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WHY THE EMPTY ROOM? 

Two Sydney artists are using art as therapy to help them through the  
emotional rollercoaster of family separations. 

‘The Room Without You’ is an exhibition of artwork focusing on the raft of emotional issues the 
artists have faced in navigating the tricky business of marital separation with children.



Sophie Greenfield and Sharon England originally connected at one of the most dazzling and 
confounding intersections of life – brand new motherhood. Along with a dozen or so other mums 
in the Crows Nest Mothers Group of 2004, they spent Thursday mornings swapping breastfeeding 
stories, clucking over baby cuddles and lamenting over endless nights with no sleep.

Over thirteen years on, there has been a whole lot of life wash under the bridge for both of them 
and they have found themselves reconnecting at yet another confounding intersection – the one 
where you must face bundling those same babies through a marital separation. Through this  
experience, art bought them back together as they both set about using their work to make sense 
of such a difficult time.

“My works are a series of hand drawn, heart-felt reactions to the cycles of emotion, coping mech-
anisms and events in a separated family,” says Sophie. “Divorced six years ago, I still struggle 
with the 50% absence of my sons from my life. The ‘Now You See Me’ series is all about cherish-
ing those fleeting moments in the face of scheduled separations.

Sharon adds, “Both Sophie and I have also had integrate new partners into our worlds which 
adds another level of complexity. Thankfully we both have pretty good relationships with our ex 
husbands, but both of us have new partners whose exes have made life difficult, particularly in 
terms of maintaining a relationship with their kids.  That part of blending families has been really 
tough for both of us. Not only are you dealing with your kids and all your own stuff, but suddenly 
you find yourself swimming into the middle of a toxic lake where there is seemingly no end to the 
drama and chaos.”

“My partner has been almost totally alienated from his kids which has been extremely hard to 
watch. He is a beautiful man who loves his children. There is very little understanding around the 
issue of parental alienation, what it is and how it happens. People tend to think of it as both  
parents behaving badly but it is a much more complex problem with deep psychological issues 
at its core. In the centre of it are children who are drawn into a psychological battlefield, who end 
up with no choice but to reject a loving parent - sometimes they realise its happening, sometimes 
they don’t, but they become traumatised nonetheless. Both the short term and long term effects 
on children are horrific and the problem is reaching epidemic proportions around the world.”

“I turned to art to try and deal with my frustration around this issue. My artwork in this series focus-
es largely on the heartache stemming from children who are now completely missing from our life 
and how it came to be that they no very rarely want to see their father who provides for them and 
loves them dearly. We literally have empty rooms in our home where they were meant to be and 
never came”, says Sharon. 

“Each piece of my work tries to raise awareness of the covert tactics used by alienators. They  
often present as model parents on the surface but they are highly manipulative. An alienator will 
say something to a child like ‘if you are feeling upset and worried that Dad will get angry and 
won’t be able to understand your problems like I do, then it is OK for you to come home at any 
time. This is about your feelings not Dad’s feelings.’ That sort of statement sends so many  
messages to a child. Your Dad can’t be trusted. Your Dad will probably upset you. I am your 



saviour. I am the one you should rely on. I like the drama and I will be happy and reward you with 
open arms if you reject your Dad and come home to me. It is manipulation made into an art form 
of its own. This type of situation manufactured over and over again serves to hone the child’s 
alignment totally toward the alienator at a time when they are particularly vulnerable.  There are a 
number of other ways in which the brainwashing of the children is undertaken. Experts in the field 
call it ‘psychological splitting’ - the point at which a child can only see one parent as all good and 
the other as all bad. 

If you know someone to have always been a good parent then suddenly they are erased from 
their children’s life after divorce, then alienation is definitely at play. This problem won’t be solved 
until people realize how this trauma happens to kids and that it really derails them. Each of my art 
pieces is accompanied by a story. I hope that as they are shared it will be one small step forward 
in raising awareness. We need that before we can change laws around custody. And ultimately 
that is the only answer.”

Sophie admits that she too has witnessed the hurt caused by parental alienation first hand. “I 
have three sets of friends who have wrestled with the machinations of ex-partners dismantling 
relationships between parent and child. It’s a tragic facet of so many divorces…it really deserves 
more awareness. So I’m happy to team up with Sharon on this important issue and let our art 
speak.”

Sharon now works full time as an artist from her studio in Bondi where the exhibition will be held. 

Sophie is a Sydney based creative, with a long career in digital media. “Many years back, I did a 
Fine Art degree with a focus on printmaking; then I completed post grad studies in digital arts at 
Central & St. Martins college of Art in London. I’ve completed commissions, exhibited prints and 
interactive digital work in the UK, Tokyo and California. But, until now, I’ve never given my ana-
logue drawing style any room for expression. So here goes, I’ve turned the screen off and taken a 
year to create a series of works reflecting the recent rollercoaster of life.”

‘The Room Without You ‘ will be showing at a popup gallery in Bondi from 16-18 November.  
3 Sandridge Street Bondi. 12-8pm. Drop in to meet the artists, share a drink and snack. 
Sausage sizzle Sunday. 
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