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Two years on from its previous life as a quarterly review journal, every issue  
of un Magazine could be considered something of a special edition. 

Independent magazines have traditionally published in spurts and starts 
throughout Australia’s art history, struggling with sporadic funding, volunteer 
staff and limited distribution. un Magazine has had its share of these difficulties, 
but what’s great about un is that it hasn’t disappeared. It started as an 
experiment and here, four years later, we offer you a new experiment of sorts— 
a collection of some familiar and some fresh voices, making variously critical, 
personal, academic, political, and lyrical responses to contemporary art. 

When un began in 2004 it was in reaction to an unhealthy gap between 
the quantity and quality of art being made and exhibited in Melbourne’s 
contemporary art community versus its critical reception—or lack thereof. This 
is still part of the motivation for un and we hope more initiatives will continue 
to pick up on the review and documentation of work made and exhibited here. 

Reflecting on his experience of publishing, art critic and Tension editor Ashley 
Crawford has observed that, ‘it takes a certain amount of lunacy to start an 
independent art magazine in Australia’. If by ‘lunacy’ Crawford was trying to 
describe the inspired motivation and evangelical dedication to the cause of 
strengthening critical discourse in our art community, then I’m very grateful  
for the lunacy of founding editor Lily Hibberd and the committee members of 
un Magazine.
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There is no room for irony. Cynicism 
and cool facades—they’re out too. We 
stand in the shade of the Big Pineapple; 
we look to psychedelic folds; we create 
fluid histories that are infinitely 
revisable. Psychotropicalism emerges in 
the wake of a radical dissatisfaction with 
that which is: it sails across the oceans 
of rhetoric in search of the sincere. 
The detritus of dogma washes up on 
the shores of the psychotropicalist, 
who makes and remakes histories over 
the limits of what is known and what  
is possible. 

Someone once asked me what I thought 
was the defining characteristic of art 
after the 1990s. I had to go with sincerity. 
After the ennui and endless navel-gazing 
of art in the age of post-postmodernism, 
in recent years there has been scattered 
evidence of a changed impetus for 
production; a revised way of making 
meaning, the kind of meaning that has 
no truck with labels; the kind of art that 
says what it means and means what it 
says (art by the likes of Ben Nicholson, 
Brodie Ellis, Raafat Ishak, Lucas Ihlein). 
The kind of artist who might know 
that the boat’s on course for rough 
waters but embarks anyway, armed 
with nothing but a towel and the hope 
of coercing the captain into charting a 
new course (artists like Matthew Griffin, 
Lou Hubbard, Andrew McQualter—a 
surprising congregation for sure, 
but one motivated by their shared  
imperative to act against all odds).

This article sketches out the story of 
one possible framework by which such 

strands of contemporary art might 
now be addressed. The tale begins with 
the mutation and appropriation of a 
neologism. ‘Psychotropicalism’ was 
coined during numerous conversations 
with Melbourne artist Karla Pringle 
in 2007, in reference to a nascent, 
imaginary religion that featured 
readings from the Book of Pineapple 
and whose converts worshipped only 
on Sundaes. Extrapolating from this 
pagan cosmogony, I now believe that  
(i) psychotropicalism can find an 
alternate application as a means 
of reading a selection of recent, 
contemporary Australian art and (ii) 
that although psychotropicalism is not 
determined by the visual, it does have a 
strong aesthetic presence that directly 
informs its political efficacy. 

Take, for example, the works of 
Melbourne based practitioners Nathan 
Gray and Dylan Martorell. Martorell and 
Gray have been collaborating musically 
for about a decade under the name of 
Snawklor. Over the past few years, both 
artists have established solo practices 
that integrate sonic improvisations 
and field recordings with drawing, 
installation and performance. These 
works are linked by an interest in 
fictional rituals, myths and discarded 
relics, and sharpened with an aesthetic 
sensibility that approximates what I 
mean by psychotropicalism.  

Nathan Gray’s exhibition The Fold (2007), 
at Joint Hassles, resembled nothing less 
than a portal into a world sparkling with 
the residue of hallucinogens. Almost all  
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filtered blue light of tarpaulins, and 
temporary encampments can be set up 
to accommodate additional travellers. 

Hope is the key word here, a light 
possibility edged on all sides by doubt. 
Without hope and doubt, stasis rules: 
the anti-entropic flatliner fatal to 
all organisms. As Nathan Gray has 
remarked of his own work, ‘it’s about 
optimism, and flowing from one thing 
into the next, and trying to be as playful 
and possible and trying to make art 
that’s not cynical. Not because I’m a 
particularly optimistic person, but be-
cause I’m thinking that’s kind of really 
what we need right now’. Martorell  
and Gray thwart the flatline at every  
turn: in the feedback loops that mark  
their sonic improvisations, in the 
psychedelic particles of their organic 
installations, and in their sincere 
insistence on the contingency of 
junctions and the interminable 
possibility of future re-formation. 

The message of the psychotropicalist 
then takes on the form of a rumour—a 
tantalisingly unconfirmed transmission 
that impels its receiver toward 
recirculation—and mirrors the 
progressions of the game Exquisite 
Corpse. Gray’s 2007 exhibition Love 
Purity Accuracy at Utopian Slumps 
actively engaged this association. 
Gallery goers were invited to redraw 

performance), lending a valence of 
construction to the tableaux as a whole. 
On the walls, fantastical landscapes 
were juxtaposed with prints of figures 
cloaked in neo-ritualistic garb, their 
bodies covered in musical instruments 
or hidden entirely beneath woven, 
misshapen costumes.

Whereas Martorell sometimes refers to 
his compositions as ‘clusters’, Gray often 
speaks of the process of ‘aggregation’.2 
Both terms evince a preference for the 
part over the whole and point toward  
fluid pathways for alternate prog-
ressions. Psychotropicalism is angled 
toward the future, but it also admits 
that the future might not be visible in 
the patterns we’re given to work with. So 
it makes new patterns that are endlessly 
recyclable: a tactic also at work in 
Mathieu Gallois’s soluble negotiations or 
Masato Takasaka’s inverted topologies.3 
The art of the psychotropical is situated 
on the side of permutations and halluc-
inations, both collective hallucinations 
and the kind that can come on during 
solitary wanderings through the deserts 
of the real. Curiosity is essential for 
survival in pscyhotropicalia, as is a 
refusal to accept established partitions. 
A Constructed World, I think, are also 
well aware of this imperative, in so far 
as their ‘partitions’ are always foldable, 
movable and adaptable. In their work 
ideas are shaded and shared under the 

of the pieces featured handmade 
fragments of paper, saturated with 
organic swirls of marbled colour 
or stained with the imprints of salt 
crystals. On the walls, collages with titles 
like Pyschraficial Hood (2007) and The 
Hawknotist (2007) were pinned behind 
glass like specimens in a museum. 
A series of freestanding sculptural 
growths sprawled across the floor, their 
wooden frames serving as supports 
for improvised compositions of paper, 
prints, collage and string. While the 
evolution of the forms seemed almost 
slapdash, they also had a lyrebird quality 
about them, as if Gray nested out in the 
gallery and built little bivouacs around 
shiny, precious lures (‘new-old-things’, 
Gray calls them: mythic relics from 
some non-existent culture).1 

Dylan Martorell’s exhibition Panter 
Cluster Rimbone, at Utopian Slumps 
in 2007, was guided by comparable 
concerns. The centrepiece for this show 
was a customised, analogue music 
machine surrounded by a temporary 
bamboo frame. Its body included a sitar 
equipped with a mechanised arm that 
autonomously generated rhythmic, 
haphazard chords. The gallery floor was 
layered with a still-growing slab of lawn 
and hazed by the sporadic fog of a smoke 
machine. Guitar leads, percussive tools, 
mixers and sonic paraphernalia littered 
the grass (leftovers from a Snawklor 



the artist’s compositions; replacing his 
drawings with their own which in turn 
were redrawn … and so on and so on … 
until, at the end, the ‘exquisite whispers’ 
were exhibited like a renegade archive, 
not one iota of which was false, but all of 
which were contradictory. 

Traces of this kind of activity—the 
rumour, the conglomerate, the 
aggregation—can be found across a 
plethora of contemporary Australian 
art, which prompts the question: why? 
It makes me wonder, too, what is it 
about the political and social conditions 
in Australia right now that might 
specifically spur the psychotropicalist 
onward? I can narrow this down: what 
is it about Australia’s relation to history 
that might facilitate psychotropical 
manoeuvres? Is it the knowledge that 
‘that which is’ is not synonymous 
with ‘that which could be’? Is it the 
contingent relation between ‘past’ and 
‘future’ that leads to the impossibility 
of singular perspectives, the balancing 
of numerous vanishing points in a 
process of ongoing negotiation? Is it 
the radical discrepancy between the 
‘history’ of the nation and the opposing, 
and at times irreconcilable, histories 
of its inhabitants? Is it the aggregated  
layering of socio-political forces that are 
always in excess of the two-party system? 
Or perhaps it emerges in reaction to 
the lies perpetrated by Australia’s last 

government, who refused point-blank to 
take responsibility for the past? To what 
extent does psychotropicalism feed off 
or respond to factors such as these?

If these questions can be answered—and 
perhaps they can’t—the findings must 
be coupled with an ellipse that keeps the 
enquiry open, that enables the possibility 
for future activity without losing respect 
for the integrity of forms. As Gray has 
said, ‘sometimes forms need to go back 
and then forwards again, or across a gap, 
or through the air, in order to survive. 
Survival is very much on the agenda 
right now’. For the psychotropicalist, 
this agenda is addressed through the 
production of structures that take the 
future into account; the fragile forces 
that determine the direction of forms, 
or the factors that influence the way in 
which a line may proceed, are of equal 
importance to the contexts in which 
those forms were originally produced. 

Pyschotropicalism is not a style: it is 
a mechanism, a way of behaving that 
reacts to and produces hallucinatory 
phenomena, initialising structures 
hostile to closure. Like a compass rose 
on the map of contemporary art, the 
psychotropical can be used to navigate 
the works of numerous artists that 
seek to maintain a state of potential or   
acknowledge the multifarious pathways 
of perception and production. The term 

resonates most closely with those artists 
who produce psychedelic addendums 
to the absurdity of contemporary life 
or cycle through forms to transcend 
perceived boundaries. It is a paradoxical 
ism whose motion is not teleological but 
rather remains open to flaws, reruns 
and overlapping frequencies. It is a 
reaction—a response to psychotropic 
ingestion—and its horizon line is yet to 
be reached. It serves as a reminder, and 
this is the best part, of what I liked about 
contemporary art in the first place. 

