/planning-act/designated-areas#.

http://nca.gov.au/planning/planning-act/designated-areas#
http://nca.gov.au/planning/planning-act/designated-areas#


ANU Historical Journal II, Number 5

128

Labyrinths
Inherent in any discussion of labyrinths is a confusing element of 
definition embedded in the English language. The two etymologies—
labyrinth (from the Greek labrus, ‘double axe’) and maze (from the 
Old English mazen, ‘to bewilder’)—are often used interchangeably. 
On the metaphoric level … this is acceptable. However, a confusion 
arises if one intends physically to walk a labyrinth or a maze. Insofar 
as these are experientially opposite to each other false expectations 
from the one can muddle or distort the event of the other.34

The terms labyrinth and maze are often interchangeable; however, there is a 
distinction, as the French author Jacques Attali outlines above. Labyrinths 
are ancient. They have re-emerged in popularity since the late twentieth 
century. A labyrinth is a unicursal pathway. The classical labyrinth has 
7 circuits and the medieval 11. However, there are many other patterns 
beside these two better known designs. The spiral-shaped structure of the 
earliest form of labyrinth is built on mathematical principles of sacred 
geometry as well as ancient representations associated with cyclical changes 
of the cosmos and human relationships with those changes. There is much 
speculation about the actual use of labyrinths in antiquity. Suggestions 
range from erotic spring dances, spiritual centring, token pilgrimages and 
keeping witches and spirits at bay, to play, ornamentation and meditation.35

Labyrinths hold the ability to redirect and refocus the human spirit. 
The pattern contains the universal symbols of the spiral, the circle and the 
cross. This pattern has been found in almost every religious tradition. Ingrid 
Bloos and Thomas O’Connor argue that ‘cross-culturally, the meandering 
symbolic spiral elicits and reflects something deeper that moves an aspect 
of self ’.36 As author Amanda Lohrey writes: ‘Effortlessly you come back to 
where you started, somehow changed by the act of surrender. In this way the 
labyrinth is said to be a model of reversible destiny’.37

34	  Jacques Attali, The Labyrinth in Culture and Society: Pathways to Wisdom (North Atlantic Books, 
1996), ix.
35	  See, for example, The Labyrinth Society, [Home], accessed 29 May 2025, labyrinthsociety.org/.
36	  Ingrid Bloos and Thomas St James O’Connor, ‘Ancient and Medieval Labyrinth and Contemporary 
Narrative Therapy: How Do They Fit’, Pastoral Psychology 50, no. 4 (2002): 222, doi.org/10.1023/​
A:1014097211429.
37	  Amanda Lohrey, The Labyrinth: A Pastoral (Text Publishing, 2020), 37.

http://labyrinthsociety.org/
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014097211429
http://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014097211429
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It is believed that labyrinths arose spontaneously on every continent except 
Antarctica and Australia,38 with designs found on pottery, tablets and tiles 
that date as far back as 4,000 years.39 Curiously, Attali suggests that the notion 
of labyrinths can be found in Australia through the example of the Wagilag 
Sisters story of ‘two ill-fated women and their living labyrinth’.40 Attali may 
well be attempting to be inclusive of all continents but there is no indication 
that physical labyrinths were created by pre-contact Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander societies. On the other hand, spirals feature prominently in 
First Nations culture, through artistic expression on traditional objects, 
such as churingas or ancient petroglyphs, and its adoption in contemporary 
visual art; through song, as in song spirals;41 or in relation to ‘time cycles and 
spirals: when you look behind you, you see the future in your footprints’.42 
These ways of cultural practice and understanding express a deep connection 
to Country, ‘rich in meaning and woven into the land’.43

Unlike a labyrinth, a maze is constructed using a multicursal pattern. The 
ultimate distinction between the two is bound by intention. As Bloos and 
O’Connor state: ‘The devious design of the “maze” is intended to confuse, 
puzzle and obstruct while the open form of the “labyrinth” is intended to 
facilitate’.44 Or, quoting from Lohrey again:

[The] maze is a challenge to the brain (how smart are you), the 
labyrinth to the heart (will you surrender). In the maze you grapple 
with the challenge but in the labyrinth, you let go.45

Contemporary use of the labyrinth occurs both within and without 
religious associations. Arguably influenced by the New Age movement, the 
labyrinth is often associated with personal and communal transformation. 
Labyrinths are increasingly being adopted as a healing tool by counsellors 
and psychologists and are being built in a range of public spaces, including 
hospitals, prisons, schools, churches and parks. While there is a tendency 

38	  See, for instance, Bloos and O’Connor, ‘Ancient and Medieval Labyrinth’; Attali, The Labyrinth 
in Culture; Laruen Artress, The Sacred Path Companion: A Guide to Walking the Labyrinth to Heal and 
Transform (The Berkley Publishing Group, 2006).
39	  Vereditas, ‘The Labyrinth: A Path to Your Deepest Wisdom’, accessed 29 May 2025, veriditas.org/.
40	  Attali, The Labyrinth in Culture, xv.
41	  See, for instance, Gay’wu Group of Women, Song Spirals: Sharing Women’s Wisdom of Country through 
Songlines (Allen & Unwin. 2019).
42	  Margo Neale and Lynne Kelly, Songlines: The Power and Promise (Thames & Hudson, 2020), 102.
43	  Laura Rademaker, ‘60,000 Years Is Not Forever: “Time Revolutions” and Indigenous Pasts’, 
Postcolonial Studies 22, no. 4 (2021): 545, doi.org/10.1080/13688790.2021.1971371.
44	  Bloos and O’Connor, ‘Ancient and Medieval’, 221.
45	  Lohrey, The Labyrinth, 37.

