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Art magazines are signs of their times; always concerned with catching the 

current conversations, yet also aware they are becoming a resource for a 

future art history. We’ve recently had all issues of un Magazine indexed. The 

index (which you can find on our website) reads like a ‘who, what, where’ of 
contemporary art in Melbourne since 2004. Looking at the magazine’s content 
in this way gives a sense of the archive it contributes to. In some cases un has 

provided the only published review of a particular show, or the first feature 
on an artist, and for dozens of new art writers it has been the site of their first 
published work. 

Our mentoring program has provided eight emerging writers with significant 
support and advice in the drafting and development of their texts for this 

issue. Earlier in 2008 a partnership between un Projects Inc., Next Wave 

and Express Media also set up a forum for emerging art writers to workshop 
and develop critical and creative texts for publication. un was also involved 

in presenting the Critics’ Masterclass for young and emerging writers in the 

Adelaide Festival of Arts 2008 Artists’ Week. 

Engaging in critical conversations, un 2.2 provides space for the dialogue 

between and amongst artists and writers in many forms and guises. Here 

we feature correspondence between artists and writers reflecting on projects 
(Tessa Zettel and Hiromi Tango), discussing work in development (Rosa Ellen 
and Sary Zananiri), Jared Davis interviewing sound artist Yasunao Tone, and 
visual responses from artists to the work of their peers (see pages by Helen 
Johnson, Simon Denny, and Matt Hinkley). Our online supplement for this 
issue, Unfolded Interview, is an extended conversation between artists Tamsin 

Green and Alex Martinis Roe, Kel Glaister and Simon Horsburgh (see pages 
36–37 for an extract and download the full piece from www.unmagazine.org). 

Three artists also contribute new works to the issue; Anastasia Klose, 
Veronica Kent and Deborah Kelly. Kelly’s postcard insert is a mini-version 
of her work Big Butch Billboard, designed in reference to the ‘Maria Kozic is 
Bitch’ billboard by Kozic, exhibited in Melbourne in 1989. 

Meanwhile, our talented contributing writers provide commentary and 

opinion on current trends and developments in contemporary practice across 

several articles, and critique recent exhibitions in the un Covered reviews 

section. 

 

ROSEMARY FORDE
EDITOR               

VOLUME TWO
ISSUE TWO



CONTENTS

05 ANXIOUS TIMES: STRATEGIES OF DOUBT / SOPHIE KNEZIC

10 AN INTERVIEW WITH YASUNAO TONE / JARED DAVIS

14 NORMAL / ANASTASIA KLOSE 

16 WORLDS BEYOND WORDS / ELLA MUDIE

18 AT WHAT COST: ETHICS IN ROBIN HELY’S ‘SHERRIE’ / MISH GRIGOR

20 ME & DADDY / VERONICA KENT

22 RITE OF RETURN: CORRESPONDENCE WITH SARY ZANANIRI / ROSA ELLEN 

26 BEING SEEN ON SCREEN / DIANA SMITH

28 STILL RUNNING: SYDNEY ARIs / ELISE ROUTLEDGE 

30 CANTONESE CONCEPTUALISM / MIKALA TAI 

35 NICK AUSTIN / SIMON DENNY 
36 UNFOLDED INTERVIEW (EXTRACT) / ALEX MARTINIS ROE, TAMSIN GREEN, KEL GLAISTER 

38 PATAPHYSICS MAGAZINE: A RETROSPECTIVE / ROSEMARY FORDE 

42 ABSENCE /ECNESERP / TESSA ZETTEL

44 KATE SMITH / HELEN JOHNSON

45 REVIEWS

INSERT   

          DEBORAH KELLY
BACK COVER 
      DAMIANO BERTOLI / MATT HINKLEY 

ANUSHA KENNY / LITTLE DEATHS
ANNA DALY / SALLY MANNALL SELECTED VIDEO WORKS 1994—2008
JARROD RAWLINS / YOUNG OLD HOT: TAKING CARE OF BUSINESS FOR 10 YEARS
HELEN HUGHES / LAUREN BERKOWITZ / STARLIE GEIKIE 
KATE WARREN / NICE STRATIGRAPHY
CASSIE MAY / EMBODIED ENERGIES
PAIGE LUFF / GOD-FAVOURED, RODNEY GLICK: SURVEYED
PATRICIA TODARELLO / DEPOT
RYAN JOHNSTON / LOST & FOUND: AN ARCHEOLOGY OF THE PRESENT 
ANDREA BELL / FOTO-OGRAPHY
SVEN KNUDSEN / TO OCCUPY
THOMASIN SLEIGH AND ANDREW CLIFFORD / ONE DAY SCULPTURE
VERONICA TELLO / A PLACE TELLS A STORY

 / 

UN.MAGAZINE ISSUE 2.2 
ISSN 1449-955X   
PUBLISHED BY UN PROJECTS INC. 

AND SIMON HORSBURGH





Anxious Times: Strategies of  Doubt

Sophie Knezic

WE LIVE IN ANXIOUS TIMES: OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND 
unprecedented biodiversity loss, economic instability, 
drought, war. The simmering presence of  xenophobia 
thrown into sharp relief  by the 2005 Cronulla riots, 
the former Federal Government’s merciless policies on 
asylum seekers and anti-terrorism, and most recently 
the global financial meltdown, have all contributed to 
a destabilised cultural milieu where nothing is certain. 
There is a sense in which discrete forms of  fear inflamed 
by political and social forces have coalesced into a general 
zeitgeist of  anxiety.

But perhaps as curator Victoria Lynn notes, ‘It is not so 
much that we are actually [more] fearful, but that fear 
itself  is more present today, as a concept, a justification, 
an irritant, political concern or strategy.’1 If  this is so 
in broad cultural terms, the spectre of  disquiet finds its 
analogue in a panoply of  recent exhibitions specifically 
premised on the condition of  anxiety. Exhibitions such 
as Handle With Care (Adelaide Biennial, 2008), Regarding 
Fear and Hope (Monash University of  Modern Art, 
2007), Revolutions: Forms That Turn (Sydney Biennale, 
2008), Increase Your Uncertainty (Australian Centre for 
Contemporary Art, 2007), My Doubtful Mind (Linden 
Gallery, 2008) and Doubt (Conical Inc, 2006) all 
foreground the notion of  anxiety and uncertainty and 
collectively provide an index of  how these sentiments 
have permeated the contemporary artistic vernacular.

These interrogations have negotiated a range of  anxieties 
relating to socio-political, environmental, psychological 
and perceptual realms. Some of  the exhibitions restricted 
focus to only one of  these threads; some saw such strands 
as mutually embedded. Other exhibitions, conversely, 
presented states of  uncertainty as cause for celebration.

Victoria Lynn’s exhibition Regarding Fear and Hope, 
sited across two venues at Monash University, focused 
primarily on the socio-political dimensions of  fear. The 
gnawing nature of  fear was best emblematised by Janet 
Burchill and Jennifer McCamley’s neon work Fear Eats 
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the Soul (2003). Here, the myth of  the Fall was reworked with 
reference to Werner Fassbinder’s 1973 film of  the same title, 
an incisive portrait of  German racism. Paranoia around 
racial difference was the presiding subject of  several of  the 
selected works, including Costa Rican artist Lucía Madriz’s 
short digital video Hispanic (2006) which presented a golden-
tinged sunset scene with the word ‘Hispanic’ slowly bloating 
into the words ‘his’ ‘panic’ as the background moved from 
saccharine to sombre hues. Most of  the works in Regarding 
Fear and Hope effectively reappraised the ingrained social fear 
of  the ‘Other’ and identified fear or xenophobia itself  as 
the repository of  something malign. Collectively, the works 
presented a potent critique of  the politics of  exclusion.

This thematic was also echoed across certain historical 
works included in the 2008 Sydney Biennale, such as Adrian 
Piper’s confronting video installation Black Box/White Box 
(1992) showing full-length footage of  the infamous bashing 
of  Rodney King, and Mike Parr’s unforgettable lip-stitching 
in violent empathy with detained asylum seekers in the 
performance piece Close the Concentration Camps (2002). 
Although neither works were recently made, the socio-
cultural conditions to which they speak continue to resonate.

The stratified nature of  anxiety was comprehensively 
conjured by Felicity Fenner’s 2008 Adelaide Biennial 
exhibition Handle with Care. Fenner prised open the clichés 
of  resilience and optimism so often used to characterise the 
Australian temperament, asking if  national bravado might in 
fact harbour ‘a fear of  confronting deep anxieties about our 
relationship to the world’.2

The exhibition used the motif  of  fragility in response to an 
array of  socio-political and environmental stressors. This focus 
on fragility was not just a unifying conceptual framework 
but was also, as Fenner notes, materialised in the ‘visually 
or formally delicate’3 composition of  the works themselves. 
Certainly Lorraine Connelly-Northey’s suite of  rusted wire 
sculptures, which simultaneously mourned and recreated the 
possum skin cloaks worn by her Indigenous ancestors, held 
a complex delicacy of  symbolic and material affect. As did 
Sandra Selig’s almost unbearably fragile spray-painted spider 
webs. 

In Janet Laurence and Suzann Victor’s works, the tension 
underlying the imperative to ‘handle with care’ was 
approached through the strategy of  suspension. Laurence’s 
dead tree hanging inverted in the gallery space affixed with 
plastic tubing suggested medical intervention into natural 
vascular systems, and referred inexorably to dying treescapes. 
Victor’s installation of  chandeliers encircled by a maze of  
water-filled glass tubes exploited the inherent fragility of  
glass to encapsulate both fragile balance and the nearness of  
destruction.  