Amelia Douglas is a Melbourne based 
contemporary arts writer who is currently 
residing in psychotropicalia.

————————————

1/ All citations from Nathan Gray are taken from 
conversations with the author in 2007. 

2/ Thanks also to Melissa Loughnan for her com-
ments on Martorell’s work.

3/ See Anthony Gardner, Virtually Yours, The Art of 
Mathieu Gallois, catalogue essay, 2002. Available 
from http://mathieugallois.com/text/virtuallyy-
our_2.html; accessed 2 October 2007.
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INCOMPLETE 
ENQUIRY, 
INCOMPLETE 
ADVENTURE: 
ATTILA KOTÁNYI 
AND ME

I never met Attila Kotányi; 
he died before I had the 
chance. The Hungarian artist 
Janos Sugar had told me he’d 
been sick––that he’d had a 
stroke actually––and even 
sent me a photo. Kotányi was 
sitting in his study, wearing 
a terrible pair of shorts. He 
looked happy but tired, and I 
remember thinking how much he 
reminded me of Norman Mailer. 
I’d been in touch with 
Kotányi’s daughter, who’d 
made a beautiful film about 
him, but the conversation 
was difficult given that my 
specific point of interest 
was a period of his life 
that had brought her and her 
family so much pain. And then 
my computer crashed, and I 
lost her contact details, 
our correspondence, Janos’s 
photo, the lot. Attila passed 
away shortly after, aged 80.

Though writing on Kotányi 
has finally begun to appear 
in the wake of his death, 
it has largely taken the 
form of short, anecdotal 
musings composed by members 
of his immediate circle in 
the last years of his life. 
Perhaps this is appropriate 
for a man who wrote so 
little, favouring, as he 
did, conversation as a 
primary mode of theoretical 
elaboration. This was partly 
for practical reasons––an 
outbreak of polio immediately 
following the Second World 
War had claimed the use of 
one of his arms and partially 

paralysed the other––but 
it was also central to the 
philosophy of a man who 
harboured deep suspicions 
about mediated communication. 
Most of Kotányi’s thinking 
was relayed verbally, in his 
lectures at the Düsseldorf 
Kunstakademie in the 1970s 
and 80s, and, later, in the 
great Hungarian philosophical 
tradition, through a weekly 
‘Saturday circle’ hosted in 
his Budapest apartment.

The few samples of thought 
that Kotányi could bring 
himself to commit to writing 
were largely published in 
the eponymous journal of the 
Situationist International 
(SI), in which Kotányi played 
a central role between 1960 
and 1963. These were either 
rhetorical summaries of 
theoretical advances being 
made within the organisation, 
or more sustained analyses 
written with either Guy 
Debord, Raoul Vaneigem or 
both, usually bearing the 
stylistic hallmarks of one 
or the other co-author. 
Predictably, though, his most 
significant contributions to 
the SI took place outside 
these texts, in spoken 
form. It was through speech 
that he made his famous 
proposal that any work of art 
produced by a situationist 
ought to be described as 
antisituationist, thus 
precipitating the most 
significant split in the 
organisation’s history. And 
it was again in this capacity 
that he contributed to the 
mysterious internal document 
known as the Hamburg Theses. 
This latter contribution 
was what interested me 
most––the former had been 
discussed to death––and 
became my principal reason 
for seeking him out.

The Hamburg Theses were 
composed by Debord, Vaneigem 
and Kotányi on an extended 

dérive through Hamburg toward 
the end of 1961, and were 
later amended by Debord’s 
partner Michèle Bernstein 
and the Scottish Beat poet 
Alexander Trocchi. They 
constituted––for Debord at 
least, reflecting during an 
unusually active period of 
his later life––one of the 
most significant documents 
to be produced by the SI, 
its ‘rich and complex’ 
conclusions signaling the 
group’s shift away from an 
earlier utopian avant-gardism 
toward the development of a 
total revolutionary critique. 
More extraordinary from a 
historical perspective, 
though, was the decision 
not to publish the text, 
but to instead destroy the 
handwritten manuscript 
completely after committing 
the entire thing to memory. 
This was wholly in keeping 
with the SI’s wariness of 
recuperation––the dominant 
economy’s tendency to  
co-opt forms of cultural 
resistance––a wariness of 
which had informed Kotányi’s 
antisituationist art 
proposal. The manuscript’s 
destruction seems also to 
have been intrinsically 
linked to the content of 
the Theses, the dialectical 
character of which is 
suggested in Debord’s 
revelation, 28 years later, 
that the document contained, 
or could at least be 
summarised with, the phrase 
‘Now, the SI must  
realise philosophy’.

The specificity of this 
phrase, its implicit 
reference to the Introduction 
to a Critique of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right (arguably 
Marx’s most ‘situationist’ 
text), interested me greatly, 
and, as both a student of the 
Situationist International 
and an aspiring dialectician, 
I was immediately curious 
to determine the Theses’ 



contents. By this stage, 
Debord was already dead by 
his own hand, Trocchi long 
gone to heroin. Vaneigem 
would be a wholly unreliable 
source––he’d become far too 
entangled in the internecine 
struggles within the post-
situationist milieu of the 
70s and 80s to provide a 
dependable picture. And 
Michèle Bernstein, for 
her part, was notoriously 
evasive when it came to 
issues whose rationale had 
been deliberately kept 
secret, closely guarding 
situationist clandestinity 
with wonderfully coy remarks 
like ‘Even if I could 
remember, I wouldn’t tell 
you.’ There was no real 
option: it had to be Attila.

Kotányi had joined the SI in 
1960 in place of the Dutch 
painter and utopian architect 
Constant, whose resignation 
had just been tendered. He’d 
trained in architecture after 
anti-Jewish laws had cut 
short a promising military 
career, falling into the 
circle of the brilliant 
philosopher Lajos Szabó. 
After the failure of the 1956 
Budapest uprising, Kotányi 
had followed Szabó into 
exile in Belgium, meeting 
the situationist painter 
Maurice Wyckaert, who would 
in turn introduce him to 
Debord. His tenure in the 
SI lasted until the end of 
1963, when his authorship 
of an unpopular orientation 
document resulted in his 
exclusion from the group.

In brief, Kotányi’s 
membership was terminated for 
his suggested re-engagement 
with more established 
intellectual currents, namely 
tenured academia and those 
strands of Heideggerian 
thought that Kotányi called 
‘philosophy’.1 The detectable 
influence of Zen Buddhism 
in his reasoning also 

played a part, given that 
fashionable mysticism was 
anathema to more ‘orthodox’ 
situationists like Debord, 
Vaneigem, Bernstein and their 
éminence grise Asger Jorn.2 
Curiously, as Debord would 
attest years later, the three 
week debate that preceded the 
exclusion featured numerous 
references by Kotányi and 
Bernstein to the articles of 
the Hamburg Theses, whose 
contents effectively became 
a benchmark for the critique 
of one of their authors.

Four decades on, I could 
only reflect on my ultimate 
inability to determine the 
truth of those contents. 
I’d been slow to act. The 
misconception that I’d need 
to tackle Magyar Hungarian 
or at least muddle through 
correspondence with a tired 
old man with my rudimentary 
high school German, was 
an initial deterrant; a 
certain timorousness in 
the proximity of an object 
of my study was another, 
all-too-human, determining 
factor. As it turned out, 
I’d learn from one of his 
students that Kotányi 
didn’t discuss the old days 
all that often, and would 
likely have politely spurned 
my enquiries anyway. That 
period of his life caused 
him lingering pain, not for 
the ignominy of exclusion, 
but for the devastation that 
the three preceding years 
had brought his family. 
Revolution, like idiocy, 
requires utter dedication, 
and even a mystic knows the 
melancholy of devotion. 
The non-consummation of my 
curiosity was appropriate. I 
could guess at the contents 
of the theses: a will to 
disappearance that they 
shared with their form, their 
destiny, their strategic 
role, all grounded in the 
self-immolating agonism of 
the enfants perdus.3 And yet 

there were no aesthetics to 
this disappearance. It left 
no sign, no performative 
gesture, no previous presence 
to make the act of absencing 
meaningful or even noticable; 
this was not a symbolic 
disappearance––not in the way 
the destruction of a piano 
might signify the destruction 
of the institution of music–– 
but a strategic one. And 
so my non-consummation is 
perhaps better thought of 
as a dis-consummation, a 
necessary incompletion; a 
failure bound to the logic of 
its problematic, programmed 
from the start and essential 
to the understanding of 
a document that once 
bore the most incredible 
instructions––instructions 
I was never meant to see.

Reuben Keehan 
is Curator at 
Artspace Visual Arts 
Centre, Sydney.

1/ Indeed Heideggerian terms 
like ‘being-in-the-world’ 
and ‘equipment’ make their 
appearance throughout Kotányi’s 
rare situationist texts.

2/ Jorn had resigned from the SI 
in 1961 in order to shield it 
from his growing celebrity as an 
artist, but maintained a significant 
degree of influence within the 
organisation. He was particularly 
scathing about Kotányi.

3/ Literally ‘lost children’,  
a French military slang term of 
which Debord was particuarly fond, 
denoting scouts sent on suicide 
missions behind enemy lines and 
never expected to return. Elsewhere 
I have suggested the term as a 
means of rethinking the avant-
garde in the age of spectacle. 
See, by way of inadequate but 
easily accessible example, ‘Ruark 
Lewis and the expanded field of 
language’, Eyeline, no. 60, 2006, 
pp. 24–27. An insightful reading of 
the importance of incompletion to 
Debord’s usage of enfants perdus 
can be found throughout Vincent 
Kaufman’s Guy Debord: Revolution 
in the Service of Poetry, trans. 
Robert Bononno, University of 
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis,  
2006, passim.
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Andy Warhol’s eight-hour fixed-camera shot of the 
Empire State Building marked a literal entrance—to the 
Australian Centre for Contemporary Art’s Cinema Paradiso 
exhibition—and an historical and metaphorical one that 
invited us to engage with (according to acca’s own 
publicity material) the ‘magic of celluloid in an exhibition 
that explores the intersection between cinema and art’. 
But if we were here to celebrate the magic of celluloid then 
why was Empire being projected from a dvd in a light-
saturated doorway?