http://veriditas.org/
http://doi.org/10.1080/13688790.2021.1971371
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for contemporary engagement with a labyrinth to be for spiritual and 
healing purposes, labyrinths continue to be multifunctional and can be just 
as readily used for fun and playfulness. As a result of the growing interest 
in labyrinths over the last two decades, many more have been constructed in 
Canberra and elsewhere since Five Senses was initially created. There are 
both national and international networks that provide resources, workshops 
and conferences for those with a deep fascination for labyrinths.46

Five Senses: The Mount Ainslie 
Community Labyrinth
Five Senses is somewhat distinctive within the growing proliferation of 
contemporary labyrinths (Figure 2). Located in a nature reserve, this 
classical labyrinth is made of its surroundings, in a city embedded in a 
deep reverence for nature and, before that, a landscape long cared for by 
its traditional custodians. It began as a spontaneous creative expression, 
a modest ephemeral earthwork. The clearing was found by chance, during 
one of the author’s wanderings in the reserve in June 2006. No track led 
the way.

Earlier in 2006 I had attended a labyrinth workshop at a private retreat on 
the banks of the Yass River. It was my introduction to labyrinths and the 
classical labyrinth created on the property from eucalypt branches caught 
my attention. The pathway intrigued me. It was a few weeks later, when 
discovering the small clearing in the reserve, I felt invited to emulate it. 
In tracing out the pathway, I drew on the energy and life flowing through 
the landscape, anticipating it would ‘wither away, once again becoming 
a part of the land’.47 The labyrinth was designed without purpose beyond 
my own creative impulse and without intent for others.

46	  See, for instance, Vereditas, ‘The Labyrinth’; The Labyrinth Society, [Home]; Australian Labyrinth 
Network Inc., [Home], accessed 29 May 2025, aln.org.au/; World-Wide Labyrinth Locator, ‘Welcome to 
the Labyrinth Locator’, accessed 29 May 2025, labyrinthlocator.org/.
47	  Katie Hosmer, ‘Unexpected Land Art Beautifully Formed in Nature’, My Modern Met, 6 November 
2013, mymodernmet.com/andy-goldsworthy-land-art/.

http://aln.org.au/
http://labyrinthlocator.org/
http://mymodernmet.com/andy-goldsworthy-land-art/
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Figure 2: The labyrinth, 2006.
Source: Photograph by author.

I have long been drawn to the aesthetic and anonymous intent of site-specific 
temporary artworks made from natural materials and was familiar with ‘the 
exquisite earthy “manipulations”’ pioneered by British artist, photographer 
and environmentalist Andy Goldsworthy.48 Earthworks, Victoria Skelly 
writes, are ‘somewhat mystical in nature … usually left to reform and then 
decay and disintegrate with time’.49 Skelly notes that earthworks are being 
increasingly created on local landscapes, particularly since environmental 
education has included artistic practices. She suggests earthworks also ‘catch 
us by surprise; but rather than shock us … they often make us smile and 
sometimes inspire playfulness’.50 During the One A Day project, earthwork 
artist Shona Wilson found that the process of creating ephemeral pieces 
connected her to nature and was ‘a potent mix for me to discover and 
reconnect to places and parts of myself via the world around me’.51 I am 
likewise motivated and had created small modest ephemeral works prior to 
the labyrinth, from both natural and other found objects.

48	  Victoria Skelly, ‘Ephemerality and the Art of Earthworks’, Broad Street Review, 14 July 2009, 
broadstreetreview.com/articles/ephemerality-and-the-art-of-earthworks.
49	  Skelly, ‘Ephemerality’.
50	  Skelly, ‘Ephemerality’.
51	  Sophie Gidley, ‘Ephemeral Art in Australia: Notable Artists Talk about Their Work’, The Lighthouse, 
Macquarie University, 2018, lighthouse.mq.edu.au/article/please-explain/what-is-ephemeral-art.

http://broadstreetreview.com/articles/ephemerality-and-the-art-of-earthworks
http://lighthouse.mq.edu.au/article/please-explain/what-is-ephemeral-art
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Figure 3: Michelle Hallinan’s centrepiece.
Source: Photograph by author.
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The natural material of Five Senses delights its visitors and is something 
often commented upon. As I discovered during my recent conversations, 
some visitors are also alert to earthworks or land art and had identified 
the labyrinth as such. Indeed, Michelle52 responded to her first visit to the 
labyrinth by making her own earthwork, a ‘centrepiece which symbolised 
the four elements and four directions (Figure 3). Stones for earth, leaves for 
air, bark for water, and sticks for fire’.53