Anxiety over ecological destruction featured even more 
prominently in several institutionally curated exhibitions in 
2008, most notably The Ecologies Project (MUMA) curated 
by Geraldine Barlow and Kyla McFarlane and Heat: Art and 

Climate Change (RMIT Gallery) curated by Linda Williams.

Heat: Art and Climate Change clearly argued the anthropocentric 
causes of  environmental catastrophe. Williams’ curatorial 
selection included artists such as Jill Orr, whose concern 
with environmental issues dates back as far as her Bleeding 
Trees series of  1979, and Bonity Ely, who contributed a 
reworking of  her 1980 performance piece, Murray River 
Punch. These veterans were placed alongside younger artists 
like Ash Keating whose project 2020? redirected tonnes of  
industrial rubbish to the gallery space at the Meat Market, 
reconfiguring the definitions of  art and waste.

The focus on a younger generation of  artists like Chris 
Bond and Christian Thompson and their response to 
environmental destruction was more pronounced in Barlow 
and McFarlane’s The Ecologies Project. In an interesting tactic, 
the exhibition included the iconic 1979 photograph of  
the Franklin River by Peter Dombrovskis: an image that 
was arguably the most important element in mobilising 
public support for the environmental campaign to stop the 
proposed damming of  the wild Tasmanian river 30 years 
ago. It has become the symbolic marker, not only for how 
the topography of  environmental politics has altered over 
the decades, but how differently ecological concerns are 
expressed in the contemporary artistic vernacular. For artists 
like Andrew Hazewinkel and Ash Keating, detritus is now 
indissociable from our relationship to the environment, and 
for Ricky Swallow or Nick Mangan, obsolete objects of  
everyday life become synecdoches for the life-world.

While these exhibitions make for sombre reflection on 
attenuated forms of  cultural anxiety, such gravitas was 
irreverently inverted in A Constructed World’s mini 
retrospective at ACCA, Increase  
Your Uncertainty. Renegade in intent, works by A Constructed  
World (aka Geoff  Lowe and Jacqueline Riva) celebrated in-
stability by confounding the binaries of  author and audience, 
success and failure. For this collective, experimentation—with 
its attendant embarrassment or failure—has been embraced. 
An emphasis on the open-ended and provisional was 
embodied in the materiality of  the works themselves: found 
objects, scrawled text, sketches, post-it notes.

For Vikki McInnes, Director of  VCA Margaret Lawrence 
Gallery, A Constructed World’s self-styled mottos like No 
need to be great, Stay in groups ‘reflects their anxiety about the 
breakdown of  community—a particularly contemporary 
concern, extrapolating the failure of  late capitalist society to 
care for or about its individual members.’4 The openness to 
supposedly negative terms like failure, and dialogue on the 
efficacy of  working in groups, was expanded in a series of  
public forums. By redirecting the focus from the artwork to 
the relations between the participants, A Constructed World 
created shared spaces that could become, in their own words, 
‘a working model of  culture’.5

A more muted form of  doubt was poetically explored in 
David Rosetzky’s No Fear, included in Jan Duffy and Alex 



(top) 
Andrew Hazewinkel 

Turbulence, 2007 
Video projection, 7 minutes 
Image courtesy the artist

(right) 
David Rosetzky 

No Fear, 2008 
Installation with sound 
Image courtesy the artist and 
Sutton Gallery, Melbourne 
Photo credit: Dean McCartney

(opposite) 
A Constructed World 

Charts 1998–2007, 2008 
Charts and lists on paper  
from ACW workshops  
and group projects 
Installation view 
Australian Centre for 
Contemporary Art, Melbourne 
Image courtesy the artists and 
Uplands Gallery, Melbourne 
Photo credit: John Brash
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Taylor’s co-curated exhibition My Doubtful Mind. This audio 
work layered a string of  psychological musings on self-
doubt over an ambient soundscape. Questions like ‘Do you 
admire certainty?’ and ‘Do you fear expressing your feelings, 
opinions, yourself ?’ were spoken in an anonymous voice-
over. The work mimicked the style of  self-help manuals and 
relaxation tapes with their mellifluous delivery and soothing 
sounds, coaxing the listener into considering their own inner 
landscapes of  doubt. 

Perceptual indeterminacy threaded its way through several 
of  the works in the exhibition Doubt, facilitated by Kiron 
Robinson and Lani Seligman. This was most delicately 
realised in Simon Horsburgh’s Froth (2006). Placed on a 
reflective aluminium surface, this small sculpture of  broken 
shards of  light bulbs resembled a cluster of  diaphanous 
bubbles and hovered beguilingly between its literal and 
figurative readings. Horsburgh notes of  the work, ‘It’s the 
celebration of  a moment and, I guess by extension, the 
uncertainty of  those moments, those observations—the 
uncertainty that resides in the transformative potential of  
everyday material and objects.’6

The curatorial style of  each of  the exhibitions negotiates 
the twin notions of  anxiety and uncertainty in idiosyncratic 
ways, and each has an individual thumbprint. For The 
Ecologies Project disparate artworks were grouped together in 
tight clusters, mimicking the feel of  an ecological system: 
interlinked organisms in a state of  growth. Increase Your 
Uncertainty accentuated indeterminacy in its scattered tents 
and provisional viewing rooms. In My Doubtful Mind the 
Victorian architecture of  Linden Gallery was effectively 
chosen for its capacity to conjure memory and be dissolved 
and reconstructed through conceits of  light.

Linda Williams deftly articulates the problematic of  cultural 
anxiety when she uses the term ‘self-image’ to ask what kinds 
of  new self-images artists are constructing in the face of  
uncertainty and fear.7 It’s a question that locates the zeitgeist 
at the interface of  world and representation, and can be 
used to diagnose our times. The matrix of  contemporary 
exhibitions premised on uncertainty and anxiety constitute 
a curatorial turn that pivots on a heightened awareness of  
complex cultural transformation. This turn gives primacy to 
an engagement with critical reflexivity—and all its eddying 
currents of  doubt.

Sophie Knezic is a Melbourne-based visual artist and 

writer, and Committee Member of  Kings Artist-Run 

Initiative.

Special thanks to Vikki McInnes, Simon Horsburgh and Adrien Allen  
for their comments on the subject.

(Endnotes)

1 Victoria Lynn, ‘Regarding 
Fear and Hope’ in Regarding 
Fear and Hope, Monash 
University Museum of  Art, 
2007, p. 5.

2 Felicity Fenner, ‘Fragile State’ 
in Handle With Care: 2008 
Adelaide Biennial of  Australian 
Art, Art Gallery of  South 
Australia, 2008, p. 18.

3 Ibid. p. 17.

4 Vikki McInnes, unpublished 
interview, September 2008. 

5 A Constructed World, 
Geoff  Lowe and Jacqueline 
Riva, ‘Not-Knowing as a 
Shared Space: Part 6’, in A 
Constructed Word: Increase Your 
Uncertainty, Australian Centre 
for Contemporary Art, 2007, 
p. 89.

6 Simon Horsburgh, 
unpublished interview, 
September 2008. 

7 Linda Williams, ‘Reshaping 
the Human Self-Image: 
Contemporary Art and 
Climate Change’ in Heat: Art 
and Climate Change, RMIT 
Gallery, 2008, p. 5, p. 14.
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Normal

Everyone has a normal

My normal is not your normal

Your normal is not my normal

My friends have the same normal as me

Do your friends have the same normal as you?

It’s a really good sign to share a concept of  

‘normal’ with someone.

Otherwise

(I am sorry to say)

You are totally alone in the world.
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Kirsten Farrell  

Pretty Ulysses, 2008  
Acrylic paint on acrylic sheet 80 x 180 cm 
Image courtesy the artist

(opposite)  
Emily Floyd  

Temple of  the Female Eunuch, 2007  
Installation detail 
Vinyl, polyurethane and poker on wood.  
Image courtesy the artist and Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne
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It was at the age of  twenty that Gabriel Charles Dante Rossetti 
rearranged the form of  his name to take Dante as his first. As a 
fledgling painter and poet, from then on to be known as Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti, this gesture was not only a nod to the Italian poet 
Dante Alighieri who so greatly inspired him, but also signifies how 
literary models were to become a powerful source of  legitimation 
for the artist’s controversial blurring of  the boundaries between the 
written word and the visual arts in his own work.

If  the twentieth century saw a break away from narrative and 
storytelling with Modernism’s emphasis on rupture from past 
models, this can no longer be said to be the case today. On the 
contrary, a growing number of  visual artists are taking literary 
works as springboards for their art-making, locating in stories from 
the past a vehicle to communicate contemporary concerns while 
simultaneously challenging conventional ways of  ‘reading’ and 
interpreting artworks. 

Julia Robinson is an 
Adelaide-based artist 
whose sculptural objects 
often reveal a particular 
interest in examples of  
eating in fairytales and 
mythology. At Über 
Gallery in 2007, the artist 
installed Infernal Cake, a 
towering wedding cake 
hand-stitched from bridal 
satin and embroidered 
with the grotesque 
characters that populate 
Dante’s classic nightmare 
vision of  the afterlife, 
Inferno. Robinson displayed 
Infernal Cake alongside the 

surreal and highly cinematic photographs of  Italian artist Paolo 
Consorti, who likewise finds in Dante a means of  critique for the 
decadence of  contemporary life. Robinson’s juxtapositions—of  
characters suffering brutal punishments for sins of  avarice, envy and 
greed with the enticing, pillowy opulence of  a satin cake—would 
surely have resonated with any viewer who has ever suffered at the 
hands of  a ‘bridezilla’ or witnessed the spectacle of  an overblown 
modern wedding.  