My complaint is not the essentialist 
one that film—to qualify for the 
term—must be shot and presented on 
celluloid. Today’s high definition (hd) 
digital video mocks those who’d argue 
that celluloid will always be superior 
to, or even distinguishable from, pixels. 
Yet, in the acca context, there was 
something highly problematic about 
the projection of a bleached-out video 
version of Warhol’s film, preceding as 
it did its later catalogue presentation as 
a 16mm film, complete with film stills 
that fetishistically gloried in the damage 
and scratches done to this iconic object 
in the thirty years since its creation.  
 

It’s this trading in auratic talismans 
while presenting only an anaemic 
marker for the work’s reduction to a 
creation myth for a particular avant-
garde that galls. It assumes that a 
viewer would only want to mark Empire 
present and correct, while expressing no 

interest in its actual content. Warhol’s 
dispassionate interrogation of cinema 
and its constituent elements of light, 
(non) action, time and space is whittled 
down to a totem marking precisely 
everything that, too often, goes missing 
in art exhibitions that profess to  
the cinematic.

In Melbourne in 2007 at least three 
exhibitions explicitly probed the 
intersections between cinema, video and 
art. Along with Cinema Paradiso there 
was the ‘Post-Cinema’ section (the only 
part I’ll look at here) of Centre Pompidou 
Video Art 1965–2000 at the Australian 
Centre for the Moving Image (acmi) 
and a smaller exhibition, Post-Cinema at 
RMIT Project Space.1 

Monash University based academic 
and film critic Adrian Martin has 
recently noted in an article in Artlink 
that ‘(h)istorically, the relation between 

art institutions and film has been 
fraught with every imaginable problem 
and inequality’.2 He looks back on 
moving-image exhibitions of the 
1980s and 90s as ruled by hybridised 
technologies proliferating on screens 
in too-close conjunction to each other, 
with competing soundtracks blaring 
across over-lit exhibition spaces. It’s 
easy to agree with him, and if he dates 
these tendencies to that era it’s only 
to argue—following film theorist 
Raymond Bellour—that it’s now time 
to return the cinematic apparatus to 
its privileged historical position of a 
singular screening with a beginning and 
an end, projected to a captive audience. 
No one in their right mind is suggesting 
this is the ideal way to view Empire, but 
his point is clear.

While it might sound like special 
pleading, Martin’s focus is cinema not 
video art and perhaps his linear approach 



should be understood as a ‘horses for courses’ one. 
After ridiculing museological approaches to ‘film 
as art’ that ignore cinema’s more mainstream 
achievements he goes on to excoriate (video) artists 
that make ‘artist’s films’ that pretend to the ‘cinema 
effect’ but which exist in a retarded state that shuns 
any real knowledge of cinematic history and form. 
Matthew Barney is singled out, but Isaac Julien’s 
Baltimore, a glossy but ultimately meaningless 
muti-channel homage to blaxploitation films 
(screened in the Post-Cinema section of the 
Pompidou show) would serve just as well. hd is 
used here in an unselfconscious imitation of film’s 
language and technical qualities but with little of its 
gift for old-fashioned storytelling—the superficial 
complications added by the work’s simultaneous 
multi-channel elaboration notwithstanding. 

Obviously, for every ‘bad’ example such as 
Barney or Julien we could find a ‘good’ one. In the 
same acmi show, for example, there was Pierre 
Huyghe’s complex layering of narrative and ‘truth’ 
in his double-channel examination of the events 
portrayed in Sidney Lumet’s film Dog Day Afternoon. 
This Brechtian re-enactment—in which the original 
robber directed actors on an anti-naturalistic, black-
and-white set—of the bank robbery at the heart of 
that film was something much more interesting 
than any denuded cinema-envious ‘art film’—and 
its proper place could only be the gallery. However, 
this sorting of good from bad, of lambs from goats, 
would be interminable and gets no one very far.

We need to ask, rather, if anything has been learnt 
from this painful courtship between cinema and 
art. What is the current tone? An elegiac mood for 
love past? This would characterise much of Cinema 
Paradiso (reflecting its appropriation of the title of 
Giuseppe Tornatore’s sentimental and nostalgic 
film), especially in the beautiful, funereal light-filled 
theatre screens featured in the series of Hiroshi 
Sugimoto photographs, or Callum Morton’s models 
of broken down drive-in screens. 

Or perhaps the funereal tone is that of a forensic 
autopsy: a Hitchcockian look back through a rear 
window, post cinema. These exhibitions consisted 
largely of video art (Cinema Paradiso included 
other media, and benefited for it) that entered 
into the crisis discourse of the ‘death of cinema’. 
A vast range of voices have in recent years posited 
emergent sociological, technological, aesthetic and 
commercial imperatives as factors contributing 
to the death of communal movie-going and the 
cinema itself, at least as we have understood it 
for an approximate one-hundred year period. So 
we find artists ‘doing it to death’—evidenced in 
reworked footage of a st-st-stuttering scream as a 
man repeatedly bangs his head against a car in an 
endless loop in a work by Nicolas Jasmin at acca. 

It follows that the need is still there to compulsively 
examine the anxieties that film has helped us to 





both articulate and repress. The post 
9/11 desire for martial reassurance, 
for example—made real through the 
paradoxical filmic fantasy of terrorist 
spectacle—is successfully deconstructed 
in the action-disaster-catastrophe film 
montage Doomed by Tracey Moffat in 
collaboration with Gary Hillberg, also  
at acca.

Originally I had been struck by how the 
use of the term post-cinema seemed 
to differ, and was seemingly being 
contested, between its retrospective 
use in acmi’s Pompidou show (and, by 
extension, in acca’s Cinema Paradiso) 
and the exhibition Post-Cinema at rmit. 
Post-Cinema curator Shaun Wilson 
took the term for a technologically-
driven ontological enquiry into what 
the death of cinema might pave the 

way for. Post cinema, post-YouTube 
hybridised video technologies are meant 
to proliferate, redefining means and 
terms of production and distribution in 
ways entirely ‘other’ to the hierarchies  
between film and video art I complained 
of in Isaac Julien’s work. Typifying 
Wilson’s approach was his inclusion 
of prominent media theorist Lev Man-
ovich’s database-driven ‘pick-a-path’ Soft 
Cinema, in which genre narratives are 
reconfigured with every viewing from a 
closed set of predetermined elements.

It’s enough to give pause to back-to-
fundamentals proponents like Martin 
and Bellour, and at first glance Wilson’s 
show seemed to have little to do with any 
cinematic legacy. The evangelical claims 
made for the work sometimes yielded 
the kind of bad video art that gives the 

genre a bad name: an eight-minute 
video of cars passing left me demanding 
a refund on my time. 

I can however now see Wilson’s use of the 
term post-cinema as not entirely at odds 
with the rest. The inclusion of Brendan 
Lee’s Out of the Blue I, a reconstruction 
of locations from Australian film Dogs 
In Space fused with political content 
informed by the Cronulla riots, 
conforms to other uses of the term 
post-cinema to categorise works that 
seek to democratise cinematic form and 
narrative, especially as used to examine 
history and memory. This is effectively 
what Huyghe’s work discussed above 
achieves and Lee’s work could, for 
example, have plausibly appeared in the 
acca show. Wilson’s use of the term 
post-cinema though is a knowing one 



that aims to take one step further, to 
position post-cinema (as a ‘genre’) as just 
one of many post- or ‘other’ cinematic 
possibilities brought about by the death 
of the original. In this goal I didn’t find 
the exhibition entirely convincing, but 
it is reassuring that someone is giving it 
serious thought.

I set out, in writing this piece, to try and 
puzzle out for myself how museums 
and artists have responded to cinema. 
Can art, and its sub-category of the 
moving image, find its own, native ways 
to meaningfully interact with film? 
Martin’s concern in his article was to find 
ways that film can ‘enter the milieu of 
the art gallery proudly, on its own terms, 
bearing its own history, demanding its 
own specific mode of attention’.3 Far 
from taking issue with this, and certainly 

not in an effort to freshly reinscribe the 
inequalities that he has identified in 
that relationship, I wonder how art can 
find ways to respectfully reciprocate 
the engagement, without losing what 
in turn makes it distinct from cinema. 
And if this sounds essentialist perhaps 
it is—because if art is just going to come 
on like the movies without a budget then 
I’m probably better off at a Michael Bay 
(Pearl Harbor, Transformers) blockbuster. 
Or, just because I like Rodney Graham 
doesn’t mean I don’t wanna see those 
Randolph Scott westerns again.4

Dylan Rainforth is a freelance writer 
and the president of the Melbourne 
Cinémathèque.

1/ Cinema Paradiso, Australian Centre for 
Contemporary Art, 16 October – 2 December 
2007. Centre Pompidou Video Art 1965–2000, 
Australian Centre for the Moving Image, 22 
March – 27 May 2007. Post-Cinema, RMIT Project 
Space, 24 September – 19 October 2007. 

2/ Adrian Martin, ‘Black Box / White Cube: Cinema 
in the Gallery’, Artlink, vol. 27 no. 3, 2007, pp. 
36–38. (See also Adrian Martin, ‘Cinema (and 
Post-Cinema) Effects in APT5’, Art Monthly 
Australia, no. 197, 2007, pp. 11–15).

3/ Ibid.

4/ With Graham I’m thinking specifically of his 
‘western’ loop How I Became A Rambling Man 
(1999), which screened at acca in 2003. In the 
late 1950s Scott made six brilliant ‘existentialist 
westerns’ with director Budd Boetticher, 
collectively known as the Ranown Cycle. 







What do you get out of collaboration that you do not get from an individual practice?

 Working creatively within a group allows ideas to get out of your hands and 
mutate in ways that they would not if it was only you working with them. Your own idea 
might be so modified that it comes back and surprises you. I refer to this phenomenon as 
a sort of magic that happens through the process of working in a group. Also: safety in 
numbers.

 I’d second that. What I get out of collaboration is that a single idea or intention 
can grow into something you never ever expected. On the same note, a dream you have can 
turn into what you hoped would happen but then have all of these extra benefits you never 
would have thought of in the first place.  I also think working with other people gives 
ideas the opportunity to be more rounded, more thought out, more clear.

 I most definitely laugh a lot more during the process of making something 
collaboratively than individually. And I have more passionate and messy and heartfelt 
conversations. And I think bringing more joy and creative conversations into this 
backwards, splintered, waning culture is a political act, so, I guess collaboration allows for 
me to be a better citizen.

 Something undoubtedly more significant and purposeful is immediately 
created, even while it remains unfinished, because with each person over one person 
involved in any piece or project is a huge step towards the true sense of community and 
understanding the palpability of the collective conscious, which is the ultimate beautiful 
thing.

