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PICA Art Talks: Jen Berean and James Carey, Soft Grates

This is an edited transcript of the PICA Art Talk video for Soft Grates (2026 Judy
Wheeler Commission).

The transcript has been corrected for accuracy and readability and includes
descriptions of key audio and visual elements.

[00:00-01:39] Artists introduce themselves and Soft Grates

Jen Berean (Artist, 2026 Judy Wheeler Commission recipient):

I'm Jen Berean and I am an artist who works with sculpture and architecture and
public art.

I use a lot of materials that are found in our urban environments.

My work really aims to blend in with its surroundings.

[On screen: Still image of artwork by Jen Berean in partnership with Pat Foster
as ‘Foster Berean’, Fatigue (2020), showing two wall-mounted geometric
sculptural forms made from silver leaf, pigmented clay, rabbit skin glue and wood
composite.

On screen: Still image of artwork by Jen Berean, Callum Morton and Linda Tegg,
The Birds, MUMA (2025), showing outdoor installation of water, stone sculptural
forms made from granite, bluestone, quartz, sandstone, with cameras for the Ian
Potter Sculpture Commission.]

James Carey (Artist, 2026 Judy Wheeler Commission recipient):

Hi, I'm James Carey, I'm an artist and senior lecturer in interior design, RMIT
based in Naarm (Melbourne).

My practice is really interested in the intersection of political, cultural and
environmental systems and I work across many mediums.

But more recently, my work has culminated in public art and sculpture.



[On screen: Still image of artwork by James Carey and Jen Berean, Loose
Footings (2025), showing floor-standing sculptural forms made from concrete and
brass, with steel chains and printed textile element presented in Ubud, Indonesia.

On screen: Still image of artwork by James Carey and Taylor Knights, pondfer]
(2021), showing an outdoor installation with pink architectural elements
surrounding a square pink pond, with a large bronze sculpture of a seated figure
at its centre for the NGV Architecture Commission.]

Can you introduce your 2026 Judy Wheeler Commission, Soft
Grates, and describe what audiences encounter in each part of the
installation?

Jen Berean: Soft Grates is a three-part installation within the PICA building.
The first part is a soundscape that you experience within the stairwell.

Then on the stair landing you'll experience the copper sheets which is leant up
against the wall.

James Carey: The third element to Soft Grates is a copper pipe that utilises the
existing plumbing of PICA and comes out from one of the walls on the mezzanine
levels as a dripping tap.

And this waterfalls into a stormwater pit and there are many other stormwater
pits located on the mezzanine level that the inserts there are these soft grates
that we've made.

[On screen: Footage of a person walking down the stairwell at PICA.

On screen: Photograph of a large copper sheet leaning upright against a wall on
the first-floor landing, resting on the jarrah floor and showing signs of oxidisation.

On screen: Slow pan of a vertical copper pipe in front of a tiled wall, running
from the ceiling and passing beneath a hand basin in a PICA public toilet.

On screen: View of the mezzanine level at PICA, showing a copper pipe
emerging from the wall and dripping into a stormwater pit below, formed as a
black cube with hanging metal chains creating a soft grate.]

[01:40-03:55] Site specificity and change over time

As a site-specific artwork, how does Soft Grates respond to the
PICA building and local context?



Jen Berean: So each of the elements of Soft Grates responds to PICA's building
in different ways.

Starting with the soundscape that is a series of field recordings which are all
taken from different sources of water that PICA's water comes from.

The second element, the copper sheet, we purchased a piece of recycled
copper that was the exact value of one of PICA's water bills.

This work looks at the value of water.

James Carey: The third element to Soft Grates is a copper pipe that comes out
from one of the walls that then drips into these stormwater pits.

And I think for that work, we're really interested in this becoming a marker of
time.

And slowly over the course of one year, this drip will fill one of the stormwater
pits, marking that 365 days of the Judy Wheeler Commission.

Jen Berean: Each of the different sculptures responds to elements of PICA
specifically, whether it's the actual physical architecture or these kind of greater
urban systems that the building and the institution itself sits within.

[On screen: Slow pan of a copper sheet leaning against a wall.

On screen: View from beneath a dripping copper pipe extending overhead from
the wall.

On screen: Close-ups of reflections in water pooling inside the stormwater pit
beneath the soft grate.

On screen: Wide views of the mezzanine level, showing copper pipes and
stormwater pits in relation to the surrounding architecture.]

How and why does the installation physically change or move
over time?

Jen Berean: Time is really key element in this exhibition.

We've taken each component and thought about it changing slowly and subtly
over the course of the year.

The copper sheet, for example, by its nature copper will oxidize and change and
slightly move throughout the year.

We're open for it to absorb its surroundings and absorb the activity that's going
on around it.



James Carey: And then similarly with the water work and the pipe dripping, that
stormwater pit will slowly fill up over the course of the Commission with it being
here for that long period of time that the gallery is its own climate conditions.

So we might see this idea of the unpredictability of the water as material that
might kind of ebb and flow in its way that goes up and evaporates.

[On screen: Close-up of intersecting metal chains of soft grate over stormwater
pit, with focus shifting to white residue left by evaporated water below.

On screen: Close-up of the oxidised surface of a copper sheet, showing organic
shapes forming a darker patina.]

[03:55-05:20] Sound design and field recordings

Can you talk about the sound design of Soft Grates and how you
developed it?

James Carey: We source the sound field recordings from four different locations
around Boorloo (Perth), the first being the Mundaring Weir.

The second sound comes from the Mirrabooka Groundwater Treatment Plant.

The sound that we took from that was the water being sprayed up into the air at
Mirrabooka.

The third sound is at the Perth Seawater Desalination Plant (Kwinana). And that
was really a combination of the lapping of the ocean juxtaposed with the
humming of the Desalination Plant.

The fourth sound element was actually a recording that we took within PICA
itself of a dripping tap.

The sound works in a way that all four can be experienced together.

[On screen: Footage of a person walking up the stairs past the lift on the ground
floor at PICA.

On screen: Still image of the Perth Seawater Desalination Plant in Kwinana,
showing concrete buildings and several large cylindrical water storage structures
behind a metal fence.

On screen: Close-up footage of a dripping tap in a PICA public toilet.

On screen: Aerial view of Mundaring Weir, showing a full reservoir held by a
large concrete dam wall topped by a walkway and a round heritage structure,
with forested landscape beyond.]



[04:35-04:51] [Audio excerpt: layered field recordings from
Mundaring Weir, Mirrabooka Groundwater Treatment Plant, Perth
Seawater Desalination Plant and a dripping tap

James Carey: The sound that we took at the Mundaring Weir is actually a ticking
noise and the ticking is from a machine there at the Weir.

Each tick that you hear is 10,000 litres of water being pushed out of the Weir.
So for us it was a really interesting conversation in speeds and scales.

So the dripping tap of PICA is butting up against this ticking of 10,000 litres of
water being rushed out of the Weir at the same time.

[05:17-05:41] END CREDITS
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Acknowledgement of Country

At PICA we recognise that we are situated within the unceded lands of the
Whadjuk people of the Noongar Nation. We pay our respects and offer our
gratitude to Elders past and present, and to those emerging leaders in the
community. We acknowledge all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and
the importance of the care and continued connection to culture, community and
Country.

Always was, always will be.

PICA’s Judy Wheeler Commission is generously supported by the Simpson
Family.



