
1

SACRED SITES
Royal National Park
Sydney, Australia

Photographic compositions by  
Belinda Allen

Artist statement 

Each of us has our own ‘sacred sites’ – those places that are embedded in our lives, 
and associated with a sense of rapture, of connection to a realm beyond the mundane.

In the context of western materialistic culture, whose edifices and lifestyles serve 
generally to alienate its residents from the ‘natural’ in their environment, we experience 
an intrinsic and chronic hunger for the kind of archetypal and meaningful experience of 
nature and place that we see expressed by indigenous cultures. In seeking the idyllic we 
search for spiritual relationship to land, but we also need to recognise and transcend 
the problematic nature of our occupation of this ‘stolen’ land.

The depiction of natural environments in ‘mandala’ format reflects similar 
representations in the sacred images of both eastern spiritual practice and the gothic-
themed architecture and imagery of western places of worship (eg, the ‘rose’ window). 
Such depictions express the potential for a transcendental relationship to landscape, 
and invite an immersive and meditative experience.

The photographs used in these compositions are taken in and around the Royal 
National Park south of Sydney.

Belinda Allen
Belinda Allen has worked for many years in a variety of photographic and digital media, 
sometimes incorporating painting, drawing and sculptural assemblage. She lives in 
Bundeena in the Royal National Park south of Sydney, and shows her work in solo and 
group exhibitions locally and nationally. For a portfolio of work see http://belindaallen.
wordpress.com.
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Welcome

Over 20 years ago I moved to Bundeena, surrounded by the Royal National Park, from 
the inner city of Sydney, with my husband and young family, two sons aged 2 and 4. 
Our hope was to escape the grimy and claustrophobic atmosphere of a Newtown 
terrace for the clean beaches and spacious houses and bush of the city edge. Here 
we could experience real community, and we had friends here with children, who might 
alleviate the challenge of raising a family far away from our own parents and siblings.

Bundeena was all we expected and more, yet the constant commuting and small 
town social politics were challenging, and I was impelled inwards to an exploration of a 
spiritual dimension of being that, as a pragmatic atheist, I had neglected. This strongly 
affected my response to the environment we lived in, and I sought ways to express the 
new kind of connection that I felt.

As my camera had mediated my relationships with urban places and people, so it did 
in this more ‘natural’ environment. Looking through a lens makes you really look, and 
through the playing with and juxtaposing of these natural images on my desktop I could 
see even more. I found that what I was doing with the images made me see the bush 
differently – somehow it had more space yet seemed closer to me at the same time. It 
was awe-inspiring but I felt intimately connected. I wondered if I could bring this same 
experience to others.

I found that making the ‘mandala’ images engages a part of the brain that responds 
to symmetry, so that we begin to ‘recognise’ images in the same way we recognise 
faces. Someone once asked my of one of my mandala landscapes, ‘How did you get 
all those Buddhas in there?’ I responded, ‘I didn’t – you did’. The resulting images also 
reminded me of much spiritual iconography - from Eastern mandalas to western gothic 
architecture.

If the task of an artist is to reveal the hidden in what already exists, it is also to allow 
viewers to be the author of their own interpretation, and for the new way of seeing to 
become intrinsic to them. My hope is that by presenting the landscape in this way, 
we can all begin to expand our experience of the environment in a way that takes us 
beyond property and the picturesque.

I would like to acknowledge the Dharawal people, the traditional owners of this land, 
and thank them for the inspiration I have derived from considering the practices of 
these indigenous people in relation to their land and environment.

Belinda Allen
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Sacred sites
This page: Sacred site 1, 3 and 4. Opposite page: Sacred site 2. 
Original images 60 x 90 cm, archival inkjet prints.

Images from the Royal National Park, combined with traditional labyrinth images. 

Labyrinths have long been associated with sacred places and pligrimages, and represent a 
circuitous, meditative path to spiritual connection. Labyrinths of stone or turf have existed since 
pre-Christian times, throughout Britain and Europe, while the architecture of Gothic cathedrals 
reflects the awesome symmetry of arching forest branches. This series recalls these aspects of our 
(European) spiritual heritage, in the context of our ‘new’ environment, in all its beauty and brutality.



5



6

Sacred sites 2 - Gunyah
This page: Gunyah 1, Gunyah 3. Opposite page: Gunyah 2. 
Original images: 30 x 32cm each, archival inkjet prints. 

Continuing the theme of spiritual connection to landscape, based on photographs from the 
beaches and bush of Bundeena and the Royal National Park. 
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Sacred sites 2 - Jibbon
This page: Jibbon 2, Jibbon 3. Opposite page: Jibbon 1. 

Original images: 30 x 32cm each, archival inkjet prints. 

Continuing the theme of spiritual connection to landscape, based on photographs from the beaches 
and bush of Bundeena and the Royal National Park. 
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Sacred sites 2 - RNP
This page: RNP 1, RNP 2. Opposite page: RNP 3. 
Original images: 30 x 32cm each, archival inkjet prints. 

Continuing the theme of spiritual connection to landscape, based on photographs from the 
beaches and bush of Bundeena and the Royal National Park. 
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Idyll - Royal National Park
This page: Bundeena Idyll 1, 2 and 3. Opposite page: Bundeena Idyll 4.  
Original images: 40cm x 40 cm ea, archival inkjet print.