On Conflict:

M: Conflict is unavoidable, but we try to mitigate it as best as we can. Katy has a lot of 
practice as a facilitator, and brings that element to the group. Sometimes differences in 
ideas arise, and the only way we end up getting around them is by doing them anyway, 
or capitulating, which seems to have sometimes been helpful and sometimes hurtful. 
We talk a lot about the idea of ‘emotional safety’ in considering the things that we are 
doing, but we have definitely all hurt each other’s feelings at one time or another. We’re 
all learning.

O: I think conflict is unavoidable in any aspect of life—not just in group work.  Working 
with people you trust and share work with to make something happen will inevitably 
have conflict and also lead to learning about how to resolve conflict.  When you all believe 
in something and want it to happen, there’s more incentive to figure out creative (if not 
sometimes desperate) ways to resolve conflict. The learning that happens from figuring 
out conflict (both when it’s successful and not successful) in the group trickles into the 
other parts of your life in really positive ways.

S: Some of our most vehement conflicts have been about explaining to each other the 
politics, customs, legalities and geographies of Mostlandia. This is a place we all consider 
home in some way and if there are discrepancies in memories or in research great passions 
arise about who has the true picture. These passions vacillate between excited discussions 
to flat out argument. I usually try to remember that conflict arises because we care deeply 
about the work we’re doing and about Mostlandia the place as well as Mostlandics as 
individuals.

T: We know there is a great treasure to be discovered about each other when points of 
disagreement arise, there is actually an excitement involved because it’s like, ‘alright, now 
we are getting somewhere!’ But at the same time we certainly do not encourage or thrive 
on this way of working because we take great care in handling and empathising with what 
each of our feelings and emotions may be at any given time. I guess that is why it is feels 
so honest and fulfilling working together.

What do you get out of collaboration that you do 
not get from an individual practice?
We get money (hardly ever), sex (please 
ask the others), context, meaning (on the 
odd occasion), fun, pleasure, friendship, 
companionship, the odd headache, 
opportunities and continuity.

On Conflict:
For the first few years conflict was something 
we tried to practice and not shy away from. 
We did lots of exercises to bring differences 
to light and recognise where everybody 
stood. Conflict became a subject and also 
flowed into the work. It hasn’t been so much 
of a focus for the last few years. The longer 
we work together words seem less important 
than actions. There are some people who 
have a strong need to push things in certain 
ways and others who are just as happy to 
make something and work stuff out in the 
process. Most of us are in our thirties now. 
There are more pressing conflicts between 
everyone’s lives, work and families, with less 
time to do all this silly group stuff.

On Hierarchy:
Please ignore, but don’t forget to be 
polite in the process! I don’t think there 
is much hierarchy in Damp. There are a 
lot of old friendships though. I guess a 
few of these have probably well and truly 
solidified. I guess that’s how groups become 
institutions—when relations become 
cemented. 

On Ways of Working:
Damp’s work is hard work—homework, 
group work, working nation, casual work, 
old work and new work.
In Japan everyone just works a lot. They have 
one day off a week, there isn’t much space 
outside of work. I’ve seen people sleeping 
standing up in the train station or just 
collapsed face down on the tiles of the train 
platform asleep! It’s difficult to understand 
the unrelenting drive.
Damp works well, we all work for money 
but Damp doesn’t work for the man, or 
maybe it does. Through our work we create 
a surplus though. In our Book of Shadows all 
Damp’s work is archived in leather bound 
manuscripts. It’s not really archived, it’s 
more like illuminated.

On Outside Perceptions:
They warp things and make you paranoid.



On Conflict:

We collaborate because of the capacity 
for conflict to take place. This conflict 
facilitates and inspires our work. This is 
not conflict in the sense that things are 
thrown, or malicious things are said to 
each other. This is conflict in terms of two 
minds approaching one aim, to produce 
artwork. Collaborative practice is a popular 
way to work, particularly right now. Why 
others do it we can only presume, for us it 
offers a particular model that the work we 
make requires. That is to say, the artwork 
that we produce is a direct result of our 
choice to work together. To make work that 
discuses interaction, function, intervention 
and action it seems rather reasonable, if 
not pertinent, that these concerns grow 
from the two of us interacting, functioning 
and battling each other. There is a constant 
level of conflict existing beneath the 
surface of our relationship, this conflict 
is perhaps due to neither of us ever really 
understanding what exactly it is that we 
are doing, we may have entirely conflicting 
ideas of what we think we are doing at any 
given time. All the dialogue imaginable 
can never resolve the problem that it is 
two minds considering the one thing. And 
without that we wouldn’t be making what 
it is that we are making, we think. 
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Julie Gough
The Ranger, 2007
Furniture, carpet, seaweed, clothes, charcoal, brush 
2 x 6 x 12m

Image courtesy the artist 
Photo credit: Michal Kluvanek



ZS: Writing has been an integral part of your work process Julie, 
undertaken alongside or in retrospect to the creation of art. Hence, 
it seems appropriate for us to have an email conversation regarding 
a recent project where you were invited to research and create an 
exhibition.
JG: Yes. It started with an extended discussion with Mary 
Knights, SASA Gallery Director, regarding whether I could 
make a site-specific installation during a residency. I knew 
that I could best decide how an historical ‘story’ or event or 
encounter could be addressed once in the space in Adelaide, 
as I enjoy working in rapid response to a situation with the 
immediate ideas and the information at hand. It feels like I 
am alive and very much in the moment making work in this 
way. It is a bit exhausting too.
ZS: The subject of your inspiration accorded with your interest in 
the contemporary relevance of the history of Aboriginal people, 
and here, in particular, in relation to the story or character of a 
reclusive Aboriginal woman who lived on King Island during the 
1830s and 1840s. With only scant details documented in the journal 
of sealer John Scot, how did the recorded history of ‘The Ranger’, as 
she was known, evolve into an exhibition project?
JG: I have found little about this woman, recorded only 
as ‘The Ranger’, from knowledge shared with me by King 
Islanders during three visits to the island during 2006 
and 2007, when I worked on a community art project. The 
generosity of these Islanders and their understanding of 
history being important in the present was, for me, really 
sustaining and mirrored my own sense of how I view times 
past. I see history as literally being alive, sometimes shadowy 
but always fascinating in offering relevant lessons for today.
I continued to research the interconnected lives of the few 
inhabitants, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, of King Island 
from the late-1700s to the mid-1800s. Material emerged 
from unexpected sources and information seeped out and 
consumed me until I created something from these clues: 

as usual in my work the recreation of aspects of a past story 
form elements of text. 
John Scot’s journal revealed clues about his life and that of 
his Aboriginal family. The sealer unsuccessfully sought The 
Ranger over years on King Island. For me, her resolve for 
privacy and her tendency to take flight when Scot neared 
made her seem a kind of spectre of all Aboriginal women who 
tried to avoid men and outsiders in the earliest days  
of colonisation. 
The installation comprised old clothes, seaweed and 
furniture. Into the latter were burnt excerpts from John Scot’s 
journal mentioning The Ranger. The space was sparsely lit 
and spatially the exhibition resembled a theatre set, giving 
the impression that action had just or might soon take place 
but meanwhile the key players were absent. The sense of 
absence and silence, and of a viewer’s uninvited occupancy, 
became part of the work’s operation. 
Due to my reliance on Scot’s perspective and text, the 
exhibition focused on aspects of what I understand as  
the miscommunication between the worlds of The Ranger  
and Scot. This difference was partly manifest in suggestions 
of the furniture morphing, by the insertion of brush 
twigs, into something otherworldly and perhaps visually 
threatening. The mix of culture and nature, in simulating  
a crisis of forced interaction, was intended to evoke  
the tension between different cultures, genders and 
dimensions, as a type of visual metaphor for how I see the 
post invasion period. 
ZS: Have you worked in this way previously?
JG: Yes, I have worked from small amounts of information 
when a compelling and significant aspect of a story reached 
out and seemed to force me into action. In May 2007 I was 
invited by Caroline Turner and David Williams at Australian 
National University School of Art to participate in Thresholds 
of Tolerance. The resulting site-specific installation, Force Field, 
made with a lot of local help, was based on the shooting of an 
ancestor in Tasmania, who was forced to tell a magistrate that 
her ‘master’ shot her by mistake, thinking she was a possum.
I try not to arrive with a hugely predetermined map when 
undertaking a site-specific installation  because it is 
unhelpful to be locked into ideas before seeing the space. The 
tone, the resonance of a work, requires seeking materials, 
editing items out and moving things around until everything 
is working together to the best outcome. It involves an almost 



musical composing of a space, a feeling for and marking out 
the route of the visitors’ eyes and path. 
When a story offers something universal about the human 
condition I try to visually transmit that ‘thing’. The accounts 
that leap out towards me are generally early–mid nineteenth 
century historical stories. They are usually disregarded 
because they are complex and difficult narratives, not valued 
by either the politically extreme right or left. They mirror, 
or are sometimes drawn from, my own family history. I see 
great potential for art about human presence, endeavour 
or exchange in situations that reveal courage, fear, hopes, 
failings, transactions or their traces.
ZS: You write a lot about your work but not necessarily for a public 
readership. Is writing important to each project? 
JG: I try to write something about most artworks just after 
their making. Otherwise, I am too involved with the next 
project to remember details, and also I think that I need to 
write about work in the same spirit as when I made it. 
My writing for the catalogue of The Ranger was different; 
it had to be completed about a week before my arrival in 
Adelaide.  Hence, it addressed The Ranger the woman and 
why I am inspired by her, and the possibilities of working 
from absence rather than knowing what would occur once I 
arrived. 
There is a kind of honesty in writing about work at the point 
of its emergence and not once you have spent time or received 
critical feedback and perhaps realised the other connotations 
you have inadvertently embedded in the work. So, in that 
spirit I should identify that it is now December 2007 and I 
made The Ranger in September 2007!
ZS: Writing over the span of a work’s creation is then an immediate 
reflection on its existence rather than a plan for the future?
JG: The work becomes a kind of map of me that can, 
subsequently, make sense within the bigger context. Art, 
especially if documented in catalogues, reviews or elsewhere, 
exists beyond its own moment. Much as the archives and 
newspapers of the 1820s and 1830s provide material for my 
work, my art might be able to be revisited in the future as a 
register of my intentions and concerns, and of others around 
me who commissioned or collected works. Art with its 
records communicates our ideas, fears and obsessions.
ZS: Nici Cumpston, you are an artist and the project and residency 
assistant in Adelaide. Can you tell me how The Ranger was 
initiated and your involvement?
NC: Late in 2006, Mary Knights, Director of the SASA Gallery, 
and I were brainstorming ideas about an Indigenous artist 
working with our students as an artist in residence and 
creating work for an exhibition. I was very interested in 
learning more about Julie’s work, and Mary knew Julie’s work 
from Tasmania, so that is where it all started. My role was to 
liaise with the various people contributing to this exhibition, 
as well as to assist Julie whenever I could with locating, 
sourcing and transporting materials, and meeting the locals, 
especially the local divers and seeing the dolphins in the Port 
Adelaide River.  
We arranged a three day journey to Kangaroo Island to 
visit places where Aboriginal women lived after they had 

