
 
We create reality through our experiences and imagination. 
 

 
The Woman and her Doctor, Jeff Wall’s two metre wide masterpiece hangs on the beige wall in the 
National Gallery of Victoria. Illuminated with florescent bulbs, the photo has a sense of realism, 
bringing the characters to life. The woman sits deep in thought in her surroundings, and her Doctor 
sits beside her, his eyes fixed on her in a cautious gaze. 
 
An elderly man stands in front of the photograph, bearing a thoughtful yet confused expression 
whilst trying to make sense of the photo. A school girl wanders from her class mates and stands 
beside the old man, also observing Demand’s enigmatic photo.  
 
‘Interesting,’ she remarks, as passers-by often do. 
 
The old man’s deep train of thought is cut short and he turns to stare at the girl in her charcoal 
blazer and checked red and green skirt. 
 
‘Sorry. What is?’ he asks curiously. 
 
‘The woman… she seems rather odd and disengaged, as if she’s lost. Yet there the slightest hint of 
a smile. She’s not quite right. She… she’s troubled. Well, that’s my guess anyway.’ 
 
The old man is somewhat bemused by the deep analysis from the girl. 
 
‘Well, my interpretation is quite different. You see, the doctor is more than just concerned for the 
woman on the basis of a doctor-patient relationship. He has feelings for her, as one can see from 
the pain in his eyes as the woman rejects him.’ 
 
‘Really?’ The girl squints her eyes for further examination. ‘I don’t see that at all. It’s strange how we 
have different perceptions. I mean, we both see the same photo in front of us. Perhaps there’s more 
to it.’ 
 
‘I think you might have a point. It seems that everyone sees the world in a unique way. Yes, we both 
may see the doctor and the woman at the party but the way we see the photo and understand it is 
influenced by our experiences and memories.’ The old man states confidently. 
 
‘Our experiences?’ The girl questions, finding the theory insufficient and unconvincing. 
 
‘Yes. The events we have experienced, the people we have met and the values we stand for all 
shape the way we see the world. It’s as if we naturally see the world from our own subjective lenses.  
It’s fascinating really. ‘ 
 
‘So let me get this straight. What you’re saying is that fifty people can look at this photo and 
perceive it from a different angle, a version much different from mine and yours. This is all because 
we are individuals shaped by our own circumstances and pre-held misconceptions. Ultimately our 
own realities are influenced by our experiences, the foundation for our identity. ‘ 
 
‘Precisely,’ the man declares.  
 
‘Perhaps I view this situation in a certain way because someone close to me underwent a similar 
circumstance….’ the girl trails off, feeling slightly uncomfortable.  



The old man nods in an understanding manner whilst absorbing the girl’s insight. Through it all, the 
girl is rather intrigued at the subject matter the old man has raised, the notion of reality and its 
subjective nature.  
 
The old man walks over to another photo, Clearing, depicting the sun breaking out from a canopy of 
trees in a dense forest. The girl, hesitant yet curious to gain insight, follows the man once again. 
 
‘The greenness of the foliage, it’s incredible. In fact, the distinct shade reminds me of a privet 
hedge. Funny how the mind works ay?’ The man chuckles and let out a sigh. 
 
‘Why is that?’ The girl asks.  
 
‘Well if you really want to know, privet reminds me of a rather close friend of mine, Stephen. He 
grew up in a small neighbourhood in England during the Second World War. Near his favourite 
hideout, there was a privet hedge which grew in abundance. That particular plant always stayed 
with him for some reason, the foul smell engraved deep within him.’ He pauses briefly to reflect 
before continuing.  
 
‘Now that we’re on the subject of reality, I guess Stephen’s understanding of the people and world 
around him were shaped largely by his imagination. There was this one summer…’ The old man, 
trails off, reliving moments of Stephen’s life, in particular, the summer that changed his life and 
those around him. 
 
The girl’s eyes encourage the man to continue speaking.  
 
‘You see, Stephen had this friend, Keith whom he followed around like a loyal squire to a prince. 
One day, Keith told Stephen his mother was a German spy. Without any hard evidence, Stephen 
and Keith used their imagination and childlike curiosity to spy on Mrs Hayward, Keith’s mother. 
There was this one time when they found Mrs Hayward’s diary and it contained strange symbols like 
x’s and exclamation marks. Keith and Stephen, being the children they were with their vivid 
imagination believed these characters to be some sort of code, as to when she meets with a secret 
German agent each month. They would use the limited information they had and conjure up all sorts 
of idea. One time, Stephen and Keith accused Mr Gort, one of their neighbours of being a murderer 
simply because there were bones on his lawn. Personally, I believe that reality is not totally 
interdependent from reality. The question is where do we draw the line between the two?’ 
 
‘Good question. From what you’ve said, I guess imagination is just an ordinary part of childhood, 
and nothing more. Every child has a vivid imagination, in which they dream big and explore their 
fantasies. I think it’s just a bit of harmless fun. Don’t we all indulge ourselves in fantasies every now 
and then, escaping the harsh realities bearing down on us. Our imagination is what gets us through 
reality. It sustains us. I’d say, Stephen and Keith were just enjoying the innocence of childhood with 
the freedom to explore possibilities.’ 
 
‘However for Stephen and Keith, it was more than just game. They took their mission seriously, as if 
providing a service to their country. Soon after, one piece of so-called evidence lead to more 
theories and suspiciousness of the people around them, each thought leading to another. Stephen 
was solely focussed on Mrs Hayward whereabouts’ and the idea that she might be helping a fallen 
German solider in secret. During and after school, day and night; it was all Stephen’s mind could 
dwell on. This mission he was so wrapped up in became his reality at times.’ 
 
‘So what happened? I mean, it was just game wasn’t it?’ The girl questions, whilst constantly 
checking her watch, wary of the time. 
 
‘Well. Yes and no.’ The old man hesitates. He notices the girl’s restlessness. 



‘To make a long story short, the man that Mrs Hayward attended to was her brother-in-law Uncle 
Peter, a fallen British air commander with whom she had fallen in love with. I think that Stephen 
subconsciously knew that the Mrs Hayward disappeared off to meet Uncle Peter, however he was 
unable to accept the reality consciously. Instead, his imaginations and all the theories he came up 
with seemed somewhat plausible and thrilling, and formed the basis of his reality at the time. Not 
long after, Stephen finds out he himself is a German. I should say Stefan rather. ’  
 
‘Really? Funny how what you’re looking for is in the last place you’d look. How do you know so 
much about your friend’s life anyway? It’s as if you wrote his biography. ’  
 
‘Well, you could say that.’ The old man laughs whole-heartedly.  
 
The girl notices a group of her eager classmates and teacher exiting the gallery.  
 
‘Nice talking with you.’ She smiles and scurries off to join them. 
 
The old man, by the name of Michael Frayn stands alone and looks at the photo Clearing one last 
time, feeling nostalgic.  
 
‘Lamorna’ he whispers, before walking off, smiling and content. 
 