My anonymity as the creator of the original labyrinth was not held for long 
among my friends and family. Some informed other people and led them 
to Five Senses. When first created it was not easy to locate, and a guide 
was necessary. I made a modest declaration of authorship when attending 
a labyrinth workshop in 2007 where I was encouraged to put it on the 
World-Wide Labyrinth Locator.54 A more public local announcement was 
made some four years later by well-known Canberra journalist and ‘mystery 
investigator and cryptonaturalist’, Tim the Yowie Man.55 Tim tracked 
me down after being prompted by one of his readers who had discovered 
the labyrinth. We refer to his first article on the labyrinth as his ‘outing’ 
of me.56 Tim has written additional articles that include Five Senses57 and 
I have been interviewed on local radio.58

In 2016, at the time of the labyrinth’s tenth anniversary, I set up a Facebook 
page.59 A visitor later pinned it on Google Maps, possibly during the first 
pandemic lockdown in 2020 when the nature reserves of Canberra were 
heavily used by residents. Mountain Makers added it to their website, 
which provides a labyrinth trail of the Australian Capital Territory and 

52	  Michelle Hallinan is a practicing artist now based in Newcastle, NSW. See: Art Is Nature, ‘Artist—
Michelle Hallinan’, accessed 29 May 2025, artisnaturae.com.au/artist.
53	  Interview no. 12, 2024.
54	  World-Wide Labyrinth Locator, ‘Five Senses: The Mt Ainslie Community Labyrinth’, accessed 29 May 
2025, labyrinthlocator.org/labyrinth/five-senses-the-mt-ainslie-community-labyrinth/?fwp_organization​=​
five+senses.
55	  Tim the Yowie Man, ‘Who Is TYM’, accessed 29 May 2025, www.yowieman.com.au/who-is/.
56	  Tim the Yowie Man, ‘Into the labyrinth’, Canberra Times, 16 July 2011, 46.
57	  Tim the Yowie Man, ‘Lure of the Labyrinth’, Canberra Times, 8 August 2015, 30–1; Tim the Yowie 
Man, ‘Who is Building Stick Houses on Mt Ainslie?’ Canberra Times, 11 April 2018, canberratimes.com.
au/story/6021200/tim-the-yowie-man-who-is-building-stick-houses-on-mt-ainslie/; ‘Tim the Yowie Man 
Meets the Creator behind Canberra’s Five Senses Labyrinth’, Daily Motion, 18 March 2023, dailymotion.
com/video/x8ib0f3; ‘Ephemeral Labyrinth Comes Full Circle’, Canberra Times, 18 March 2023, 8–9.
58	  One of those radio interviews prompted the visit by Libby Robin and Tom Griffiths.
59	  ‘Five Senses: Mt Ainslie Community Labyrinth’, Facebook, accessed 29 May 2025, facebook.com/​
5senseslabyrinth/.

http://artisnaturae.com.au/artist
http://labyrinthlocator.org/labyrinth/five-senses-the-mt-ainslie-community-labyrinth/?fwp_organization=five
http://labyrinthlocator.org/labyrinth/five-senses-the-mt-ainslie-community-labyrinth/?fwp_organization=five
http://www.yowieman.com.au/who-is/
http://canberratimes.com.au/story/6021200/tim-the-yowie-man-who-is-building-stick-houses-on-mt-ainslie/
http://canberratimes.com.au/story/6021200/tim-the-yowie-man-who-is-building-stick-houses-on-mt-ainslie/
http://dailymotion.com/video/x8ib0f3
http://dailymotion.com/video/x8ib0f3
http://facebook.com/5senseslabyrinth/
http://facebook.com/5senseslabyrinth/
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surrounds.60 Photographs of Five Senses have been attached to all three of 
these sites. I have also uncovered various blogs that refer to a visit to the 
labyrinth. Despite this exposure, commentary in the visitors’ books reveals 
that people continue to stumble across the labyrinth by accident. And, as 
I have discovered during conversations with friends and acquaintances, 
though they knew of Five Senses, they were unaware I had first created it.

Over time, the labyrinth received increasing visitation. I never anticipated 
that walkers in the reserve would discover the labyrinth and that this 
humble creation would gain their affection and commitment. In the early 
years, it was mostly the regular walkers in the reserve, often individuals 
who discovered and later deliberately sought out the labyrinth. Over time, 
walking groups, running groups, geocaching groups, family groups and 
local school groups have made a point of visiting the labyrinth. That foot 
traffic constructed what is now a well-worn track leading directly to the 
labyrinth. Their feet have embedded this path of wonder, delight, reflection 
and connection into the landscape.

Once it became apparent that the labyrinth was losing its ephemeral intent, 
it called for a name. Inspired by Judith Wright’s environmental and artistic 
expressions, I felt her poem Five Senses most apt.61 As a dancer and 
choreographer, in a practice that includes dancing in the environment 
and other site-specific improvisations, the poem spoke to me of the 
embodied nature of being in the world, of being part of that ‘pure design … 
that is not mine’.62 The motivation to create the labyrinth had, in some way, 
embraced a similar framing of the ideas expressed within Wright’s poem. 
At the time, I was experiencing a challenging period in my life. I needed 
to get out of my melancholic head and into heightened senses. It felt right to 
make the connection between the movement of my body in space and the 
creation of a meditative pathway in and of the environment.