been taken by sealers from Tasmania. One very important 
aspect of that trip was Lola Greeno’s (Tasmanian Indigenous 
elder) discovery of mariner shells. This confirmed that the 
kidnapped women from Tasmania would have been able 
to make their necklaces or at least feel a sense of home, 
knowledge that was comforting for Lola. 
ZS: How open was the project for Julie? Was she requested 
to include students and other artists in the development and 
completion of a project within such a short duration? 
NC: It was open apart from requiring the participation of 
three to four students (we ended up with five). As it turned 
out, the students were all excellent in their own way and it 
was great to have input from them. The gallery was used as a 
studio space until the day of the opening. People were allowed 
in to be part of the process. Students and staff were asked 
to donate clothing and to help gather seaweed, the whole 
Kaurna building smelt like the sea for a couple of weeks. 
Artists from around Adelaide, as well as curators from the Art 
Gallery of South Australia, came to see the work in process. 
Julie spent many nights in the Gallery by herself stacking coal 
under the table, burning text into the furniture, drilling holes 
and attaching brush, or just contemplating what to do next. It 
was a very intense period as there really wasn’t a lot of time to 
make the work.
The intention was to provide a unique opportunity for our 
students to work alongside a highly skilled artist. Students 
were party to the huge amount of work undertaken as 
research and in creating the artworks. They shared Julie’s 
ideas for the exhibition and were also subsequently able to see 
the formation of those ideas into a dramatic and intriguing 
exhibition.
ZS: Nici, from Julie’s accounts and those of participating students, 
The Ranger stands out as a rewarding collaboration between 
many people. As Julie stated:
This form of work relies on the goodwill and availability of 
people I encounter, the interactions and relationships with 
people, often strangers I come to work with, as much as on 
fate in terms of the timely location of appropriate materials. 
What do you think people took away from The Ranger, either by 
working with Julie or seeing the end result in the exhibition and 
publication?
NC: The response of a group of Year 10 students from Darwin 
was indicative of the intrigue and fascination attending to 
The Ranger. They were interested to discern from the objects 
that the sealer had drowned, and that The Ranger then joined 
the other Aboriginal women who had been under his control. 
People really related to the exhibition and wanted to know 
more about Julie’s other work.
For me this was a very stimulating time. I was enriched by 
Julie’s focus on her practice and by the time spent with Lola 
Greeno, Director Mary Knights, independant curator Fulvia 
Mantelli and Yhonnie Scarce, another Aboriginal artist on 
Kangaroo Island. I know the students were similarly inspired. 
Matt Huppatz wrote how the experience of working in this 
intense collaboration was an invaluable gift, a ‘fantastic 
example of what can be achieved when a group of focused 
individuals work together towards a common goal.’



The Ranger was at the South 
Australian School of Art Gallery  
12-28 September 2007.
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He is my stimulacrum. 
She is my experienced and trusted advisor.

She gave me the photos and said she’d kept a few. They didn’t work out—a couple of him.  
She said he looks terrible. Really off.

An unrelated while later I told her about an idea: I wanted to take him to my studio—lay him 
out on a table and play with his dial—pinch his nostrils flat and gape open his mouth a few 
times—roll up his flesh. He’ll let me do anything to him. When I set up the video in the late 
night kitchen and called him in and said hug me just like this, I was wearing the human hair 
wig of a bald man. He hugged me like I was incurable. When I told him he was on the invite 
hugging the baldy, he put it on the fridge. 

She got the idea. She knows body-parts, flesh and blur, dodge and burn, terror. She said 
gestures of his tormented face sounded like Francis Bacon and she might give me those 
photos after all. 

I want the photos.  
Nauman says that when you are making art you rein in the God-given gift for making things so 
it will not get in the way of an elegant and aggressive solution. 

I commit acts of visual aggression. He is my elegant solution. 
He asked me how I thought of him aging. I told him flatly: I want you as Duchamp.  
He protests he is not Duchamp. I restate the problem. Frankly, I want you as Beckett. 
I suggest he take The Last Modernist to the salon. Cut the Duchamp. Boof the Beckett. 
He drives me to work. Hair drives me.

She gave me the photos.  
A couple of snapshots privately felt.  
Two moments of him. A split moment for me. Beckett Remembering. Remembering Beckett.  
Physically measurable, metaphysically unknowable. In one instant, he is too weak to cry. In 
the other, my baby did a bad, bad thing.  
I Can’t Go On. I’ll Go On. 
She has unbuttoned his Beckett. The bit I bite down on.  

She snaps: the shots are duds—dud shots. 
Dud dud dud dud dud dud dud. Utterlessly blank. Dudded—I am struck.  
She pictures him; I picture him; she pictures ME.  
Shots I nearly missed.

I see the Acconci video CONTACTS. A man is cropped hard from waist to chin, naked.  
A woman, kneeling in front of him, head not in view, moves her hands over his body. I hear 
their rapt whispering ‘yes’ ‘now’ ‘pelvis’ ‘yes’ ‘now’ ‘rib’ ‘yes’ ‘now’. This blow-by-blow goes on 
for some time.  
I’ll go on. I can’t go on. I take my lunchtime pleasure and exit. At the entrance I notice  
a sign:

Please Note: The work CONTACTS does not represent sexual activity. 
What it does represent is a performance focussed on sensing perception.

Louise Hubbard is an artist and lecturer at the VCA, University of Melbourne.
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The USA Pavilion at the Biennale. 
Free posters for All!

opposite page
… and where all the posters end up.

One of the Venice Biennale staff members eagerly shows me a video he filmed 
from his rooftop. A giant seagull struts amid the bodies of dead pigeons that 
it has delivered to its nest. The gull is burying its head in their bellies, flicking 
intestinal strings into the air and gulping them into its gullet. My new friend 
has been collecting evidence of bird-on-bird violence for some time, posting 
his videos on YouTube. I appreciate his mild obsession. I’ve freshly landed in 
Venice to spend one month employed by the Australia Council, assisting in 
the deinstall of the Australian exhibitions. My personal spur is to observe the 
Biennale’s dystopic death. I picture myself standing on the deck as the Venice 
Biennale sinks beneath its own weight. I sing a mournful dirge to the art world, 
a ravaged pigeon on my shoulder …





clockwise from top 
Handwritten signs compete at the national pavilions.
Sophie Calle secrets away. 
Venice sinks under Biennale waste. 
Outside my front door during frequent flooding. 
Malfunctioning technology at the Arsenale. 
Venice the Menace, vandals strike!





Venice is an opulent corpse of a city. Its 
thin streets are littered with steaming 
mounds of dog shit, deposited by 
snapping dogs in quilted jackets. 
The stench of sewage mingles with 
perfumed boutiques. The damp is 
pervasive and the toilet rolls in our 
apartment puff up like exotic blooms. 
Adrift in this surreal stage set I dodge 
the tourist packs clutching oversized 
maps and expensive cameras. Bored 
children run at the abundant pigeons. 
Sometimes their pitiless feet connect 
with the overfed birds, much too fat 
to fly away. In the night-time the dead 
and maimed pigeons are shovelled into 
piles. The tourists take photos of the 
still-fluttering heaps as they do of the 
flocks during the day.

My free days are spent inspecting the 
Biennale in its last thralls. The soggy, 
crumbling reality contrasts with the 
slick catalogue documentation. The 
wear inflicted by 300,000 visitors over 
six months is obvious. Exhibitions 
are looking tired. Damp plaster is 
crumbling in chunks. Information 
texts peel from walls. Spotlights have 
slipped. Technology is faltering. 
Jarring blue screens broadcasting 
‘No Signal’ break up the video orgy. 
The attendants loiter in the corners 
of rooms playing with their mobile 
phones. No one seems to care very 
much. A video installation by Oscar 
Munoz, displaying five blue screens 
with the floating SANYO screensaver, 
still manages to attract a veritable 
crowd when I pass. 

I find China out the back of the 
Arsenale. Cao Fei’s work was once a 
futuristic inflatable tent that you could 
sit inside to watch videos. That was 
before it succumbed to the elements. 
Her inflatable has become a deflatable,  

a pool of slimy green rainwater 
weighing down its centre. A cardboard 
sign with NO ENTRY marks the 
entrance. Some brainless plutocracy 
absurdly keeps the pump forcing air 
into a few rolling sections.

Another day I start a faltering 
conversation with the man minding the 
Armenian exhibition. He tells me he is 
the building’s gardener. The Armenians 
went home early and left him in charge. 
At least that is what I think I am told. 
Rather unexpectedly he shows me 
where there is a ping-pong table in a 
backroom and invites me to a game.  
We play a vigorous set for forty minutes 
until I eventually concede and depart  
in a disorientated fug. How did that 
come about?

The Giardini houses the largest 
concentration of art. A park that 
accommodates 30 permanent national 
pavilions, it is akin to traversing a 
world expo. The weather is bitterly cold. 
In the Polish Pavilion the attendants 
are huddled around a small red heater 
that might be a re-wired toaster. 
Next door the Romanian attendants 
resemble angular alley cats, their hair 
sticking up in thick tufts. They shiver 
impassively and shake their heads when 
I ask for a handout. On the other side 
of the tracks is the USA Pavilion. Their 
exhibition has giant, glossy posters to 
give away. A sign states ‘Please Take: 
Unlimited Supply!’ and the mobs of 
daily visitors comply. The posters are 
unwieldy and cumbersome. People 
soon tire of carrying them and discard 
them in droves. All across Venice they 
can be seen overloading rubbish bins 
and clogging canals. Some schoolkids 
use their poster rolls to start wars with 
other classes, swooping on each other, 
shrieking war cries.