Drawing on her background in the ‘feminine’ crafts of  
dressmaking and costume making, Robinson’s highly personal re-
envisaging of  Dante’s text (members of  her own family and friends 
are sewn into the scenes) also has a subversive undercurrent in the 
way the artist lightly and humorously threads herself  into a master 
text. It’s the kind of  irreverent attitude similarly discernible in the 
installation works of  Melbourne artist Emily Floyd, whose ongoing 
treatment of  literary works has led one critic to argue such texts are 
‘emblematic of  her life and the cultural landscape she inhabits—a 
bibliography to her biography.’1

At Anna Schwartz Gallery in February 2008, Floyd tackled the 
feminist text that became an emblem of  an era, Germaine Greer’s 
1970 stir to women to recover their repressed sexuality, The Female 
Eunuch. Snaking across the gallery floor, Floyd’s Temple of  the Female 
Eunuch consisted of  an assembly line of  carved sculptural torsos and 
wooden blocks stamped with text and tinged with the bold reds, 
blues, oranges, purples and greens of  the 1960s flower power colour 
scheme. Marking a departure from existential fictions focused on 
personal struggle, Floyd’s shift to a polemical treatise poses certain 
challenges and while the work may embody the utopian spirit of  
the period,2 the largely decorative use of  text and rather subdued 
treatment of  Greer’s rallying themes arguably sees the installation 
fall short of  the text’s revolutionary impetus. 

In contrast to Floyd’s installations which play with the materiality 
of  words, Canberra-based painter Kirsten Farrell employs literary 
references as a means of  challenging conventional ways of  
interpreting an abstract work. In Pretty Ulysses and Other Paintings, 
exhibited in July–August 2008 at MOP Projects in Sydney, Farrell 

presented a series of  striped abstract geometric 
compositions rendered in acrylic that recalled 
Bridget Riley’s Egyptian Palette stripe paintings of  
the early 1980s. Pairing her paintings with titles 

that referenced both Joyce’s Ulysses and fragments of  text from email 
spam and other ‘low culture’ sources, the artist sought to disrupt the 
cool formalism of  her abstractions. In Ulysses, a text famed for its 
encyclopedic obsession with codes, Farrell found a good fit for her 
scheme as such references challenged the viewer to ‘read into’ the 
paintings. However their flat surface and lack of  content could only 
frustrate any such attempt. 

In her artist statement, Farrell wrote that ‘one of  the similarities 
between painting and fiction is that they are both windows into other 
possible universes.’3 This may be true, however, the ways in which 
meaning is constructed in the introspective act of  reading a literary 
text varies greatly to how one appreciates a visual artwork. Yet in 
borrowing something of  the relational nature of  narrative, artists 
working from literary models widen the web of  reference points 
creating quiet and complex works that, like a good story, allow a viewer 
room to breathe, to reflect and to lose oneself  in an imaginary world.  

Ella Mudie is an arts writer based in Sydney.

1  Sarah Tutton, The New Silhouette 
exhibition catalogue, Institute of  
Modern Art, Brisbane, 2006.

2  As argued by critic Charlotte Day in 
‘Temple of  the Female Eunuch’, Art 
World issue 1, February/March 2008, 
pp. 62–64.

3  Kirsten Farrell, artist statement for 
the exhibition Pretty Ulysses and Other 
Paintings, MOP Projects, Sydney,  
24 July – 10 August 2008.

Ella Mudie
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Kirsten Farrell  

Pretty Ulysses, 2008  
Acrylic paint on acrylic sheet 80 x 180 cm 
Image courtesy the artist

(opposite)  
Emily Floyd  

Temple of  the Female Eunuch, 2007  
Installation detail 
Vinyl, polyurethane and poker on wood.  
Image courtesy the artist and Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne



Robin Hely’s video work Sherrie (2002), recently exhibited at Brisbane’s Institute of Modern Art as part 
of The Dating Show, curated by Robert Leonard, features ‘hidden camera’ footage of the artist going on an 
agency-organised blind date with a single mother. The video begins with an image of Hely on the phone, 
warmly lit by red light. He is flirting with Sherrie after rejecting a 25-year-old slim brunette. He seems like 
a Bond-style spy as we watch him strap a camera to his naked chest, all done to the sounds of a pumping 
Bloodhound Gang soundtrack. The video then cuts to the date: in grainy black and white footage we see 
Sherrie, poker machines singing in the distance. Sherrie likes magazine competitions and is looking for 
love. As the date goes on we hear less from Hely’s alter ego ‘Robert’ as, over numerous wines, Sherrie’s 
unrefined niceties turn into a monologue of desperation and despair, of a heart broken and dreams 
shattered. Eventually Robert interjects: ‘I don’t like fat chicks that much…’ before bluntly asking Sherrie to go 
home with him.

The last sequence is of Sherrie in a gallery, discovering the footage of her that ‘Robert’ has filmed and 
exhibited. The sequence only lasts for a few seconds and is captured with a shaky camera. Sherrie is enraged, 
swearing and yelling ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ An unknown commentator states, ‘Ah, that’s pretty 
harsh…’ Sherrie has all the elements of a well-made play: characters, narrative climax, and an emotionally 
engaging plot. Utilising the familiar aesthetics of reality television, it is a work of both everyday banality 
and tragic emotionality.

Sherrie never explicitly states whether it is real or a construction. I ask the gallery assistant. He doesn’t 
know. The implication is that Hely has filmed Sherrie without permission, and this possibility infuriates 
me. I don’t know where the art starts and reality ends, so I sit, transfixed, watching him perform acts that I 
feel are completely unethical. I think that this experience is the most captivating part of Sherrie. I judge him, 
harshly, for using a real person as fodder for his artwork. I feel dirty afterwards, and yet I sat all the way 
through, silent, transfixed. In researching this article, I found that the artist chooses neither to confirm nor 
deny the reality of the situation, preferring to leave it ambiguous.

Sherrie has no acts of extreme violence, no grotesque bodily fluids. However, its slimy subtlety unsettles; it 
asks; it challenges. Performance maker Tim Etchells, of theatre company Forced Entertainment, writes of the 
drive to create a spectator who is also a kind of witness:

… because to witness an event is to be present at it in some fundamentally ethical way, to feel the weight 
of things and one’s own place in them, even if that place is simply, at the moment, as an onlooker.1 

To quell my confusion, I am compelled to ask myself what lines have been crossed by Hely. What does 
it mean to film someone without consent, and then make a spectacle of it for your own gain? Should 
Sherrie’s vulnerability be respected, kept private? How does the gender relationship matter in this work? 
Where does the artist stop and the arsehole begin? Are there actions that should not be permissible, even 
in the name of art?

My attention keeps coming back to her, to the fact that she is a real person. I’m reminded of Chris Burden 
asking someone to shoot him in the arm (Shoot, 1971). However this act was done with consent: it was his 
pain, his body, and also his glory afterwards, his reward. Seeing documentation of Mike Parr sewing his 
own lips together in protest (Close The Concentration Camps, 2002) is an incredibly visceral experience, but 
part of what we are watching is the decision by the artist to use his body as the site where his ideas become 
manifest: again, they were his actions. But Sherrie gave no consent, and as viewers we are complicit in her 
emotional embarrassment. In this exploitation, she is an innocent, and I feel responsible for her.

It could be said that we have made a work together, Hely and I. In the time and space 
of watching, his video has activated a response in me, a narrative of sorts. Sherrie is 
provocateur; the real work is in the watching. 

But what are Hely’s responsibilities? Artists often engage in questioning or aggravating 
the dominant moral compass of the time. Art needs to push boundaries and, yet, there 
must be some accountability somewhere. Is there a way to question ethics, ethically? We 
spectators act as a barometer. We decide what brushes close to a sense of the taboo, what 
is transgressive. However, borders move, opinions change. 

I was later told that Hely used an actress in this work. It seems that his theatre was, in fact, a theatre. At first, 
I was relieved to learn of the forgery, then disappointed. I had been tricked; my emotions were engineered. 
And yet, it was powerful and I am impressed. Regardless of whether he manufactured Sherrie, he left a 
bruise on me in the real world, extended beyond fiction, and held me responsible.
 
In order to challenge his audience to consider where their individual ethics sit, Hely puts his own persona 
on the line. He portrays himself as the tyrant, and it is he who is subject to our judgment. However, it 
does feel like he played dirty in order to get my attention. He is in control, and I’m not sure if I respect his 
decisions. I’m reminded that controversial acts should always be approached with a degree of skepticism. 

Mish Grigor is a Sydney-based performance maker, writer and curator. 