Throughout, the surface features of Five Senses have remained endemic to 
the mountain and its ecology. Originally an organised assemblage created 
from the fallen branches of a Blakey’s red gum, it was later reinforced with 
stones collected nearby to parallel the original pathway. The laying of stones 
was first started by visitors who had seen a rock labyrinth during their own 
journeys. It took the community 18 months to complete that project. 

60	  ‘5 Senses—The Mt Ainslie Community Labyrinth’, Australian Labyrinth Network, accessed 29 May 
2025, labyrinths.mountainmakers.com.au/view.php?id=3.
61	  Judith Wright, ‘Five Senses’, Meanjin, June 1959, 141.
62	  Wright, ‘Five Senses’, 141. 

http://labyrinths.mountainmakers.com.au/view.php?id=3
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Over the decades, the labyrinth has integrated with place, the sticks and 
rocks merging into the ground, various additional aspects added, scattered 
away or eroded. It has always been frequently visited by local fauna and 
encroached upon by flora. These more-than-human visitors engage with the 
structure in their own unique ways.

Over the years, branches from the eucalypt drop and are added to the 
pathway to repair disintegration and consolidate the labyrinth’s structure. 
During a major storm in November 2022, a large limb fell heavily onto the 
ground and spread over a majority of the labyrinth, making it impossible to 
walk its pathway. Some years earlier, another limb had dropped, blocking a 
section of the labyrinth. Both situations suggested the intended ephemeral 
nature of the labyrinth had been confirmed. However, on both occasions, the 
debris was eventually removed. The walkers and maintainers then realigned 
the edges of the pathway to reorder and rearrange the branches and rocks 
to ensure the endurance of the labyrinth. A major undertaking at these 
times, that very same act has been and is occurring daily on a smaller scale, 
through the flow of visitation by the human and the more-than-human of 
its community.

Environmental historian Libby Robin suggested that the curation of Five 
Senses ‘is a form of gardening, of ordering one’s inner self whilst arranging 
nature’.63 At the same time, Robin also recognised that ‘it is not just the 
humans who curate it’,64 noting ‘this labyrinth operates on the scale of 
insects and tiny lizards; it is a smaller than human space of small deliberate 
steps’.65 She observed the crows that supervised and made commentary on 
their visit. Other visitors also acknowledge the more-than-human visitors 
to the labyrinth.

From the beginning, the Blakey’s red gum played a major role in the 
labyrinth’s existence beyond the provision of its discarded branches. 
In the first year of the labyrinth’s life, the tree was affectionally named the 
‘Guardian Tree’ (Figure 4) by one of the regular walkers and adopted by 
others ever since.

63	  Libby Robin, ‘Finding a Foothold in Place: In Search of Mount Ainslie’, Australian Garden History 
30, no. 1 (2018): 21.
64	  Robin, ‘Finding a Foothold’, 21.
65	  Robin, ‘Finding a Foothold’, 21.
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Figure 4: The Guardian Tree, November 2022.
Source: Photograph by author.



137

‘A magical, serendipitous thing’

Guardian Tree
For such great solid, long-lasting, lumpy things, trees are more 
subject to the moods of fashion than one might expect, and in a way 
that is more apparent in Canberra than in most places.66

The Guardian Tree stands in a small flat clearing on the western side of the 
reserve, in an intermediate area between predominantly drooping she-oaks 
(Allocasuarina verticillata) below and scribbly gums (Eucalyptus rossii) above. 
The transitional nature of the space prompted the spontaneous making of 
Five Senses. As Robin commented, the clearing felt like an invitation to a 
‘quiet private place’, where one could ‘listen to the mountain and … heart’.67

On a recent investigation with a forester, the unique nature of the site was 
made more apparent.68 The Blakey’s red gum, aged somewhere between 300 
and 400 years, stands in an isolated woodland ‘island’ among dry sclerophyll 
forest. There are few other woodland inhabitants—one other Blakey’s red 
gum, fewer than a handful of yellow box (Eucalyptus melliodora) and the 
occasional red box (Eucalyptus polyanthemos). These woodland varieties 
would normally be found further down the mountain.

Dave Witty notes that to ‘imagine trees and their history is to think of time 
in a different way’.69 John Dargarvel agrees, observing that trees ‘can bear 
a great weight of memory. Unseen’.70 The Guardian Tree may well have 
witnessed the lifeways and then dispossession of the Ngunnawal and Ngambri 
people; the incursion of explorers and early settlers; the establishment of the 
Campbell property; the wanderings of men from the labour camp during 
the formation of the national capital; the visits by early residents of Ainslie71 
to collect firewood and to play; the increased meanderings of residents 
and visitors as the suburb and the city grew; the construction of shelters 
by the homeless in the decades that followed; the occasional clandestine 
campsite; the aligning of its discarded branches into a pattern, the result 
of my interloping into its space; and, ultimately, the increasing visitation 