One morning wailing sirens wake me at 
6am. Later I learn they are to announce 
the arrival of acqua alta (high water). 
The frequent floods that roll in and out 
of Venice are a winter phenomenon 
produced by synchronicities of the full 
moon, tides and wet weather. I don a 
pair of gumboots to leave but as I step 
outside the water surges to my knees. 
A submerged latex glove waves at my 
feet. I have to make it to the raised 
walkways that are erected on the main 
drags but there is a network of flooded 
streets to navigate first. A bloated rat 
and several dead pigeons bob amidst 
burst rubbish bags and food scraps. 
I imagine the USA’s flotilla of posters 
journeying out to sea. I am so startled 
at my predicament that I wade straight 
through. I dare not consider the dog 
shit. Venice just vomited on me.

On our final day we board up the 
windows and doors of the Australian 
Pavilion. During the inbetween time 
the Giardini is bequeathed to a lone 
security guard and marauding packs 
of vandalising kids. There is an air of 
abandoned theme park to the place. 
Already the Giardini is blanketed deep 
in its winter leaves. A few figures move 
in the bleak as we finish up our work, 
picking the Biennale’s carcass clean. We 
give the bones one last clean then leave 
the hungry kids to it.

Jess Johnson and Jordan Marani install other  
people’s art for money and are co-directors of a 
gallery called Hell. 
Sometimes she tries to makes her own.



Deflatable Inflatables: China represents at the Venice Biennale 



Cate Blanchett opens Ricky Swallow’s Venice  
Biennale exhibition in June 2005.

Image courtesy of The Australia Council for the Arts.

Of all the genres of commentary about 
art, the opening speech is perhaps 
the most difficult to pull off. These 
notes consider some of the pitfalls 
of the opening speech, motivated 
by the author’s recent experiences 
(both as an opening speaker and 
audience member). It is inspired by 
Umberto Eco’s essay ‘How to Write 
an Introduction to an Art Exhibition’ 
(1980), collected in How to Travel with 
a Salmon and Other Essays (1994). Like 
Eco’s satirical essay, mine is essentially 
instructional, offering counsel for 
both artists and potential opening 
speakers (POS).

Let’s start with the obvious. As 
everyone knows, good public speakers 
don’t unfold pieces of paper out of 
their pocket. So the following advice 
about writing a speech is really about 
giving a speech. Not that I am an 
expert. Far from it. I am, however, 
resigned to my fate, as an art school 
lecturer, of being called on by students 
to open their shows (at least when my 
celebrity colleagues are unavailable).

My objective here is to help myself, as 
much as you, to avoid dull speeches. 
In this sense I have to disagree with a 
website advising on giving a speech, 
which states: ‘Don’t try to be unique or 
interesting. Be as fully and completely 
yourself, unrestrained by your fears 
and desire to please others …’ Nothing 
could be more dangerous. You need 
to overcome who you are. I’m not 
suggesting there isn’t good advice 
available online to help you overcome 
glossophobia.1 For instance, many 
sites wisely advise against the idea of 
picturing the audience naked, since 
these images might inspire more terror 
than comfort.

But general advice such as ‘know your 
audience’ may not be sufficient for 
art openings, which as we know are 
composed of a diverse mix of poseurs 
and wannabe artists and their hangers-
on, not to mention the artist’s family 
and friends, and all those attracted 
to free wine. Surely nobody has come 
specifically to hear your speech, which 
is why the following lessons, learned 
the hard way, might help:



1. Keep it short. 

2. Never sound like, or quote from, the catalogue essay, especially the puff-piece  
 you may actually have written for the show. If you must talk about how the work   
 is made, make it brief.

3.   Try to see the work first. As with writing catalogue essays, not knowing the work   
 can prove embarrassing.

4.   Personal connections are de rigueur, but remember: other people don’t care about   
 the details of your wonderful friendship with the artist.

5.   Maintain an authoritative air, and never admit to your ignorance. A prominent  
 art critic recently admitted to me that he doesn’t understand contemporary art.   
 If you have nothing to say about the work, talk about something else. I was once   
 lucky  enough to open an exhibition on the day Jacques Derrida died.

6.   Never open your own exhibition (if you are the artist or, increasingly likely, the  
curator). There are plenty of POS around.

7.   If you agree to open a show for the wrong reasons (such as for a favour,    
 professional obligation, to see your name on the invitation, etc.), use special tact.   
 The opening speech, like the catalogue, is not the place to express doubts about  
 an exhibition, contemporary art, or yourself.

8.   Curated shows pose a special risk: you may discover that despite the title, there is   
 no actual theme that unites the works on display. This calls for some spontaneous  
 para-curating. See points 2 and 3.

9.   Humour is obviously desirable in a POS, but if you must resort to singing in   
 public make sure the acoustics are kind. Galleries are usually OK, old church halls  
 even better.2

10. Always dress better than your audience (thanks Steve Martin).

11.  Theatrics are good; if you’re not much of a performer, at least wave your hands   
 around a lot.

12. Despite all the above, opening speeches are all about authenticity–yours, and   
 that of the art. It’s a sobering business, so if you’re worried that your words might  
 feel hollow, strained, or false, try to avoid this by drinking at least two glasses of   
 wine before you open your mouth.

1 www.speech-writers.com even devote a special topic 
to the tricky problem of opening art exhibitions, which 
they claim is ‘Suitable for use by someone who has had 

the honor of being asked to open the art exhibition.’ 
They advertise: ‘How to Solve YOUR Opening of an 

Art Exhibition ... Problem in 60 Seconds.’ The speeches 
are described as addressing ‘the part art plays in our 
lives’, and importantly, ‘Each Speech is Complete in 

Itself, Easy To Deliver, Risk Free, & Guaranteed To 
Work!’ Importantly, they underline, their pre-prepared 

speeches ‘say what etiquette says OUGHT to be said on a 
particular occasion.’ All for just US$23.15.

2 My apologies to everyone in Devonport  
during my visit in 2005.

Daniel Palmer is a lecturer in the Theory Department of the 
Faculty of Art & Design at Monash University







As the battles in Iraq for commercial 
gain and survival persist, 
contemporary artists have been 
criticised for failing to make powerful 
work about the war because of 
their distance from the action. As 
remote spectators, their responses 
have been disparaged as simplistic 
commentary reflecting a lack of 
engagement or apathy. Enter Charles 
Green and Lyndell Brown. Accepting 
a commission from the Australian 
War Memorial, they agree to be 
embedded for five weeks in 2007 with 
the Australian Defence Forces (ADF) 
on active duty in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Journalists report enthusiastically 
on the PR claims of complete artistic 
freedom and likely confronting 
material and on Green and Brown’s 
brief to develop a ‘total aesthetic 
experience’ of the conflict.1

However, slip behind the PR frontlines, 
and the claims of artistic freedom and 
conceptually challenging material 
begin to lose their foothold. Watch 
as systems of institutional control 
rear their ugly heads. First strike: 
the commissioning institution has a 

proclivity for realist paintings of war 
environments and specifies that the 
role of the war artist is not to provide 
political commentary.2 The pool of 
contemporary artists that might be 
considered is swiftly decimated on 
both formal and conceptual grounds. 
So long Adam Geczy, with the 
provocations of your ‘I Hate Australia’ 
rhetoric, and Scott Redford, lest you 
homoeroticise our diggers. Farewell 
all those working with ephemeral 
materials: your polystyrene has no 
place in history.  

Once non-threatening painters have 
been selected, then brace for the 
second strike as the war artists are 
shepherded towards empathetic 
identification with the logic of battle 
and the professionalism of battle 
troops. Isolated in ADF enclaves, Green 
and Brown’s contact with outsiders is 
limited to glimpses of locals from their 
armoured vehicle plus a squadron of 
Iraqi soldiers who put on a haphazard 
show of manoeuvres. The strategy 
seems to have worked.  Green and 
Brown return from their tour with 
effusive praise for the warm and 



secure welcome of the ADF: ‘They 
don’t want anything happening to 
their pet artists!’3 When questioned, 
Green defends the parameters of their 
embedding, their seclusion inside 
the wire: ‘You don’t understand, there 
is only inside, there is no outside.’ 
Other than one painting of unruly 
Iraqi soldiers (Iraqi Soldiers, Camp Ur, 
2007), the war artists’ realist output 
communicates stillness and control. 
Quiet tanks stand parked at Tallil 
airbase. Soft blue waters lap at the edge 
of dusty buildings in Camp Victory in 
Baghdad. The works from Afghanistan 
suggest similar themes: a tired-but-
focused corporal sits at rest with the 
red, white and blue of her alliance 
badge prominent.  

Traditionally, war artists participate 
in constructing the official collective 
memory of a particular conflict. As 
Green and Brown’s images garner 
support for nationalism, the ‘total 
aesthetic’ of others engaged in the 
conflict is sidelined–especially Iraqis. 
And even if one argues that the focus 
of the commission is the experience of 
Australians in war, then conspicuously 

absent are the Australian private 
contractors making a buck in Iraq. 
Close to $2 billion worth of bucks. 
As Green and Brown talk about 
‘participating in history’ and creating a 
‘mental archive’ for future generations 
of Australian children, little attention 
has been paid to the politics of 
remembering and to acknowledging 
what is being forgotten. 

One wonders how the official memory 
and understanding of the Iraq war 
might be subverted if the access, 
logistics and financial support 
provided to Green and Brown were 
offered to contemporary artists whose 
practice would normally lead them to 
be excluded from such a commission.

To disrupt the formal conventions of 
a war artist, let’s start by recruiting 
the experimental sculptural practice 
of Bianca Hester. In a recent work, 
Hester and Jude Walton arrange 
and rearrange wood, string and 
other props to develop movement 
responses resembling choreographed 
dances. The functional props and the 
provisional structures formed recall 

above
Bianca Hester
Provisional Devices for the Production of  
a Propositional Living Space, 2007 
Image courtesty the artist



the fragility of Iraqi reconstruction 
projects. Poor construction, looting, 
a lack of spare parts and outbreaks of 
violence cause structures to fall into 
disuse–until an inspection and new 
contract lead to rebuilding. Bodies 
move against and around props at 
each moment in the construction-
dismantling-reconstruction spiral: 
encircling, interfering. With alliances 
and fissures between individuals and 
collectives in the war zone perpetually 
in flux, perhaps Hester could reprise 
her 2004–05 work, in which plasticine 
is stretched and manipulated and 
sullied by the artist and by people 
passing through the space. Smudged 
and stained with temporal traces, the 
plasticine acts as a diligent archive of 
the forces and relations to which it has 
surrendered. Hester’s commission thus 
offers a focus on the volatile tensions 
of contingent relationships as people 
and processes cajole, conscript, extort, 
impel and resist.