1 Tim Etchells, Certain Fragments: Contemporary Performance and Forced Entertainment, Routledge, London, 1999, p.17.
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p.18-19  Robin Hely 
Sherrie, 2002 
Digital video (details) 
Images courtesy the artist  
Photo credit: Robert Henley
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RITE OF RETURN: 
ROSA ELLEN IN 
CORRESPONDENCE  
WITH ARTIST  
SARY ZANANIRI

FROM MELBOURNE:
In September 2008 28-year-old Melbourne artist 
Sary Zananiri prepared for a trip to the Middle East, 
because as he says, it was ‘somewhere I could get 
away from the Melbourne winter’. The previous 
year he had visited Jordan—the country where he 
spent most of his childhood—with the purpose of 
making a video about being in exile, so close but so 
far from his family’s original home in the Occupied 
Territories. The idea was to sail paper boats across 
the Dead Sea from Jordan to the West Bank and 
then to film them capsizing before they reached the 
other side. However, unplanned obstacles intervened. 
The artist’s father insisted on coming along and 
throwing around some creative weight: he thought 
the launching place ought to be the more photogenic 
‘public’ beach. Unfortunately the beach’s security 
guards ordered them not to film because there were 
women swimming nearby. Finally, police patrolling 
in speedboats sent waves splashing over the paper 
vessels, ruining the footage Zananiri was covertly 
taking. It was a filmmaking disaster; one that ensured 
the story became a mission unaccomplished.

The impetus for his new project came from 
photographs Zananiri’s mother brought back 
from Ramallah after the violent 2003 Israeli (re-)
occupation. The photographs horrified him. ‘People 
can’t always conceptualise where the West Bank 
is, yet they’ve heard of it. But Ramallah? There’s 
no recognition.’ Or, more likely, recognition hovers 
vaguely around explosive news headlines: news 
around the siege on Yasir Arafat’s compound in 
2003, or images of the grim fortress of the Israeli 
separation wall. When Zananiri arrives in Ramallah, 
he will search for buildings still resonant with the 
2003 destruction. He plans to cast moulds from the 
damage and transport the pieces back to Melbourne, 
where he will finish them in materials such as glass or 
resin, as if collecting evidence.

Zananiri has been taking moulds from life since he 
came across Inglenook, the curious Carlton residence 

of 19th century decorative plasterer Jack Cormack.1 
Since this encounter, Zananiri has recreated finely 
turned banisters, cornices and chairs in glasswork 
(the medium he trained in) and fashioned spectral 
glass repairs to the abandoned domestic objects 
of his old family farmhouse.2 The Ramallah project 
seems quite a departure from the re-imaginings of 
long-ago ‘craftsmanship’. It is, however, not without 
its own nostalgia. Zananiri has chosen to create a site-
responsive work in a place he has minimal physical 
connection to, but for which he has intense personal 
and political feelings. His father’s family were urban 
Palestinians from Jerusalem, a place they left in 1967. 
On a previous attempt to visit Ramallah, Zananiri 
could not get a visa for longer than three days and 
spent eight hours crossing border checkpoints. 
Preparing for this trip, he is not entirely sure what 
materials will be available for taking casts, or if locals 
will object to his on-site cast-making. 

Bullet holes are an important part of the Ramallah 
Zananiri wants to capture. He would like to find a 
public building or a significant one like Yasir Arafat’s 
compound, although from pictures it looks perhaps 
too destroyed. ‘You hear people talk of bullet holes in 
Europe and you immediately think, “Oh that’s old. 
It’s more historic”, whereas I think of the bullet holes 
in the West Bank as much more ruptured … fresher.’ 

The lack of any war-damaged building in Melbourne, 
the final destination for this work, is also of great 
concern for Zananiri. ‘My daily experience is very 
different to people living in Ramallah’, he says. ‘That’s 
something that I’m very wary of. I don’t want to be 
speaking for Palestinians who are under occupation 
… I want to reflect my own thoughts about what’s 
going on. I suppose when I designed the work it was 
designed to be experienced.’

‘Have you heard of the “Sarajevo rose”?’ I ask 
Zananiri. They are the concentric pockmark patterns 
on Bosnian roadsides, left by mortar shells during the 
Bosnian War (1992–95). They are often filled with red 
resin making them look like a fragmented rose, and 
they mark the spot where three or more people lost 
their lives. He says he has heard of them, and refers 
to a photograph that he finds very moving taken in 
1948, the year of the Nakba when the State of Israel 
was declared. Taken by Palestinian photographer 
Ali Zaarur, the black and white photograph shows a 
ceiling that has been hit by a shell, only just missing 
a framed icon of the Virgin Mary. The black, neat 
hole has crashed in at halo height above the picture, 
creating a kind of tragic, incidental shrine. ‘I find it 
influential’, he says. ‘Not in a religious sort of way … 
but their faith’. We talk about the ‘little house’ altars 
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his grandparents kept constantly lit in their house. 
‘I really love those sorts of shrines, that makeshift 
nature.’

 International Art Academy of  Palestine, Ramallah, 2008 Photo:Sary Zananiri

FROM RAMALLAH:
The phrase ‘Crossing the Bridge’, which describes 
movement between Jordan and Israel, sums up a 
tide of weary apprehension for Palestinians. But, 
for Zananiri, the wait at the Allenby Bridge was 
not so long this time, and once at the border he 
was given a three-month visa to stay in Ramallah. 
Architecturally, the city looks quite different to what 
he was expecting; the white limestone is more similar 
to modern Amman than old cities like Jerusalem or 
Bethlehem. 

Unlike Amman it doesn’t have a dusty black film 
covering everything. The effect of the late summer 
sun seems almost blinding. I can see how the 
Orientalists were captivated by all those pastel 
colours. Ironically, in this very modern metropolis 
I have not seen one bullet hole yet, or even signs of 
destruction … I think my project is going to be more 
difficult than I thought!

‘There are no bullet holes!’ he says again over the 
phone, and in an email: ‘Oh Rosa, this project is 
turning into a disaster!’ Since the siege, when Israeli 
tanks rolled through the streets and houses were 
fired at, the city has seemingly undergone a rapid 
restoration. Even Arafat’s compound has been 
replaced by a gleaming memorial and tomb. It is 
not like people are not talking about what happened 
in 2003: ‘[They’re] more than happy to talk about 
politics. A friend was talking about Israeli tanks going 
up and down the street. The way she was talking 
about it was almost a joke; “Something happened—
ha ha ha!”’

The prospect of finding physical scars is proving 
elusive. ‘I am looking at those layerings … It’s a 

surprisingly small town. It probably takes half an hour 
to walk from one end to another.’ Three days pass, 
and the layers become more evident:

When I wander around the city I see the sites where 
houses once were and I ask myself, has this been 
pulled down to make way for a new building or is it 
the site of another house demolition? There seems to 
be a blurring of lines that I can’t quite comprehend.

As part of his residency at the philanthropic Al-Qattan 
Foundation, Zananiri is giving lessons in glass and 
resin casting to students at the International Art 
Academy of Palestine. He finds their enthusiasm 
touching. ‘There’s also nothing in the way of art 
supplies’ he says, requiring him to search industrial 
sites for materials. The project fits robustly into 
what he thinks is a Palestinian penchant for 
documentation—all art catalogues are full colour and 
multilingual and the library at the Academy holds a 
wealth of books on Palestinian art he’s never seen 
before. ‘It makes me think, if the conflict ends, that 
Palestinian art from this period will be safely archived 
and highly accessible. In this respect, I see cultural 
production here geared towards the future’. ‘Unlike 
my work’, he adds. 

My project seems to be based in a Ramallah that 
was under siege and in the international spotlight, 
as opposed to the vibrant, if not immobile, reality of 
this wonderful city.

‘When it’s finished,’ Zananiri says, ‘it’ll be very much 
about being within a space. Rather than a typical 
installation … I’d really like it to inspire some sort 
of physical response.’ Ramallah’s almost complete 
reconstruction has introduced a jarring aesthetic to 
the work, erasing the imprints of violence which, 
perhaps more as an outsider than a Palestinian, 
originally compelled Zananiri. His ideas are now 
moving away from myths and towards the experience 
of his friends and students during the conflict. ‘I 
think that giving these workshops at the art school 
will be a means of dispelling some of the myths for 
me. The workshops were unexpected for me, but I 
have gotten progressively more excited about them 
since I arrived.’ This is just what Zananiri’s anticipated 
location, when it’s found, won’t reveal: the giving that 
goes on behind the taking. 

ROSA ELLEN IS AN OCCASIONAL WRITER  
LIVING IN MELBOURNE.

1  Inglenook, a collaborative work with Joshua Daniel, was exhibited at 
Spacement, Melbourne, June–July 2005.

2  Exhibited in Lawler’s Farm, a site-responsive exhibition in Bright, 
Victoria, October 2005.
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Warren Beatty once said of pop icon Madonna, ‘She 
doesn’t want to live off-camera. There’s nothing to say off 

camera. What point is there existing off-camera?’ With the 
continued privileging of vision and the prominence of the 

camera in contemporary Western culture, to be unrecorded 
and off-camera is to cease to exist, to be invisible. If, like 

our ‘friends’ in the Big Brother house, your life is constantly 
being recorded, you are inscribed as culturally significant 
and deemed worth watching, at least for 15 minutes. This 

helps explain the increasing trend towards self-surveillance 
via the endless possibilities of Youtube, Facebook, Myspace 

and webcam sites that allow live and pre-recorded 
broadcasting 24 hours a day. In a commodity driven culture, 

to project an image is to be empowered and granted entry 
into the consumable cultural economy of capitalism.