66	  John Dargarvel, Anthropocene Days (The White Horse Press, 2023), 45.
67	  Robin, ‘Finding a Foothold’, 1.
68	  Field trip with Dr Matthew Brookhouse, Fenner School of Environment & Society, ANU.
69	  Dave Witty, What the Trees See: A Wander through Millennia of Natural History in Australia (Melbourne 
University Press, 2023), 4.
70	  Dargarvel, Anthropocene Days, 47.
71	  ‘Ainslie was originally the name given to the area north of the Molonglo River and included today’s 
suburbs of Reid, Ainslie and Braddon’: Louise Lyon, Voices of Old Canberra: A Collection of Life-Stories 
from Early Residents of Ainslie (Louise Lyon, 1995).
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to the labyrinth over the last two decades. And, throughout its life, the 
shifting in the more-than-human visitors too, be it species, abundance or 
disappearances. Trees ‘can bear memory in celebration or in sorrow’72 in 
their ‘own monumental story of survival’.73

The Guardian Tree is an important indicator of the labyrinth’s location. 
It provides much of the material for the pathway of Five Senses, and, 
from time to time, has disrupted the passage of the labyrinth. Despite its 
gnarly growths, dropped branches and broken limbs, this Blakey’s red gum 
shows a spirit ‘of endurance’, borrowing from Witty,74 one recognised by 
the community who have come to appreciate its ‘aesthetic, almost sacred 
appeal’.75 Living long before and continuing in its slower-than-human 
history, on a far longer timescale than either ephemeral earthworks or a 
human life, it plays a rich relational role in the labyrinth’s existence. It was 
foundational to the labyrinth’s beginnings, a co-creator with the author and 
then a deeply embedded character in the ongoing story. As a result, it is 
the primary more-than-human individual in the imagination of the human 
visitors, a ‘tree of the heart’ for its community.76 Like many now more 
attentive to the lives of trees, walkers of the labyrinth regard the Guardian 
Tree as holding wisdom, feelings or a secret life.

A botanical imaginary?
Inspired by [Edouard] Glissant, I use the term ‘botanical imaginary’ 
to describe the web of plant knowledge, associations, and poetics 
shared by the people who inhabit a given place. Botanical 
imaginaries reflect local histories … they are people’s collective ways 
of understanding and inhabiting their vegetal landscape.77

The work of history and literature researcher Hannah Cole brings critical 
attention to the plant worlds of Caribbean texts. Her research reveals that 
the introduced monoculture established by settler colonisation was met 

72	  Dargarvel, Anthropocene Days, 48.
73	  See: Katie Holmes, ‘Inaugural Robin–Griffiths Lecture, ANU, 8 December 2022—About the 
Birds and the Trees: Reading Robin and Griffiths and Writing Environmental History’, ANU Historical 
Journal II 4 (2023): 154, doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.2023.07. Holmes states this in discussing the 
admiration for trees held by Les Chandler, ornithologist and photographer.
74	  Witty, What the Trees See, 6.
75	  Holmes, ‘Inaugural Robin–Griffiths Lecture’, 154.
76	  Holmes, ‘Inaugural Robin–Griffiths Lecture’, 154.
77	  Cole, ‘Botanical Imaginaries’.

http://doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.2023.07
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with legacies of resistance to that endeavour, infusing botanical imaginaries 
in Caribbean texts and, in so doing, showing the diverse alliances of people 
with flora across generations.

Cole describes a ‘botanical imaginary’ as reflecting local histories and 
people’s collective ways of understanding and inhabiting their landscape.78 
Though she applied this to a very different set of circumstances than a nature 
reserve in a city, the notion nevertheless suggests a way to understand the 
network ‘in which humans and non-humans are constantly embedded’ in 
Five Senses.79

The Five Senses labyrinth was a ‘botanical imaginary’ from its conception. 
Standing at the back of that small level clearing, the Blakey’s red gum 
was the more-than-human collaborator in the design of the earthwork. 
This ‘splendid gnarled’ eucalypt called, and I accepted the tree’s invitation 
to collect its discarded branches and place them in a pile.80 Over three 
days, I laid them out in its light-dappled shadow, tracing the pattern of a 
classical labyrinth. It was completed on the Winter Solstice of June 2006. 
The eucalypt held the labyrinth in place, an anchoring pillar at the back 
of the unicursal pathway.

On reflection, I ponder whether this had been a relationship negotiated 
through individual agency, energetic presences or exchanged spiritualities. 
While I strongly felt the impulse to create a labyrinth, how do I really know 
if I appropriately sought consent from the Guardian Tree to use its discarded 
branches? Harlan Morehouse and Cheryl Morse’s recent article ‘Sense 
and Consent in Cocreating with Earth Others’ prompts consideration of 
how place is sensed by both human and the more-than-human.81 Is there 
attunement between humans and other-than-humans, and, if so, how is 
that communicated? Indeed, the work of environmental historians Emily 
O’Gorman and Andrea Gaynor suggests that much needs to be considered 
with ‘the presencing of multiple species and multiple voices; and the situated 
politics and ethics’ of a place.82

78	  Cole, ‘Botanical Imaginaries’.
79	  Peggy Karpouzou and Nikoleta Zampaki, ‘Introduction: Towards a Symbiosis of Posthumanism 
and Environmental Humanities or Paving Narratives for the Symbiocence’, in Symbiotic Posthumanist 
Ecologies in Western Literature, Philosophy and Art: Towards Theory and Practice (Peter Lang, 2023), 21.
80	  Robin, ‘Finding a Foothold’, 20.
81	  Harlan Morehouse and Cheryl Morse, ‘Sense and Consent in Cocreating with Earth Others’, 
Environmental Humanities 15, no. 1 (2023): 44–63, doi.org/10.1215/22011919-10216151.
82	  Emily O’Gorman and Andrea Gaynor, ‘More-Than-Human Histories’, Environmental History 25, 
no. 4 (2020), doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emaa027.