Next, we enlist David Griggs to disturb 
the War Memorial’s painterly protocol 
with his symbolic battery. Like the 
confused narratives of the Iraq war, 

Griggs’s recent works collide rainbow-
strewn fantasy with bravura posing 
and seared flesh. Billboard-sized, 
with blood dripping from eyes and 
mouths and throats, his paintings 
aggressively colonise their viewing 
space. Through a collage aesthetic, 
foreign iconography invades and 
defaces magnified snapshots of 
Filipino street life. A bald eagle 
releases hooded masks from its talons 
as it shits mid-flight on the land below. 
A boy in a grotesque Halloween mask 
sports a badge ‘I Have Family in Iraq’. 
Here lies the opportunity for Griggs’s 
commission to extend a body of work 
that has emerged through his repeat 
encounters with communities in 
Asia. We thus embed Griggs with the 
thousands of ‘Third Party Nationals’ 
who are recruited or trafficked to 
service the coalition bases as laundry 
workers, canteen staff, labourers, 
maids and beauticians. While 
Bush equates Iraq to the American 
annexation of the Philippines, 
thousands of Filipinos and South 
Asians flood into Baghdad to effect  
a structural assault on the spectacle  

of the war. The scope is rich for 
Griggs’s perversions and supra-
national subtexts.

First World War correspondent 
Charles Bean wrote of the shelling: 
‘each shrieking tearing crash bringing 
a promise …  I will tear you into 
ghastly wounds …  fling you half 
a gaping quivering man …  to lie 
there rotting and blackening like 
all the things you saw by the awful 
roadside’.4 As the instigator for the 
Australian War Memorial, Bean was 
adamant that artists be engaged to 
convey war without exaggerating 
heroism or sanitising the conflict.  Yet 
commemoration at the Australian War 
Memorial courts idealism with those 
who die in war joining a regimented 
role of honour as abstract heroes.

To expand our vocabulary for 
commemorating death, let’s call up 
Tony Garifalakis, whose installations 
are littered with characters celebrating 
sacrifice through personal ritual. 
Occasional political allusions (murals 
in the style of Northern Ireland, 
the Aussie parliament as a house of 



horror) are subsumed within expansive 
individual and group creeds on death. 
Fragments of suicide notes offer bold 
catch phrases as public epitaphs.  
Serial killer Herb Mullin’s ‘die song’ 
declares a sense of civic responsibility 
to kill or be killed. Like uniforms and 
hoods in Iraq, face-paint and wrestling 
masks provide protective costumes 
that lend permissibility to violence. 
Slogans anticipating the end of the 
earth announce the apocalypse: the 
ultimate biblical corruption of death 
in the service of national security. 
Indeed, given the significance of 
American evangelical support during 
the emotionally charged days that led 
to the invasion of Iraq, why not embed 
Garifalakis in a Texan mega-church or 
fundamentalist sect?

This hypothesising leads us to a 
troubling issue concerning the 
Australian War Memorial artists’ 
programme: its privileging of 
battlezone experiences in constructing 
enduring impressions of a war. The 
political jostling, social dissent and 
coercion that surround the decision to 
enter and sustain engagement in a war 

are assumed peripheral to the national 
archive of reflections on the experience 
of war. Thus, for our twilight mission, 
we resuscitate our early casualty, Adam 
Geczy, to infiltrate the War Memorial 
itself. With past work probing the 
malleability of recounted histories, 
repression, mediated violence and 
state control, Geczy seems eminently 
suitable to agitate the mythology of 
the War Memorial and its ‘pet artists’. 
Perhaps he could draw parallels with 
Iraqi museums, which have long been 
a field of combat for manipulating 
culture and filtering heritage in the 
service of national interest.

 
1  For example: ‘Politically powerful artists chosen to 
portray complex war’ by Silvia Dropulich, University 
of Melbourne Research Review 0307, pp. 8–9; ‘New 
additions to a rich tradition of art and war’ by 
Gabriella Coslovich, The Age, 3 November 2007. 

2 Dropulich, op.cit. p. 8.

3  This and all other direct quotes attributed to Green 
and Brown were professed during a public lecture 
at the Centre for Contemporary Photography, 
Melbourne, 7 November 2007.

4  Origins of the Australian War Memorial,  
http://www.awm.gov.au/aboutus/origins.htm, 
accessed 28 November 2007.

In 2006 Fayen d’Evie resigned from directing a United 
Nations-mandated education and training centre for 
peacebuilding and the prevention of violence in order 
to focus on contemporary art practice.

far left
David Griggs 
Blood on the Streets, 2007 
Acrylic paint on canvas
300 x 400cm

Image courtesy Uplands Gallery

left
Tony Garifalakis
Paradise Slaves, 2006
Acrylic, PVC, glass, sconces and candles on wall
720 x 310cm








     






       
    
      









                              





    







       

            







   


 







         

                     

    

     

  




       

 




 






An interview between Penelope Trotter and The Quote Generator

DANIELLE FREAKLEY’S current performance titled The Quote Generator appears to have 
crossed a cultural boundary for some. This may be because this artwork seems to reveal as much 
about the way that we write about, cite and document ideas within art as it is about how we 
communicate with each other. On watching The Quote Generator participate in a university 
seminar in 2007, it became evident that through her art piece she is ultimately working in the 
same way as an academic or writer. Many of the articles, talks and discussions of academics and 
art writers are constructed upon thinking about other people’s quotes and references.
  After visiting the United Nations with The Quote Generator in New York in November 2007, 
and being endeared by her choice of attire (koala jumper under a smart jacket and squid shaped 
knitted gloves), and impressed by her good behaviour, as our playful host ran us through the 
middle of an African congress, I started to wonder whether there does really exist an ulterior 
motive to subvert authority in this performance. At this point it became obvious to me that The 
Quote Generator is simply being genuine. The interview below has been inspired by the seminar 
that got me thinking about all of this. 1

 

PT: What is the main premise behind this work?

QG: Give it away. Red Hot Chilli Peppers, 1991. 
You must think I’m the cheapest whore in town. Art School Confidential, 2006. 
It is neither possible nor desirable to reduce everything to a common set of rules. The Necessity of Artspeak, 2003.

PT: Do you think there is a personality behind the performance of The Quote Generator?

QG: That other one who is me, blind and deaf and mute because of whom I’m here, in this black silence, helpless to 
move or accept this voice as mine…  I must disguise myself… It’s not me it can’t be me. Whether it’s me or not. Here 
there is no frankness all I say will be…  to begin with not said by me. Samuel Beckett, 1958.  
I know not everyone will like me, but this is who I am so if you don’t like it, tough! Britney Spears, b. 1981. 
Recognise me. Gandhi (the film), 1982. I cannot avoid being myself all the time. Louise Bourgeois, 2001.  
I am what I am. Reebok, 1960. 

PT: Do you think you are ‘acting’ when you undertake the role of The Quote Generator?

QG: Theatre takes place all the time wherever one is. John Cage, 1961.  
But Beavis and Butthead, 1993; I’m no actor. Liz Hurley, 2000.

[Un Magazine, 2.1, March 2008. p. 52]

Fig. 1 Image of Penelope Trotter and Danielle Freakley courtesy of Carmel Mulvany,  
Chief UN Works Programme, Department of Public Information, United Nations.



PT: Is the performance of The Quote Generator meant to be confronting to its audience?

QG: I’m just bloody normal. Chopper, 2000; I’m one of you. Scanners, 1981.

PT: When this piece is enacted in a real social space do people generally react nicely?

QG: I think I was a problem for them. Karen Finley, 1998.  
I came to myself within a dark wood where the straight way was lost, at first it made me weep; strange tongues, 
horrible language… And as he, who with labouring breath has escaped from the deep to the shore, turns to the 
perilous waters and gazes. The Divine Comedy, The Inferno, c. 1308–1321.  
Lengthening faces into lengthening faces. Scott Walker, 2006;  
When you’re strange faces come out of the rain… People are strange when you’re a stranger. The Doors, 1967. 
Carry out my sentence—well I get what I deserve. Nine Inch Nails, 1989. 
It’s like. Run DMC, 1983; People are broad-minded. They’ll accept the fact that a person can be an alcoholic, a dope 
fiend, a wife beater, and even a newspaperman. Art Buchwald, 1983.

PT: Do you think this performance mimics the linguistic representation of contemporary culture 
or the dialogues around contemporary art?

QG: Man’s natural character is to imitate. Marquis de Sade, 1740–1814. 
Kant implies, the products of the artist’s imagination are essentially mimetic. Michelle Marder Kamhi, Art and 
Cognition: Mimesis versus the Avant Garde, 2003. 
But Beavis and Butthead, 1993; These artists are sly and pretentious when they claim to be the true simulators of 
pure appropriation of pure copying. Baudrillard 1929–2007. 
Though collecting quotations could be considered as merely ironic mimeticism, victimless collecting, as it were… 
the collector becomes someone engaged in a pious work of salvage. Susan Sontag, 1977. 
Plagiarism is necessary. Progress implies it. Guy Debord, 1931–1994. 
It’s what happens in the space between us that matters. In the medium of language within which we communicate, 
in the culture within which we’ve been conditioned at this point in time in our history. Stelarc’s Prosthetic Head, 
2003. 
In the beginning. Genesis 1:1 The Bible, year unknown; I actually think my first performances were some sort of 
bizarre attack on language… Some of them came out of my poetry. Mike Parr, 2004.

PT: Do you lose your own sense of personal identity when doing this performance, as The Quote 
Generator is being taken over by other people’s language? 

QG: Would seem the obvious suggestion. Black Adder, 1989;  
Only the shallow know themselves. Oscar Wilde, 1854–1900.  
Anyhow. Winfield, 1972; Such was the traditional role of the fool, the town clown or village idiot, who through the 
hilarity of his gestures provided an inverted and ironic mirror for contemporary culture. Nancy Spector, 1999.

PT: What is your definition of truth?

QG: Truth. Calvin Klein, 2000 for women, 2002 for men.  
The prime truth Albrecht Dürer, 1528; Is it universal wisdom? or romantic psychology? Roland Barthes, Death 
of the Author, 1967.  
It is the beginning of wisdom to say, ‘I don’t know’. Monkey Magic, 1978–1980. 
We’re not here to answer cuntish questions. Guy Debord, 1961.

Penelope Trotter and Danielle Freakley, December 2007.

1 Mimesis panel discussion with Danielle Freakley as The Quote Generator, ‘Women in Research Project’, Monash University, 2007. 
Speakers included Penelope Trotter, Dr. Anne Marsh, Dr. Daniel Palmer and Lily Hibberd.