The postmodern desire for omnipresence through 
communication technologies has informed much 

contemporary art practice, particularly in relation to video 
and performance. Video technologies provide artists with 
a means to explore the power relationship established by 

the camera and the role it can play in informing self-image 
and identity. It is no coincidence that since the 1990s there 

has been an explosion in the production of performance-
based video art. What better way to explore the insatiable 
desire to be visible than by turning the camera on yourself 

and those around you? Writing in 1997, British critic 
Joanna Lowry noted a dominant trend for artists using 

video and photography to ‘transform each and every one 
of us into performance artists, performing the everyday in 
the real time of video.’ Rachel Scott and Kate Murphy are 

two Sydney-based artists working within this continuing 
tradition. They capture the performative aspects of 

everyday life through the visual language of home movies, 
documentary and reality television.

In Rachel Scott’s single channel video Hot Not (2006) the 
camera captures the artist in the private setting of her 

suburban home. As with many of Scott’s works, Hot Not 
operates like a confessional, self-reflexive diary entry, 

blurring the boundaries between the public and private 
life of the artist. Her front porch is transformed into a 

theatrical stage on which she performs a choreographed 
dance in her tracksuit pants to Don’t Cha by the Pussy 

Cat Dolls. The static gaze of the camera, which is carefully 
positioned behind the front window inside the house, is 

reminiscent of the ubiquitous perspective evident in reality 
television programs. We voyeuristically watch the artist 

as she watches herself performing to and for the camera. 
However, what begins as a playful attempt to recreate the 

choreography and female posturing of the music video 
soon falls apart. Scott begins to scrutinize her body, 

evaluating and dissecting her reflected image in comparison 
to the image of the pop stars in the music video. A subtle 

reflection of the camera lens on the glass window casts an 
ominous ring around the artist. This reflection indicates how 
self-image is inextricably linked to the camera and televisual 

culture.
Kate Murphy’s PonySkate (2004) explores the camera’s 

influence on subjectivity through two intimate and in-depth 
video portraits of a seven-year-old boy and girl. Murphy 
supplied each child with a video camera to record their 

lives over a 24 hour period. As the children go about 
their everyday routines, Murphy simultaneously sets 

her own camera upon them. The results are shown as 
a dual-screen presentation of each child’s life, one from 
the perspective of the subject/participant and the other 

from the more conventional, slightly removed position 
of the filmmaker. Through these multiple perspectives, 
PonySkate investigates not only the effect of the ever-

present camera on the child’s evolving sense of self, but 
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BEING 
SEEN ON 
SCREEN

also how video, in the form of both the home movie and 
television, have become intrinsically linked to childhood 

development. The video camera has become the medium 
of choice to capture memories, replacing the still camera 
in the documentation of day-to-day activities and special 
occasions. This is apparent in Murphy’s work as we see 

the children control and interact with the video camera with 
complete confidence. The familiarity with which the two 

children handle the video camera and adopt the dual roles 
of producer and subject is indicative of the way in which the 
lens and televisual culture have infiltrated all aspects of our 

personal and social experience. 
As both Murphy and Scott’s works suggest, it is through the 

apparatus of the camera lens that we commonly see the 
world and may watch ourselves performing in that world. 
The continued rise in self-surveillance and the relentless 

consumption of images suggest that the privileged position 
of the camera and the desire to be seen on screen are 

only gaining momentum. It is no surprise that a generation 
of artists including Murphy and Scott are developing new 

modes of video practice—informed by the language of 
home movies, documentary, reality television and increasing 

online self-surveillance trends—in response to this 
camera-centric culture. These works provoke a series of 

questions about the role and ability of the artist to interrupt 
or intervene in a commodity driven culture obsessed with 

its own reflection. Does this type of work perpetuate or 
critique the contemporary compulsion for one’s image to 
be inscribed by the camera lens? Does it reveal a level of 

complicity with the dominance of televisual culture? What 
distinguishes the artist’s approach from the self-made 

Internet celebrity who uploads their videos on Myspace, 
for instance? While there is clearly a different cultural 

framework and intention operating in the artists’ videos, 
when art and life collide and the boundaries between 

public and private are deliberately blurred—as in the work 
of Scott and Murphy—it becomes increasingly difficult to 
draw a clear distinction between the two modes of visual 

production.

Di Smith is a Sydney based artist and one of the 
directors at firstdraft Gallery
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Artist run initiatives (ARIs) rarely survive long 
in Sydney. The scene fluctuates and rejuvenates 
with short-lived and new spaces, with some long-
term spaces providing stability. ARIs with possibly 
short-term prospects—such as Serial Space, a 
DIY warehouse conversion in Chippendale—inject 
a spurt of energy into the scene, providing space 
for sound artists, bands and exhibitions that may 
not receive mainstream support. Two relatively 
new ARIs with potentially long-term prospects 
have opened in Sydney with affordable, well-
constructed and supportive gallery environments.

Locksmith has been operating since the 
beginning of 2008 and is directed by two 
young artists, Kenzee Patterson and Samuel 
Villalobos. The pair live upstairs from the small 
but beautifully constructed shopfront exhibition 
space on Regent Street. The location is at the 
intersection of Alexandria with Redfern and 
Waterloo—all traditionally working class suburbs 
rapidly being gentrified and sometimes politicised 
by the New South Wales government’s plans for 
the urban and economic development of the area. 
The gallery sits comfortably alongside second-
hand furniture shops, migrant-run bakeries, 
grocery stores and barbers. It encourages a 
laidback, community vibe with openings and 
events sometimes accompanied by BBQs in an 
outdoor courtyard. Locksmith’s directors aim to 
make their exhibition space free for artists, and 
not surprisingly, it has held a number of strong 
exhibitions by some of Sydney’s more exciting 
young artists including Mitch Cairns, Adam 
Constenoble, Will French, Anna Kristensen, and 
the directors themselves.

The exhibition Keys Cut showcased the 
directors’ work. A series of sculptural objects 
by Villalobos and a window installation and 
small work on paper by Patterson drew from the 
Australian vernacular. Villalobos’ work included 
Bloody Banana (2008) a sculptural installation of 
life-size post-box shaped objects, one standard-red 
and the other express-post-yellow. This work faced 
$3.85 (2008), a collection of Australian coins that 
appeared to be plastic replica toys, but which were 
actually cast from silver and gold. 

Patterson included The Southern Cross (2008), 
an astronomically correct map of the Southern 
Cross constellation, placed on the outside of the 
gallery’s window. The work was made from car 
stickers of the Southern Cross usually seen on 
the back windscreens of cars driven by patriotic 
(or perhaps occasionally nationalistic) young 
drivers. Accompanying the installation was The 
Coal Sack (2008) a curious work on paper made 
of ingested coal dust and saliva, spat by the artist 
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onto paper after his safety mask failed during a 
drawing experiment. Both artists’ works displayed 
a dry sense of play and refined aesthetic sensibility 
and craftsmanship. While very different in form 
and execution, the two bodies of work point to a 
shared appreciation of the idiosyncrasies of urban 
landscapes and Australian cultural identity. 

A walk away from Locksmith up Regent 
Street, past Redfern Station and along Wilson 
Street leads to the cheekily titled Institute of 
Contemporary Art Newtown, or ICAN. Like 
Locksmith, ICAN has window street-frontage, 
which opens the gallery to the surrounding 
environment of a leafy, spacious and comfortable 
part of Newtown—an advantage for a space that 
focuses its exhibition program on conceptual 
art practice, which can often be perceived as 
inaccessible. 

ICAN was opened by artists Carla Cescon and 
Alex Gawronski, and gallerist Scott Donovan. 
The trio responded to a need for a gallery 
dedicated to art practice that might not fit within 
commercial gallery models. They bring years 
worth of experience of the Sydney art scene, 
having previously been involved in artist-run and 
commercial gallery ventures. Their experience, 
relative maturity and long-term dedication to ICAN 
set it apart from other ARIs. The gallery does not 
purport to support ‘young’ artists, ‘emerging’ 
artists or ‘mid-career’ artists. They’re interested 
in good art by anyone and have exhibited work 
by Australian and international artists of repute 
such as Pipilotti Rist and Ronnie Van Hout. This 
approach emphasises the significant role ARIs 
play in the art community—a role that goes 
beyond being a ‘leg-up’ for emerging artists into 
a commercial gallery. ICAN acknowledges that an 
artist’s career does not necessarily run a straight 
course (from art school to exhibitions at ARIs, 
then commercial gallery representation followed 
by museum shows) and that value is measured by 
many factors besides commercial success. 

Appropriately fitting to this endeavour is the 
current exhibition by Philipa Veitch. Entitled 
Statecraft, it critically evaluates how creativity 
is understood in relation to productivity in our 
contemporary capitalist society. This is a pertinent 
enquiry that resonates beyond the arts community. 
It raises questions about worth, and in particular 
how individuals and communities might find a 
balance between commercial interests and cultural 
imperatives.