http://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-10216151
http://doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emaa027
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Figure 5: The original container for the visitors’ book.
Notes: A friend prompted me to place a visitors’ book in the goal of the labyrinth shortly after 
it was created, to see if others visited it. Expecting it never to last, the first book was placed 
in this plastic box, replaced later with a timber box and then the current metal and wood 
‘treasure box’, as it has become known. The treasure box now holds an information sheet 
about Five Senses, a visitors’ book, which is replaced each time it is filled with entries, and 
trinkets gifted and swapped. Source: Photograph by author.

The archive of visitors’ books (Figure 5) reveals their witnessing of the 
presence of others, both human and more-than-human. A remarkable 
appreciation of the labyrinth, the reserve itself and the environment more 
broadly is expressed in these books. This recognition of the presence of others 
has been reinforced through a series of oral history interviews undertaken 
in 2024. The human members of the labyrinth’s community have willingly 
shared that their engagement with the more-than-human and the Guardian 
Tree is a major performer in their imaginary.



141

‘A magical, serendipitous thing’

Figure 6: Tricia Wheatstone, Secluded Corner #2
Notes: Winner of the 2013 ACTEW Water Prize, organised by the Artists Society of Canberra. 
Source: Provided by the artist and used with permission.

Imaginary of the Guardian Tree
There’s quite a gale blowing this morning, the wind roaring across 
the mountain sending the treetops into a frenzy of movement. But 
the ancient eucalypt, guardian of the labyrinth stands rock firm, 
barely moving, and the wind is gentle down here on the pass. Peace 
and stillness within the storm.83

During one of the interviews with a member of the labyrinth’s community, 
the Guardian Tree entered the discussion. I suggested that the eucalypt had 
had quite a number of conversations with the labyrinth over the years. ‘Yes’, 
Liam replied, seemingly amused, ‘including some shouty ones’.84 One of 
the ‘shouty’ conversations resulted in the major limb fall back in November 
2022. The quieter conversations result in its old, small branches simply 
dropping to the ground. These discarded branches provide the material that 

83	  Visitor book entry, 2007.
84	  Interview no. 2, 2024.
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walkers add to the labyrinth as Anni, Tony, Judith, Michelle and others told 
me they did.85 These recent conversations further highlighted what I had 
earlier sourced in the visitors’ books—an alertness to the vital contribution 
of the Blakey’s red gum to the existence of the labyrinth.

Commentary in the books showed that the Guardian Tree’s longevity was well 
recognised. One entry declared ‘the great guardian gum tree is an amazing 
tree and hopefully will stand forever’.86 Another noted that, in the future, 
‘the old gum tree will still be bleeding from its warty growth, and the sky will 
be just as blue and the mountains as tall as ever’.87 Others simply described 
it as a ‘nice tree—good place to stop and think of absent loved ones’.88 More 
intimately, one person wrote: ‘Thank you too beautiful guardian tree for 
comfort and love.’89 Some gave it more character, suggesting its dropping of 
bark as a ‘shedding of its skirt’. Children regard it with wonder, one writing: 
‘I walked with my Dad and dog Molly to go to the magic tree’.90

Beyond the prose are drawings, paintings and poems. This untitled poem 
reveals a unique perspective that gives the tree special significance:

Everyone talks on the centre—its stillness, its delight, its mystery,
And the path of the labyrinth just a journey to this centre’s 
enlightenment.
Perhaps this is because Canberra is a capital—a proclaimed centre
And so the centre is important.
But I love the edges
I love their wilder energy
On the edge I can sway and dance
Almost spun away in the surrounding bush
The tree guardian knows
She is not at the centre
She holds the edge
She lends her spirit
Edges hold the most diversity and life
They define the boundaries between the growing and the made
They are muddier, more complex,
And more fully of monsters
The centre offers stillness

85	  Interviews nos. 10, 12 and 13, 2024.
86	  Visitor book entry, 2012.
87	  Visitor book entry, 2012.
88	  Visitor book entry, 8 October 2010.
89	  Visitor book entry, 20 February 2023.
90	  Visitor book entry, 7 May 2010.
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I already have
The edge, the wild movement I need.
I love the labyrinth’s edges!91

Beyond these references to the Guardian Tree, the archival material and oral 
histories reveal the presence of others in this landscape—the ‘embedded 
assemblages, systems and collaborative networks’ at play.92 They comment 
on the more-than-human visitors but also the bush, Mount Ainslie, 
significant changes in the condition of the landscape, the reliable and 
unexpected behaviour of the seasons, and threats to both the local and 
global environment. Their communal dialogue expresses a connection to the 
natural world heightened by being in the reserve and walking the labyrinth, 
and one that reflects John Blay’s insight that by being in ‘nature we sustain 
interrelations that have the potential to renew the world’.93

Figure 7: Five Senses, 2013.
Source: Photograph by author.