Visitors to places of natural beauty seek the ‘idyllic’ – an ideal location of perfect repose and contemplation, 
where one communes with the environment in a situation of isolation and detachment from busy, mundane 
life. This tradition has been transplanted from our European heritage to an antipodean setting. I propose 
that, in the presence of a culture whose edifices and lifestyles serve generally to alienate its residents from 
the ‘natural’ in their environment, seeking the idyllic equates to the search for a spiritual relationship to land.
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Idyll - Royal National Park
This page: Wattamolla Idyll 2, 3 and 4. Opposite page: Wattamolla Idyll 1.  
Original images: 40cm x 40 cm ea, archival inkjet print.

Visitors to places of natural beauty seek the ‘idyllic’ – an ideal location of perfect repose and contemplation, 
where one communes with the environment in a situation of isolation and detachment from busy, mundane 
life. This tradition has been transplanted from our European heritage to an antipodean setting. I propose 
that, in the presence of a culture whose edifices and lifestyles serve generally to alienate its residents from 
the ‘natural’ in their environment, seeking the idyllic equates to the search for a spiritual relationship to land.
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Idyll - Royal National Park
This page: Hacking River Idyll 1, 2 and 3. Opposite page: Hacking River Idyll 4.  
Original images: 40cm x 40 cm ea, archival inkjet print.

Visitors to places of natural beauty seek the ‘idyllic’ – an ideal location of perfect repose and contemplation, 
where one communes with the environment in a situation of isolation and detachment from busy, mundane 
life. This tradition has been transplanted from our European heritage to an antipodean setting. I propose 
that, in the presence of a culture whose edifices and lifestyles serve generally to alienate its residents from 
the ‘natural’ in their environment, seeking the idyllic equates to the search for a spiritual relationship to land.
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Angophora Studies
This page: Angophora Studies 1-3. Opposite page: Angophora Studies 4-6. 
Original images: 18cm x 42 cm, archival inkjet print. 

Continuing a theme of spiritual connection to landscape, based on photographs of 
angophoras (eucalypt species) from Bundeena and the Royal National Park.
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Tree of Knowledge
This page: Tree of knowledge 1 and 2; opposite page: Tree of knowledge 3 and 4.  
Original images: 40cm x 60 cm ea, archival inkjet print.

These mandala-like images of anghophoras evoke the spiritual sybolism of our local 
trees, and depict our earthly paradise. 

The association of trees with the realm of the spirit is both ancient and far-reaching - 
from the Indian Bo-tree, beneath which Gautama attained enlightenment and became 
the Buddha, through the Biblical tree of knowledge, to Yggdrasil, the world-tree of 
Scandinavian mythology, that binds together heaven, earth and hell.
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Sacred Site - Mangroves, Royal National Park
Original image: 100 x 150 cm Photographic print, 30 x 45 cm archival inkjet print. 
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Sacred Site -  
Angophoras, Royal National Park
Original image: 100 x 150 cm or 30 x 45 cm archival inkjet print. 

Sydney is blessed with an abundance of places of natural beauty, where, in seeking an idyllic 
location of perfect repose and contemplation – we seek also a spiritual relationship to the 
landscape. The smooth pink bark and labyrinthine branches of the angophora seem particularly 
evocative of the human state, of our striving for heaven while rooted to the earth. 
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Forest Mandalas
This page: Forest Mandala 2. Opposite 
page: Forest Mandala 1. 
Original images: 60cm x 90 cm, archival 
inkjet print. 

Reflecting our craving for a spiritual 
connection to environment, the awesome 
symmetry of these arching forest branches 
is reminiscent of the architecture of Gothic 
cathedrals, and inspires a meditative and 
reflective response to nature.
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Night trees
This page: Night trees 5-8. 
Opposite page: Night trees 1-4.

Original images: 30 cm x 30 cm 
ea, archival inkjet prints.

Aspects of landscape are made 
unfamiliar and unsettling, by 
relocating familiar and evocative 
shapes of tree branches in a night 
setting. 
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Mangrove 
mandalas
This page: Mangrove 
mandala 2 and 3; opposite 
page: Mangrove mandala 
1. Original images: 30 x 45 
cm, archival inkjet prints.

Images from the Basin at 
Bonnie Vale in the Royal 
National Park.
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Warumbul 
Mandalas
This page: Warumbul Mandala 2 
and 3, opposite page: Warumbul 
Mandala 1. 
Original images: 30 x 45 cm, 
archival inkjet prints.

From a series that focuses on 
waterways as an intrinsic and 
significant aspect of human 
relationship to environment, and 
one that is particularly under 
threat from human intervention. 
Warumbul is located on the 
Hacking River in the Royal National 
Park, south of Sydney. 
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Bundeena 
Mandalas
This page: Bundeena Mandala 1 
and 2, opposite page: Bundeena 
Mandala 3. 
Original images: 30 x 45 cm, 
archival inkjet prints.

These images from around the 
beaches of Bundeena.
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Fire, Water, Earth, Air - Royal National Park 
This page: Earth, Air; opposite page: Fire, Water. 
Original images: 30 x 30 cm, archival inkjet prints.
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Thank-you

Thank-you for sharing some of the 
sacred places I have explored over the 
last several years of living in and working 
creatively with the landscape of this 
special part of Sydney. 

For more information about me and to 
see other work, please see my portfolio at 
http://belindaallen.wordpress.com. 

For enquiries about sales of prints, or to purchase copies of 
this book, please see: http://belindaallen.wordpress.com/sales.