Elise Routledge is an art educator, curator and 
writer based in Sydney.
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Clockwise from top:

Samuel Villalobos
$3.85
Cast from life, gold and silver.
Image courtesy the artist 
Photo credit: Alex Reznick

Installation view, Keys Cut, Locksmith, 
Sydney, 2008
Photo credit: Alex Reznick

ICAN inaugural opening, K, 2007
Photo credit: ICAN
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Thinking about ‘Chinese contemporary art’ 
immediately evokes a flurry of images. From Cai 
Guo Qiang’s enormous firework performances, to the 
reworked Chinese characters of Xu Bing’s Book from 
the Sky and Ai Weiwei’s beautiful disfigurement of 
antique Chinese furniture, certain works have become 
inextricably tied to China’s contemporary art industry. 
Utilising visual attributes such as fireworks, Chinese 
characters and furniture, such works are immediately 
locatable within a distinctly Chinese geographical, 
political and social framework and have led to the 
coining of the term ‘Chineseness’ as a way to describe 
the aesthetic. Over the past decade, the reputation of 
this aesthetic has developed to the point where a self-
conscious ‘Chineseness’ is perceived as the aesthetic 
of Chinese contemporary art. While just a few years 
ago, Factory 798 in Beijing and Moganshan Lu in 
Shanghai were dusty, run-down warehouses filled with 
labyrinths of artists’ studios and small galleries, now, 
due to the global art market success of ‘Chineseness’, 
these spaces are unrecognisable. Filled as much with 
tourists, coffee shops and expensive fashion houses as 
they are art, one cannot look anywhere without being 
met with the satirical pop art Maos and grotesque Yue 
Minjun laughing faces. But, in China’s so-called third 
art city, Guangzhou, ‘Chineseness’—thankfully—is yet 
to dominate the art scene.

The trappings of commercialism that encircle Beijing 
and Shanghai seem like a distant fantasy in the 
sub-tropical city of Guangzhou. Whereas galleries at 
798 are sandwiched by such companies as Omega 
and Nike—literally and figuratively ensconced by 
commercialisation—in Guangzhou, galleries and 
creative spaces are found at the end of open-air 
markets and tucked behind construction sites. There 
are no specialised maps for art spaces here and 
stories of successful artists are few and far between. 
The most recent art heroes, Cao Fei and Ou Ning, 
have both relocated to Beijing. For critic Jin Feng, 
Guangzhou is ‘no longer considered one of the 
epicentres of visual culture’ and would ‘definitely 

disappear from the art map’ if it weren’t for the 
Guangzhou Triennial.1 Is this really true, though? Is 
Guangzhou an artistic black hole? Far from it: though 
independent contemporary art practices in China can 
sometimes be difficult to find (especially that rare 
breed, the non-profit art space), the key to locating 
them in Guangzhou is for us to look harder.

While Beijing and Shanghai have long traditions of 
artistic heritage, Guangzhou is a relative newcomer 
to the contemporary art scene. It was notably absent 
from the avant-garde movement in the 1980s that 
has been historicised as the birth of contemporary 
Chinese art.2  Nor does Guangzhou have any of 
the artistic infrastructure and market success that 
Beijing and Shanghai now exude. While there is a 
strong sense of community in Guangzhou there is 
still an absence of any centralised precinct for art 
production and exhibition. While some students from 
the Guangzhou Academy of Fine Art may lament 
that their hometown is not like Beijing where ‘they 
have this place called 798 filled with artists’, the lack 
of commercialised infrastructure has allowed and 
encouraged a relatively unfettered art community that 
is neither pressured by stereotypes of ‘Chineseness’ 
nor enticed by them. 

This independent spirit may be partially due to 
the relative youth of Guangzhou’s art scene. When 
contemporary art began to take flight in the late 
1970s in Beijing and Shanghai, artists were charged 
with breaking down expectations and limitations of 
creativity. The climate in which they were seeking to 
both create and exhibit in was fraught by the sheer 
fact that they were the first to break artistic allegiance 
to the state. By the late 1980s, when contemporary 
art happenings began to occur in Guangzhou, 
the artistic climate had been through ten years of 
tumultuous development: artists had skipped through 
the pages of Western art history at an alarming rate 
while simultaneously wrestling with a response to the 
devastation of the Cultural Revolution. But by the end 
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(above) 
Xu Tan
Keywords School
Installation view, Vitamin Creative Space, Guangzhou, 2008
Image courtesy the artist
Photo credit: Vitamin Creative Space

(p.30) 
Mikala Tai and Vincent He  
in discussion at Vitamin 
Creative Space, Guangzhou,  
September 2008.
Photo Credit: Phoenee Chun



of the 1980s, artists began to turn their focus from 
the past to the more pressing and urgent questions 
of the present and future. It was in this moment of 
refocusing that Guangzhou emerged as the ‘third’ 
cultural city of China.

It is important to note the timing of this emergence. 
Artists in Beijing and Shanghai started contemporary 
cultural production in the late 1970s with a distinct 
focus on painting and sculpture and experimented 
for almost ten years before conceptualism became 
mainstream. Works such as Xiao Lu’s Dialogue (1989) 
utilised conceptual means to question the future. In 
Beijing’s National Art Gallery, Xiao fired a gun at her 
installation as a warning that passive acceptance of 
the arts was not an assurance of real shifts in the 
Chinese government’s essential mandates. Not only 
was this performance powerful in communicating 
Xiao’s point, but, read in a more historical light, the 
work can be seen as a conceptual premonition of 
the student protests at Tian’anmen Square just two 
months later.  

It was in this climate of conceptual investigation that 
Guangzhou became artistically active. The emergence 
of an art scene grounded in the conceptual—rather 
than one rooted in the traditions of painting and 
sculpture—has had an ongoing influence on the 
development of Guangzhou’s contemporary art. One 
of the seminal works to emerge from Guangzhou at 
this time was the 1988 performance piece, Words 
and Men, by Hou Hanru and Yang Jiechang (both 
Guangzhou natives who later left and established 
successful international careers). The work has been 
canonised by Michael Sullivan who, in his book, Art 
and Artists of Twentieth-Century China—one of the first 
compendium-style books to document contemporary 
Chinese art—refers to this work as one which speaks 
of ‘isolation and despair.’3 While little detail remains 
about what actually occurred in this performance, that 
so many in the local art community, from students to 
gallerists, continue to refer to and debate the work, 

illustrates its status as a critical moment (however 
mythologised) in the development of Guangzhou’s art 
scene. 

Collaborative and conceptually focused practices 
have continued to distinguish the Guangzhou art 
scene from its Beijing and Shanghai counterparts. 
In the wake of Hou and Yang’s early work came 
the collective Big Tail Elephant Group—a group 
established in 1991 with a focus on the effects of 
urbanisation—and soon after, other collaborations  
such as Yangjiang Youth and U-Theque as well as art 
spaces such as Libreria Borges and, more recently, 
Vitamin Creative and Ping Pong. With a distinct lack 
of commercial art galleries, international visitation 
and global recognition (with the exception of the 
Triennial), Guangzhou’s art scene is less reliant on the 
art market than Beijing’s and Shanghai’s are, and can 
instead focus on art and art theory. It is clear that the 
exchange of ideas that can be created through critical 
discourse is paramount to Guangzhou artists as the 
city has more places for artists to gather than it does 
for artists to make sales. Because the art market’s 
insatiable demand for object-based art has not yet 
pervaded their workspaces, Guangzhou artists have 
been able to pursue a more conceptual road. Their 
distance from prevailing trends of ‘Chineseness’ 
has ensured that their work is far from simply a 
slave to the market; their freedom from commercial 
incentives is thus accompanied with a degree of 
artistic abandon and critical independence. 

However, this is not to say that artists in Guangzhou 
are not market savvy. When the mammoth one-
stop-shop that is the Guangzhou Triennial took 
up residence in the northern autumn 2008, local 
artists and artistic spaces all unashamedly sought 
to capitalise on the moment. Having mounted 
independent exhibitions to tie in with the Triennial 
thematic, the local art spaces hoped that the jet-
setting art elite would stay longer than the opening 
week and venture a look at emerging local art 
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practices. While the art exhibited in the air-conditioned 
white cube of the Guangdong Museum of Art pondered 
the Triennial’s ambitious curatorial framework, Farewell 
to Post-Colonialism, it was the work that lay in the 
local art spaces that responded most fervently and 
conceptually to the theme. The shows at these spaces 
focused on topics such as trade, dialogue and shared 
community—all of which are essential to the conditions 
of art in our post-post-colonial world. 

Vitamin Creative is the site for Xu Tan’s Keywords 
School, a project engaging with the very concept of a 
‘Chinese’ aesthetic. For the past two years, Xu, with 
the support of Vitamin Creative, has been interviewing 
artists in the hope of finding 125 keywords to describe 
Chinese contemporary art. These words appeared on 
the gallery’s walls, tables and chairs, with excerpts from 
the interviews providing examples of their colloquial 
usage. Two students entered the space while I was 
there, and began loudly discussing their opinions 
about the words, gesturing pointedly when they agree 
and, in one instance, banging on the wall in obvious 
disagreement. This is the sort of interaction that both 
Xu Tan and Vitamin Creative encourage. It is in such 
dialogue that the inherent ‘value’ of the work lies. The 
students’ heated exchange reveals the essence of Xu’s 
work: the negotiation and trading of ideas. To anchor 
this work more firmly within the community and to 
ignite further discussion, Vitamin Creative has offered 
a series of focus groups chaired by Xu Tan where 
people gather to debate the status of these keywords in 
contemporary society. Anybody can attend the sessions, 
with topics ranging from ‘body, fashion, market, play, 
illegal’, to ‘popular, fame, power, popularity, society.’ 
And because its greatest significance lies in discussion, 
Xu’s work is essentially uncollectable. Keywords School 
will remain a momentary and precarious exploration 
of the conceptual, even if a large institution collects the 
work and occasionally restages it.