91	  Visitor book entry, 2008.
92	  Lynn Margulis, Symbiotic Planet: A New Look at Evolution (Basic Books, 1998), 4, cited in Karpouzou 
and Zampaki, ‘Introduction’, 17.
93	  Blay, Wild Nature, 292.
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Imaginary beyond the Guardian Tree
I visited the labyrinth this morning and found it in a very bad state. 
At first, I thought someone had tried to destroy it, but a closer look 
showed normal disturbance from kangaroos, and a heavy overgrowth 
of grasses and weeds … It will need re-building—sticks and stones. 
It’s good there’s been so much growth this spring and summer.94

Five Sense is an intimate space where humans, dogs (mostly the pets of its 
human visitors), kangaroos (generally the eastern grey, Macropus giganteus), 
wallabies (generally Notamacropus rufogriseus), echidnas (the short-beaked 
variety Tachyglossus aculeatus), shingleback lizards (Tiliqua rugosa), and 
numerous species of birds, insects and other creatures engage with each 
other in the fluidity of space and time. Native flowers, grasses and weeds 
also play their part.

As the opening quotation to this section indicates, human visitors notice 
the dishevelment of the branches or rocks from the haphazard romp of 
kangaroos and wallabies up and down the mountain: ‘What a mess this 
morning. Stones washed away by the heavy rains. Sticks scattered with gay 
abandon as the kangaroos go about their daily business.’95 Some see these 
marsupials as guides and characters of place: ‘Two wallabies guided me.’96 
‘I also saw a rock wallaby. Yay!’97 ‘Old Curley, the roo with the badly twisted 
tail, is scratching away at the soil just below the labyrinth. There’s plenty of 
evidence that humans are not the only callers here.’98

The walkers and maintainers delight in the presence of numerous birds, 
intrigued by their avian behaviour: ‘Kookaburras99! Something is up! What 
a racket! Whatever the cause, our big beaked friends are not happy.’100 
‘The hum of traffic mercifully distant. Much closer, the hysterical laughter 
of many kookaburras. Something has made their day!’101 ‘White winged 

94	  Visitor book entry, 2011.
95	  Visitor book entry, 2007.
96	  Visitor book entry, 2010.
97	  Visitor book entry, 2013.
98	  Visitor book entry, 2007.
99	  Dacelo novaeguineae
100	 Visitor book entry, 2007.
101	 Visitor book entry, 2011.
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choughs102 in the maze.’103 ‘Birdsong everywhere.’104 ‘May birds grace the 
air around you. Gratitude.’105 Some visitors add discarded feathers to the 
tokens in the ‘treasure box’: ‘Sulphur crested cockatoo106 feathers left in the 
visitors book.’107

They are aware of the more resourceful searching for nourishment by the 
echidnas and shingleback lizards: ‘The labyrinth has a weathered look—
branches and stones scattered by echidnas and maybe kangaroos, and huge 
bark pieces shed by our guardian tree’.108 As Boronia commented: ‘The bush 
has its own inherent qualities, but it is also the things that make it interesting 
… special things. Like when we see an echidna.’109

The walkers and maintainers record seeing the insects that scramble over 
the labyrinth, seeking out protection, to feed on its debris, or to catch prey: 
‘Welcomed by parrots, kookaburras and beetles.’110 ‘Found a redback111 
nesting under the bark [that covered the treasure box] today. She’s been 
gently relocated.’112 ‘Lots of fog and amazing spider webs.’113 ‘There is a 
dragonfly114 hanging from a spider web.’115

Often, butterflies116 charm visitors: ‘Flutter by butterfly’,117 and similarly: 
‘There have been delightful flutters of butterflies dancing.’118 ‘One butterfly 
was sunbathing on my shoe as I read Judith Wright’s Five Senses poem.’119

They are aware of the bush around them. Beyond the Guardian Tree, 
other trees are recognised for their character: ‘Eucalypts are celebrating the 
new year too—old bark curling and drying and scattering on the ground, 

102	 Corcorax melanorhamphos
103	 Visitor book entry, 2019.
104	 Visitor book entry, 2023.
105	 Visitor book entry, 2021.
106	 Cacatua galerita
107	 Visitor book entry, 2023.
108	 Visitor book entry, 2007.
109	 Interview no. 1, 2024.
110	 Visitor book entry, 2019.
111	 Latrodectus hasselti
112	 Visitor book entry, 2010.
113	 Visitor book entry, 2011.
114	 Anisoptera
115	 Visitor book entry, 2024.
116	 Lepidoptera
117	 Visitor book entry, 2011.
118	 Visitor book entry, 2023.
119	 Visitor book entry, 2024.