[Un Magazine, 2.1, March 2008. p. 53]





The television genre of ‘cringe comedy’ 
or mockumentary has cemented 
its place in the Australian popular-
imagination in recent years. High 
points have been Chris Lilley’s series 
Summer Heights High and a 2007 
episode of Kath & Kim guest-starring 
Australian cricket’s Romeo, Shane 
Warne. The growing popularity of 
this particular genre of satire (which 
also encompasses offshore programs 
such as Ricky Gervais’s The Office and 
Extras, Nighty Night and The Catherine 
Tate Show) is evidenced as much by 
the indefatigable repetition of the 
formula, as it is by the ratings. These 
shows tend to be received in one of 
two ways: either they are championed 
as works of a kind of anthropology, 
where all the petty egotisms of human 
behaviour are thrown into relief, to 
which audiences and critics respond 
with mock horror and resignation; or, 
there is a less widespread response 
which criticises the shows for 
peddling in gratuitous exaggeration 
or prejudice, by simply rehearsing 
the stereotypically dull, stupid, 
mundane aspects of modern life. (The 
latter view was even expressed by a 
couple of disgruntled high schoolers 
protesting in letters to the editor of 
The Age about indecent stereotypes in 
Summer Heights High.) In my view, the 
two opposing interpretations seem 
to avoid the crucial point that what 
makes these shows unique is that they 
are not reducible to either the acute or 
the fatuous. Rather it’s as if every ‘real 
life’ stereotype and situation played 
out in them is already made up of some 
level of fiction—watching this cringe-
making entertainment, we often feel 
there is something too faithful  
in the portrayals, and it is this that 
makes them so uncomfortably, 
shamefully familiar.

Some recent examples of contemporary 
art—and, in particular, video and 
photography—share what can be called 
a family resemblance to these programs. 
A whole series of connections could 
be made between television programs 
and contemporary art practice that 
takes the everyday as its subject, but, 
in light of the current success of the 
satire of mockumentary TV comedies, 
this article will attempt to tie that 
genre to the work of contemporary 

Australian artists Darren Sylvester and 
David Rosetzky. The connection here 
is the common use across art forms 
of a particular kind of reflexive logic, 
one in which the artist or television 
producer, the artwork or show and their 
corresponding audience are all implied 
in an ironic series of connections with 
one another, sustained by a shared 
premise—‘the banality of everyday life’. 
So it’s with these ‘mockumentary’ art 
forms that not only are the artist and 
audience engaged in this play, but this 
whole series of connections are built 
into the work itself. However, to say 
this logic is ironic is already saying too 
much, since the works themselves never 
lend themselves to straightforward 
satire or parody—which is what the 
standard receptions miss or avoid. 
It is simply that they are thoroughly 
reflexive, constantly reflecting back 
upon themselves. 

There are three notable trends in 
contemporary art and photography 
that coalesce around some concern 
with or elaboration of the everyday. 
Firstly, there is the loose, documentary 
style of representation depicting 
the day-to-day lives of artists and 
their immediate environments and 
friendships. Often adopting the 
Gonzo photo-journalism ethic, major 
contemporary photographers like 
Nan Goldin and Larry Clark self-
consciously present themselves as 
part of the action (either firsthand 
or at one remove), though the action 
itself is often slowed to a banal crawl. 
Secondly, there is a range of staged 
portraiture, whereby photographers 
from very diverse backgrounds, such 
as Yvonne Todd, Martin Parr and Anna 
Zahalka, ironically celebrate people of 
suburban or run-of-the-mill normality, 
whereas an artist like Tony Garifilakis 
perversely integrates sub-cultural 
references into domestic settings. 
The third strand of contemporary 
art concerned with the everyday 
revolves around the appeal of the 
confessional. Intimacy is deployed 
as endearing, sometimes funny, but 
always dependent on the audience’s 
identification with the confessor as 
saying and giving it all away. Video 
artists Rachel Scott and Anastasia 
Klose, among others, work in this 
manner. 

Although these loose definitions 
over-simplify the many engagements 
with banality and the everyday in 
contemporary art practice, they do 
serve to draw out a shared concern with 
the authenticity of the document, of 
the artist’s sentiment, of their lives and 
their capacity to represent everyday 
life. There is also a consistent reliance 
on some degree of a reciprocal and 
spontaneous empathy between the 
characters depicted in the artwork 
and the audience. Sylvester and 
Rosetzky, I would argue, follow a 
different approach to the everyday 
by abandoning this inheritance. 
They instead draw on, or play with, 
these themes of authenticity and 
fiction simultaneously, while never 
reducing one to the other. The tag 
‘mockumentary’ is itself cringe-worthy, 
but nevertheless covers this essential 
difference between works that separate 
fiction from documentary, ultimately 
belief from truth, and those that don’t. 
Like the better moments of the TV 
shows, the potentially anthropological 
insights of Sylvester’s and Rosetzky’s 
works are intended to lead out of the 
impasses of artistic authenticity and 
into the narratives, implicit or explicit, 
of their characters. 

Darren Sylvester’s photographs If All 
We Have Is Each Other, That’s OK (2003) 
and The Explanation Is Boring. It’s Simple. 
I Don’t Care (2006), are examples of 
this approach. They seem to emerge 
out of some weird space between 
a documentary and a soap opera. 
It’s as if every conversation you’ve 
ever had or overheard concerning 
some imbroglio in a share house or 
workplace is illustrated with absolute 
detachment. Any comedic value 
they evoke is certainly of the ‘cringe’ 
variety; the teenage KFC feast of If 
All We Have is Each Other, That’s OK 
perhaps being the best example. The 
sentimental narratives Sylvester draws 
on complicate things further, dragging 
the lowest reference—American fast 
food, braces—into the highest realm of 
authentic feeling. The brilliance lies in 
the complexity of the staging and the 
attention to detail. 

David Rosetzky’s video installation, 
Untouchable (2005), similarly plays 
with a complex staging of sentiment 



formal level, it seems to always fail 
for the characters who, reduced to a 
catch-phrase essence, remain utterly 
stuck with who they already are—now 
we have ‘destiny’ turned into banality. 
And it is the exact opposite of what 
theorists of reflexivity say people in 
modern, reflexive society should be: 
‘the more societies are modernized, 
the more agents … acquire the ability 
to reflect on the social conditions of 
their existence, and to change them in 
that way.’1 It’s a strange moment when 
artists like Rosetzky and Sylvester, 
along with all the TV shows, remind 
us that, although we can reflect on 
who we are through culture to an 
unprecedented level of nuance and 
sophistication, everyday life may 
be none the better for it. Or, that this 
reflexivity becomes the very substance 
of modern banality. 

Michael Ascroft is a writer and student.
1 Beck, U., Giddens, A. & Lash, S., Reflexive 
Modernization, Cambridge, Polity, 1994.

on its own artifice and the immediate, 
spontaneous authenticity of the 
feeling dissolves. But to keep looking 
means this same loop plays out again 
and again. 

Yet the artists also have in common, 
at least in the works mentioned here, 
something that seems to jut up against 
this sophisticated reflexivity. It’s a kind 
of fatalism, a cliché, the often-quoted 
‘banality of everyday life’. That is, 
the characters themselves constantly 
play out the first reflective move: we 
see them deep in thought, staring at 
themselves in mirrors or vacantly into 
the middle distance, alone or alone 
amongst friends, talking to us about 
this or that dilemma. Or else they’re 
being interviewed by a documentary 
crew about life, their aspirations, 
and so on. But mostly, the characters 
seem to permanently return to what 
they already are, endlessly replaying 
this cycle, seemingly forgetting each 
time what they had thought or said 
just before. While there is a highly 
sophisticated reflexivity used on a 
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Darren Sylvester  
Your First Love is Your Last Love, 2005 
Lamda digital print, edition of 6 
90 x 120cm

Images courtesy the artist and Sullivan + Strumpf 
Fine Art  

right 
David Rosetzky 
Untouchable, 2003 
Digital still from 3 channel DVD  
18 minutes, colour, sound

Image courtesy the artist and Sutton Gallery

and artifice. In a quasi-parody of 
the confessional, various characters 
speak to the camera discussing the 
everyday dramas of relationships, 
miscommunications, unrequited 
love and desire. Yet any authenticity 
or sentimentality is unsettled 
between scenes as a ridiculous 
elevator music soundtrack plays 
and characters shuffle out a short 
awkward dance. It is testament to the 
precision of the staging that so much 
sentiment returns to the piece almost 
immediately after these intermissions. 

Sylvester and Rosetzky share the 
sophisticated reflexive style of the 
popular satirical TV cringe-comedies. 
Their works keep in play both the 
staged artifice and the allusion to 
authenticity, setting in motion 
the audience’s own reflection on 
the characters in their works. The 
sentimentality or melancholy of their 
artworks operate the same way as Chris 
Lilley or Ricky Gervais TV programs 
do: the moment any sentiment is felt 
by the viewer, the work reflects back 
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Monash University Museum of Art | MUMA
Monash University Museum of Art (MUMA) offers a unique perspective on the 
recent history of contemporary art and culture, and is adventurous and forward 
looking in the production, research and support of new art and ideas. 

Through our exhibitions, collection and public programs, MUMA makes an 
energetic contribution to, and interaction with, the intellectual and cultural life of 
the University and broader communities. 

Exhibitions range from newly commissioned projects to surveys of significant 
contemporary artists, and innovative exhibitions exploring the recent history of 
contemporary art from Australia and elsewhere.

The Monash University Collection represents a leading overview of Australian art 
since 1961. Notable for its commitment to a wide variety of media and artistic 
practices as they develop, the collection is nationally recognised for its currency, 
depth and diversity. Among its 1500 works are those by Howard Arkley, Arthur 
Boyd, Ian Burn, Mutlu Çerkez, Destiny Deacon, Leonard French, Bill Henson, 
Raafat Ishak, David Jolly, Geoff Lowe, Linda Marrinon, Tracey Moffatt, Callum 
Morton, Nick Mangan, Susan Norrie, Mike Parr, John Perceval, Patricia 
Piccinini, Ricky Swallow, Jenny Watson and Fred Williams.
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2008 Next Wave Festival Closer 
Together 15–31 May 2008 16 days 400 
artists Visual arts, writing, performance, dance, hybrid proj-
ects and beyond. At galleries, bars, public and private spaces, 
airwaves and laneways across Melbourne. Next Wave presents 
genre-busting new work by the 
best of Australia’s emerging art-
ists. Festival website now open: 
www.nextwave.org.au
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