Conceptual work of this type is prevalent in Guangzhou. 
While it is some of the most critically engaged work to 

Entrance to the Guangzhou Triennial at the Guangdong Museum of Art, 
2008. Photo Credit: Mikala Tai

emerge from China in recent years, it remains 
relatively unnoticed. This is due not only to 
its status as uncollectable but also, and more 
influentially, because it does not respond to the 
internationally recognised label of the ‘Chinese’ 
aesthetic. In the spirit of post-post-colonialism, my 
view is to abandon this notion of ‘Chineseness’ 
as a conceptual frame. We might have to 
compartmentalise the glossy works of political pop 
and critical realism to a bygone era, but only then 
will we be afforded a glimpse into what is really 
happening on the Chinese contemporary art scene.

Mikala Tai is a Melbourne based writer and 
researcher currently completing her PhD at the 
College of Fine Arts, UNSW. 

1 Jin Feng, ‘How Can We Understand Shanghai’s Art Ecology?’ in Yishu 
September 2008, Vol.7, No.5,  pp. 18–19.

2 Wu Hung, ‘Major Traditions in Chinese Contemporary Art’ in Tran-
sience: Chinese Experimental Art at the End of the Twentieth Century, 
University of Chicago Press, 1999, p. 16. 

3  Michael Sullivan, Art and Artists of Twentieth-Century China, University 
of California Press, 1996, p. 274. Sullivan uses an alternative title for the 
work, referring to it as Speaking, Communication, Mankind. The title Words 
and Men is as listed in the book Performance Art in China by Thomas 
J. Berghuis (published by Timezone 8, 2006). The discrepancies in the 
titling of this work reflect ongoing debate and mythologising of the early 
performance piece. 

36



37

added, cordoning off the paintings from 
close viewing.

In an adjoining white room, a second 
black couch sits against the wall that 
separates the spaces. Two identical 
towels are hung opposite each other 
at the same height as the paintings, 
each showing a different side but facing 
the same way in horizontal space. The 
towels are produced using a digital 
image of two lingering tube televisions 
on display shelves in a shop. Because 
of the woven construction of the 
towels, the image is pixilated into 
cotton threads and the picture appears 
positive on one side, and negative on 
the other. The fluffy image then has a 
front and a back. The towel showing 
the image from the front has ground 
coffee stuck in it, similar to the way 
sand might stick to a towel when 
sitting on it. The paintings are spatially 
and pictorially animated in a clumsy 
translation of one set of ideas and 
images into another. Nick’s tight, silent 
two-dimensional space is un-collapsed 
awkwardly into my loud, clumsy three-
dimensional space.

Two of Nick Austin’s acrylic-on-
newspaper-behind-glass aquarium 
paintings (2007), are hung at “TV height” 
in a black-carpeted room previously used 
for video projections. The two windows in 
the room are left open, letting the sound 
of the river outside provide a soundtrack 
for the re-staged paintings. The windows 
then act as stereo speakers. A third 
work, Untitled (2002) – a woolen blanket 
sprinkled with coffee granules – sits 
folded on the floor, which sets the smell 
at coffee. A black couch provides a 
suggested viewing position and a rope is 

by Simon Denny



(top) Simon Horsburgh Still, 2007. Plastic bag, monofilament, silver screen. Installation detail Conical Inc., Melbourne. Image courtesy the artist 
(above) Kel Glaister These endless days, 2008. Rugs. Image courtesy the artist. Image credit: Amy Marjoram



Simon, in your exhibition Forthcoming and Untitled (Conical Inc, 
2007), a real plastic bag was suspended in space, seemingly 
frozen mid-flutter. Once the audience came into line with the 
screen they experienced this object as an image. I can’t help but 
be reminded of the dominant role played by the cinema screen in 
our experience of beauty. Indeed, there is a very strong reference 
here to the film American Beauty. I wonder if this is a celebration 
or derision of representation? Would you prefer us to go out and 
experience the beauty of plastic bags in the real world?

The work you are referring to is Still. I think both examples you 
describe are a celebration of incongruous beauty. But from my 
perspective, whether that beauty is experienced via the cinema or 
elsewhere is neither here nor there. As you suggest, the screen’s 
capacity to convey an image is important, and collapsing the 
object/image binary along a particular sightline is significant, but 
the portability of that particular screen should not be overlooked. 
For me it becomes more about moments and encounters and 
yeah, the reality of things—be they plastic bags or silver screens. 
I’ve seen a lot of plastic bags that weren’t in American Beauty.

I think it’s imperative to respect the particular nature of found 
materials, otherwise there is no point using them. Obviously I’m 
interested in them for their transformative potential, but they 
come with a history, sometimes a function, so it’s never a case 
of ramming ideas into them. Still draws heavily on the reality of 
plastic bags. We are having a moment of stillness with an object 
that is almost never quiet and still—especially when it is inflated 
and airborne. I also consider Still as being part of an installation. 
The proximity of the bag to another work in the show, Squash, was 
also important. Squash is a work made from a mangled galvanised 
rubbish bin. It is approximately the same scale as the inflated bag 
and the two forms share similar surface contours. On another 
sightline, the bag floated like a shade or a dream above the bin. So 
in response to your question, I’m certainly more interested in the 
nature of things. I’m acutely aware that I am working in a context 
and a tradition, but given the choice, I’ll take ‘frozen mid-flutter’ 
over ‘cinematic representations of beauty’ every time.  

Kel, sometimes you use rhetorical filmic tropes in your work. 
For example, you made dead bodies wrapped in Persian rugs for 
your show These endless days (Blindside, 2008). This work reads 
as a paradox because the ‘dead bodies’ are entwined as though 
engaged in coitus. Quite apart from the fact that they have 

apparently been murdered, their genitals are separated by carpet. 
I can’t help but see a literal correlation between this work and the 
loss of ego during orgasm, otherwise called ‘the little death’. Is 
this an intentional reference, or was your aim with the work to 
more broadly question how believable sex and death scenes are 
in film? The work could also be seen as a presentation of what 
we find entertaining: sex, death and the forbidden. How do you 
respond to that assertion?

The use of a filmic type of image is about using images that are 
common knowledge or accessible via pop culture, so shared. I 
didn’t aim to debate representations in film really, for me it was a 
matter of using those images—the sex scene, the cliché of corpses 
transported in rugs—to set up my own allegorical narrative or 
scene.
 
Although I know a lot of people don’t see the death thing in this 
work. It doesn’t matter—the figures certainly look asphyxiated 
at least. And yes, making a work that’s literally about sex and 
death is a jokey kind of nod, both in the direction of what it is 
that entertains, and also what’s considered big and important (a 
category which generally doesn’t include dirty jokes about the 
production of meaning).

And there is something really appealing about the petite mort pun. 
Most of what I found interesting personally about the absurdist 
situation of corpses fucking each other was an attempt to set 
up an allegorical relationship between the narrative of the work 
and the relationship between artist, the work and audience. That 
there is a constant attempt at perfect communication—at filling 
the gaps between those three things—but you might as well be 
having sex from behind a rug, while you’re both dead. 

I guess like most of my works, These endless days picks up some 
stuff and throws it at all the other stuff. Wrap an absurd or overly 
literal proposition, often a joke or a trick, around a broad question 
like why make work? why communicate? And there really isn’t 
an answer proposed. Maybe I’ll get around to that one day.

(top) Simon Horsburgh Still, 2007. Plastic bag, monofilament, silver screen. Installation detail Conical Inc., Melbourne. Image courtesy the artist 
(above) Kel Glaister These endless days, 2008. Rugs. Image courtesy the artist. Image credit: Amy Marjoram
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A B S E N C E  / E C N E S E R P : 
Reflecting on Hiromi Tango’s Absence 

Dear Hiromi,



Thanks for sending me your ‘special pregnant 
woman love wave (5 months limited edition)’. 
I hope you are in good health and have found 
time to take something of a pause … Karl 
and I both miss having you nearby and look 
forward to spending some time in the same 
city one day soon, when we can cook delicious 
soup and go for walks together whenever we 
like. 

On the final day, Hiromi lies stiff and 
unmoving across a row of milk crates 
outside the curved shopfront, head 
resting on an embroidered silk pillow, 
arms folded over a bouquet of flowers. 
There are piles of the little books 
everywhere, spilling from the wall and 
the floor and Hiromi herself. What does 
it mean for art practice when a work 
occurs just below the rhythms of daily 
life, with the artist present and able 
to respond, so that it can continue to 
bounce back and forth and take on new 
intentions and formulations as it grows? 
Perhaps under these circumstances 
the city can breathe through it. In the 
Next Wave festival program, Absence 
is credited as a collaboration between 
‘Hiromi Tango and the people of 
Melbourne’. This is suggestive of 
the warmth and gener osity behind 
the work, and of the potential 
empowerment at stake when an artist 
takes the risk of inviting ‘audiences’ 
to become active producers of public 
art. As a kind of elegy to departures 
and dreams, she rests silently beneath 
a kaleidoscope of colour and words, 
in which the city is broken up into a 
million tiny pieces and refracted back in 
shifting human patterns that fall away 
and recombine on every turn.

With love, Tessa

  
Tessa Zettel is an artist, writer and 
curator who sometimes teaches 
Design Studies at the University of 
Technology, Sydney. She is also one 
half of Makeshift.

1 Andrew Benjamin, ‘Fraying Lines’, in Richard 
Goodwin, Richard Goodwin: Performance to Porosity, 
Craftsman House, Fishermans Bend, Vic, 2006, p. 
157.