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 5

146

exposing their rich yellow-cream bellies for all to see!’120 ‘The eucalypts 
are undressing again today, flinging their bark on the ground with wild 
abandon.’121 ‘The trees were talking to me.’122

Native flowers, grasses, lichen and moss provide wonder, weeds a concern: 
‘Our dry, brown labyrinth has become a green oasis again!’123 ‘Rain! Lots 
of it! And now—a magnificent show of wildflowers—ones we haven’t seen 
for years.’124 ‘The labyrinth is surrounded by clustered everlasting daisies125 
and native forget-me-nots,126 instead of the usual weeds!’127 ‘The lichen128 
crawls ever so slowly in ways I don’t even notice.’129 ‘During COVID and 
the wet years, [the labyrinth] became overgrown, which was heart felt with 
weeds.’130 ‘Someone needs to weed [the labyrinth]. It’s overgrown!’131

Both the tiny and the grand are honoured: ‘The quiet noise of the Australian 
bush with a stone or leaf or flower of beauty every few paces.’132 ‘The one 
thing [is] how insignificant I feel in nature; an insignificance I’ll always 
love and cherish … Glad to find this divine labyrinth remains hidden 
amongst nature.’133 

[The labyrinth is] part of the whole constellation. The plants, the 
time of year, the animals, particular trees, and the rocky features. 
[The labyrinth is] one of the places to get to know a landscape and 
feel a part of nature … and all the other things.134 

The walkers and maintainers recognise that their human community is 
made up of ‘people who will make the effort to protect [these] places and 
look after [these] places’.135

120	 Visitor book entry, 2008.
121	 Visitor book entry, 2007.
122	 Visitor book entry, 2007.
123	 Visitor book entry, 2007.
124	 Visitor book entry, 2009.
125	 Xerochrysum bractaetum
126	 Myosotis
127	 Visitor book entry, 2012.
128	 Cryptothele
129	 Visitor book entry, 2017.
130	 Interview no. 5, 2024.
131	 Visitor book entry, 2021.
132	 Visitor book entry, 2007.
133	 Visitor book entry, 2022.
134	 Interview no. 1, 2024.
135	 Interview no. 6, 2024.
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Figure 8: Five Senses, 2024.
Source: Photograph by author.

Conclusion
[Five Senses] is such a good thing. It’s a lovely thing. It’s so quirky. 
It’s so Canberra I think, in so many ways. It’s a really nice way of 
celebrating having the bush so close. If we lived in the middle of a big 
city, you wouldn’t; there’d be no such thing as a Five Senses labyrinth 
because people are so remote from the bush. It’s because here we are 
in the middle of the Capital of a middle-sized nation state and we still 
have this natural presence and it’s a nice way of celebrating nature, 
of bringing people into the bush, bringing the bush into the city. 
It could only happen here … So, it’s that nice balance of something 
quirky, something spiritual, something natural, something artistic, 
something creative, something community based. That’s what it is. 
Those are its values.136

136	 Interview no. 3, 2024.
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Current theoretical thinking of how we humans might shift our dominance 
from planetary relationships is replete with various notions such as 
symbiosis, sympoesis (co-creation) and ecological posthumanism.137 Other 
considerations primarily raise issues of power and entitlement,138 obligations 
and responsibilities,139 sustainability and responsible action140 in ‘emergent 
ecologies’ that are formed ‘through chance encounters between life-forms, 
historical accidents and parasitic invasions’.141 In many ways, this theoretical 
dialogue suggests aspiration towards the caring for Country embedded in 
Indigenous perspectives,142 or the stewardship advocated by Ian Fraser.

The walkers and maintainers of Five Senses: The Mount Ainslie 
Community Labyrinth hold an intuitive appreciation of this theoretical 
thinking. The entries scribbled in the visitors’ books and the words of those 
interviewed express comprehension of planetary relationships through their 
concerns, preoccupations, delights and imaginaries. This body of material 
conveys a local history of place alert to the co-constitution taking place. The 
entangled relationships of Five Senses are a conscious knowing by many of 
the walkers and maintainers who demonstrate a degree of eco-sensibility 
and compassion. Their collective ways of understanding and inhabiting 
this landscape reveal a deep sense of sharing this ‘very special’143 space 
with more-than-humans, a knowledge facilitated by the contemplative 
nature of the labyrinth. As Matt conveyed, Five Senses is ‘this magical, 
serendipitous thing … causing me to pause and interact with the landscape 
in a different way’.144

137	 Karpouzou and Zampaki, ‘Introduction’.
138	 See, for instance, Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (Polity, 2013), 49, cited in Karpouzou and Zampaki, 
‘Introduction’, 13.
139	 See, for instance, Bryan L. Moore, Ecological Literature and the Critique of Anthropocentrism (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2017), 6, cited in Karpouzou and Zampaki, ‘Introduction’, 13.
140	 Karpouzou and Zampaki, ‘Introduction’, 13.
141	 Eben Kirksey, ‘Emergent Ecologies’, in More Posthuman Glossary, ed. R. Braidotti, E. Jones and 
G. Klumbytė (Bloomsbury Academic, 2022), 42, cited in Karpouzou and Zampaki, ‘Introduction’, 15.
142	 See, for instance, Paul Callaghan, ‘Revitalising Hope through the Power of Story’, Revision: 
A Journal of Consciousness and Transformation (2020), revisionpublishing.org/revitalising-hope-through-
the-power-of-story/; Terri Janke, Clara Klemski and Laura Melrose, ‘Bushfires, Climate Change & 
Indigenous Ecological Knowledge: A New Perspective for a Changing World’, Terri Janke and Company, 
3 October 2021, terrijanke.com.au/post/bushfires-climate-change-indigenous-ecological-knowledge-a-
new-perspective-for-a-changing-world; Robin Kimmerer Wall, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, 
Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants (Penguin Books, Robin, 2020).
143	 Interview no. 3, 2024.
144	 Interview no. 4, 2024.
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