At the opening of Absence, midway 
through Hiromi Tango’s month-long 
residency in the grimy underground 
transit space of Platform, clumps of 
people holding plastic cups of wine 
gather around a tiny shop window 
plastered with psychedelic sticky notes 
in fruit tingle colours, edges peeling 
away. Scrawled messages include ‘I 
really hope this never ends’ and ‘I still 
love you’. Through what’s left of the  
glass, the occupied interior is just 
visible—an improbable tangle of 
spidery webs of wool and thread, 
balloon strings and little blank gift 
tags. Peering into this miniature world, 
Hiromi herself can be seen pinning up 
elusive statements like ‘I am so sad and 
I miss you terribly’ and notes offerring 
cups of tea from a newly acquired 
electric kettle. When a packet of jelly 
babies pokes out of a letterbox in the 
door, someone politely bends down 
and takes one, returning a minute later 
to slip through a drawing in return, 
which subsequently turns up in a clear 
patch of window, sticky-taped from the 
inside. 

There are many kilometres of suburbs and 
dry farmland and rainforest and bitumen 
stretching between us now, and I wonder 
where you are exactly and if you are sewing a 
floating page of someone’s diary into the folds 
of someone else’s handwritten note to no-one 
in particular.

Hiromi Tango Absence, 2008. Installation details.
Images courtesy the artist. Photo credit: Jorge  
de Araujo

A week later two teenagers are writing 
letters at a nearby counter that is 
spilling over with pens and notepads. 
Hiromi drops in to collect something 
and a guy in a puffy black jacket asks 
her bluntly what ‘this’ is. She beams 
and tells him it’s whatever he wants it 
to be. He seems disarmed and asks if it’s 
hers, to which she answers ‘it’s ours!’. 
This brief exchange somehow captures 
the simplicity and sincerity at the heart 
of the project, which unfolds as an 
open platform for interaction, a multi-
directional conversation that is shaped 
and owned by participants. Usually 
based in Brisbane, Hiromi has spent 
eighteen months researching for the 
project in the USA, New Zealand and 
around Australia, collecting letters and 
notes and personal objects from people 
she encounters and stitching these into 
little books: micro-architectures of 
human emotion that reveal our capacity 
to share pieces of ourselves with 
complete strangers. These handmade 
books form part of the installation, 
as do plastic milk crates laden with 
bunches of pink and yellow fabric 
flowers and moments of unexpected 
intimacy that bloom between cracked 
concrete and stuffy air.

Your work makes me think of the Pitjantjatjara 
concept of reciprocity, Ngapartji Ngapartji, 
which is also the name of an intercultural arts 
and language project based in Alice Springs 
that Karl and I have been working on as 
designers for the past few years. We work with 
them remotely and have only been to visit once. 
I’d like to go back and see everyone again but 
the plane tickets are so expensive. Ngapartji 
Ngapartji underlies social relations in 
Pitjantjatjara culture and means ‘I give you 
something, you give me something’. In this 
case I give you a page torn from my diary, you 
give me a biscuit, I give you a bedraggled piece 
of my heart or a date-stamped sticky note with 
the words ‘raisin toast makes me happy’, you 
give me a wide open-eyed smile or maybe one 
end of a ball of red wool.

Much discussion has emerged in recent 
years around relational aesthetics, 
whereby an artwork consists mainly of 
inter-human relations. Regular passers-
by become attached to Absence and bring 
presents; around the subway floats a 
kind of ad hoc, temporary community, 
a space between people that is active 
and real and would otherwise be absent 
from this somewhat dank corner of 
the city. There is an inherent tension 
between absence and presence in the 
work and the way we encounter it. 
Stories of loss and distance remind 
us that physical absence is always 
there, hovering at the edges of daily 
interactions and routines that connect 
us to the circumnavigations of work 
and life. But we are also being asked 
to make presence matter, to be present 
in the moment and not absent from it, 
to make the present meaningful and 
connected. 

Karl and I ended up at an opening at the 
Blender one night, which I remembered 
was the warehouse you were camping in. 
Behind the gallery I found your tent wedged 
between studios, and was astonished at how 
similar this makeshift living space was to 
the installation at Platform, dripping with 
plastic flowers and half-buried between notes 
and books and multi-coloured paraphernalia 
which, in its obsessive compulsive profusion of 
detail, somehow looked deliberate and ‘artful’. 
In front was a cardboard sign that said: ‘In 
memory of Hiromi Tango, Died 24-5-08, 
Age 32, four months pregnant, Franklin St. 
Melbourne’. There were a lot of people around, 
drinking and whatnot, but no-one I knew, 
and perhaps they hadn’t yet noticed the sign. 
I felt very quiet and anxious, and when we 
eventually came across Tai she thought we’d 
had a fight. Actually I was worried that you 
had in fact been killed in some kind of car 
accident. I had expected you to be there but 
you were not.

Andrew Benjamin describes the city 
as ‘a site of movement’ in which inter-
ventions undo the rigid distinctions 
of modern urbanism.1 The insertion 
of a space for lingering, for laughter, 
surprise and memory, into a 
thoroughfare connecting retail space 
to networks of transport and labour 
certainly complicates our experience 
of urban space. There are threads here 
leading back to the Situationists who, 
in 1950s Paris, proposed ‘constructed 
situations’ as an antidote to the 
burgeoning spectacle of modernity. 
These engineered moments combined 
environment and people to generate 
new ways of seeing the world, evoking 
a future social life of human encounter 
and play. The Situationists envisaged 
the reconfigured city as a heterogenous 
patchwork of different emotional 
zones—the Happy Quarter, the Bizarre 
Quarter, the Sinister Quarter and so 
on. The most tangible articulation of 
this was Constant Nieuwenhuys’ New 
Babylon, a vision of a new city overlaid 
above the existing one, with moveable 
superstructures that allowed drifting, 
experimental interaction. It is tempting 
to see in Absence a tiny, inverted pocket 
of New Babylon, overflowing with 
melancholy, heartfelt expression and 
offered up for ordinary citizens to 
construct as they wish. At this micro-
scale, the world is accosted with a post-
it note that declares ‘I feel like destroying 
something beautiful’.
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Stuart Ringholt Untitled(Moore), 2008 Installation detail. Books, vitrine. Image courtesy the artist and Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne
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Monash University Museum of Art | MUMA
Ground Floor, Building 55
Monash University, Clayton Campus
Wellington Road, Clayton
T: 61 3 9905 4217 
E: muma@adm.monash.edu.au 
www.monash.edu.au/muma
Tues to Fri 10am – 5pm, Sat 2 – 5pm 

Exhibition Dates
Monash University Museum of Art
3 – 20 December 2008 
3 February – 28 March 2009 

Jacky Redgate, From Anonymous (Probably Daguerre or Niepce de Saint-Victor) ‘table prepared for a meal’ c.1829.1990
 library buckram, glass, ceramic, cardboard, coated timber, Monash University Collection, purchased 1992

MONASH UNIVERSITY MUSEUM OF ART PRESENTS 

Primary Views invites the insights of four artists represented in the Monash University Collection. Each has been invited to curate a  
self-contained exhibition from the Monash University Collection, according to their own areas of interest, expertise and aesthetic/
discursive predilections. Alternative to classical or canonical art-historical readings, Primary Views considers the role of the artist  
as curator, encouraging new readings of the collection, and more partial, polemical and aberrant artistic historiographies.





TUDO QUE ACHO 
(EVERYTHING I THINK)

NATHAN GRAY 
DECEMBER 4 – 20 2008 

THE NARROWS
LEVEL 2 / 141  

FLINDERS LANE
MELBOURNE AUS 

+61 3 9654 1534
THENARROWS.ORG



www.kwgallery.com

Kate Ellis Untitled, poodle paws 2008





Black & Blue Gallery 
now accepting proposals for the  

second half  2009

(serious enquiries only)

blackandbluegallery.com.au

Kings ARI is now open

12-6pm Wed to Sat 

Level 1/171 King St Melbourne Victoria Australia 3000 
E: info@kingsartistrun.com.au  W: www.kingsartistrun.com.au
T: +61 (3) 9642 0859  H: 12-6pm Wed to Sat
Photo credit: Victoria Bennett 2008 Flash night Kings ARI
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artsphere - websites for artists

Affordable - professional - easy to use.

Add your exhibitions, CV, bibliography, news, contact details, links and 

up to 5,000 images with the easy to use Content Management System.

AUD$299 a year including hosting, one time set up fee of AUD$100.

www.artsphere.com.au



NATIONAL CALL 
FOR ENTRIES
2009 KODAK SALON

AUSTRALIA’S 
LARGEST OPEN-ENTRY 
PHOTO-BASED 
EXHIBITION & 
COMPETITION

ENTRIES CLOSE 
➔ 6 MARCH 2009
EXHIBITION 
➔ 3 APRIL—23 MAY 2009
DETAILS AND 
ENTRY FORMS 
➔ WWW.CCP.ORG.AU
T +61 3 9417 1549 
E INFO@CCP.ORG.AU
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www.southproject.net
yogyakarta 2009    ...
wellington 2005
santiago 2006
johannesburg 2007







13.03.08 UN 2.1 LAUNCH / THE TOTE, MELBOURNE

Special thanks to those 
who provided support and 
entertainment at The Tote 
launch of issue 2.1, including 
Warren Taylor and all the poster 
artists who donated their 
work, plus the live performers, 
and Christian Capurro for his 
paparazzi photography.
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