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The cat sits under the dark sky in the night, watching the 
mysterious trees. There are spirits afoot. She watches, alert 
to the breeze and soft movements of leaves. And although 
she doesn’t think of spirits, she does feel them. In fact, she is 
at one with them: possessed. She is a wild thing after all –  
a hunter, a killer, a ferocious lover.

Our ancestors lived under that same sky, but they surely 
dreamed different dreams from us. Who knows what they 
dreamed?

A curator’s dream
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Kristian Burford, born 1974, Waikerie, 
South Australia, Audition, Scene 1: 
In Love, 2013, fibreglass reinforced 
polyurethane resin, polyurethane 
foam, oil paint, Mirrorpane glass, 
Steelcase cubicles, aluminium, steel, 
carpet, 261 x 193 x 252 cm;  
Courtesy the artist
photo: Eric Minh Swenson 

pp. 2–3, still: Angelica Mesiti, born 
1976, Sydney Mother Tongue, 2017, 
two-channel HD colour video, surround 
sound, 17 minutes; Courtesy the artist 
and Anna Schwartz Gallery Melbourne
Commissioned by Aarhus European 
Capital of Culture 2017 in association 
with the 2018 Adelaide Biennial
photo: Bonnie Elliott
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detail: Timothy Horn, born 1964, 
Melbourne, Gorgonia 12 (Strange 
Love), 2016, nickel-plated bronze, 
mirrored blown glass, 213 x 335 x 17 cm; 
Courtesy the artist and PPOW Gallery, 
New York 
photo: Ethan Bond-Watts

Contemporary art offers a barometer of the nation’s 
interests, anxieties and preoccupations. Curated by Erica 
Green, Divided Worlds is no exception. With its conceptual 
chiaroscuro, this exhibition reflects the dramatic contrasts 
of our day and invites us to consider our world at this time in 
history.

Making its entrance onto the contemporary art scene 
in 1990, the Adelaide Biennial has for almost thirty years 
continued to develop Australian contemporary art, artists 
and audiences. As the flagship exhibition of Australian 
contemporary art, the Biennial makes an outstanding 
contribution to the cultural and artistic activities in the state 
during the Adelaide Festival – and beyond. Expanding 
across the city from 2016, the Biennial transforms North 
Terrace into a dynamic corridor of contemporary Australian 
art. In 2018 the Biennial unfolds across four venues: the Art 
Gallery of South Australia; the Anne & Gordon Samstag 
Museum of Art, University of South Australia; JamFactory; 
and the Adelaide Botanic Garden, including the Santos 
Museum of Economic Botany. This ambitious undertaking 
would not have been possible without the enthusiastic 
support of the respective staff at these venues.�

The expansive vision of Divided Worlds has been achieved 
through the tireless efforts of Curator Erica Green. Erica has 
been ably and enthusiastically supported by Project Officer 
Erin Davidson and Assistant Director Lisa Slade. The Art 
Gallery of South Australia staff have provided professional 
support for the realisation of Erica’s vision and I thank them 
for their excellence. My gratitude also extends to the writers 
who have contributed essays to this significant publication, 
while my utmost appreciation goes to the thirty artists and 
collectives participating in the 2018 Biennial: Lisa Adams 
(Qld), Vernon Ah Kee (Qld), Roy Ananda (SA), Daniel Boyd 
(NSW), Kristian Burford (SA), Maria Fernanda Cardoso 
(NSW), Barbara Cleveland (NSW), Kirsten Coelho (SA), 
Sean Cordeiro + Claire Healy (NSW), Tamara Dean (NSW), 

Tim Edwards (SA), Emily Floyd (Vic.), Hayden Fowler (NSW), 
Amos Gebhardt (Vic.), Ghostpatrol David Booth (Vic.), 
Julie Gough (Tas.), Louise Hearman (Vic.), Timothy Horn 
(Vic.), Ken Sisters (SA), Lindy Lee (NSW), Khai Liew (SA), 
Angelica Mesiti (NSW), Patricia Piccinini (Vic.), Pip + Pop 
(WA), Patrick Pound (Vic.), Khaled Sabsabi (NSW), Nike 
Savvas (NSW), Christian Thompson (Vic.), John R Walker 
(NSW) and Douglas Watkin (Qld). I would like to thank them 
for their ambition, commitment and support in advancing 
contemporary Australian art on the national stage.

The presentation of the Biennial has been a long-term 
commitment of the Art Gallery of South Australia, one that 
would not be possible without the enduring support of 
the Australia Council and the ongoing assistance of the 
South Australian Government through Arts South Australia. 
The Gallery offers particular thanks to its principal donor, 
The Balnaves Foundation, and I would particularly like 
to thank Neil Balnaves for his ongoing dedication to the 
Adelaide Biennial. Thanks are also due to the Gallery’s 
exhibition partners: Spartan, EY, Lipman Karas, Yalumba 
and family partner the James & Diana Ramsay Foundation. 
The exhibition is also generously supported by its media 
partners, Seven Adelaide, The Advertiser, ABC, InDaily, APN 
and The Adelaide Review.

Finally, our thanks to Stephanie Grose, the Biennial 
Ambassador at large, and to the Biennial Ambassadors 
from across the country, who have helped the Art Gallery to 
realise an exhibition that speaks to the nation.

Nick Mitzevich
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Nike Savvas, born 1964, Sydney, 
Police and Thieves, 2017, plastic, 
acrylic, 800 x 36 x 50 cm; Courtesy 
the artist, ARC ONE Gallery, 
Melbourne, Dominik Mersch Gallery, 
Sydney
photo: Jessica Maurer

PRINCIPAL DONOR

IN ASSOCIATION WITH

FAMILY PROGRAM PARTNER EXHIBITION PARTNERS

MEDIA PARTNERS

Presented in partnership with the Anne & Gordon Samstag Museum of Art, UniSA, in association with the Adelaide Festival of Arts, and with generous support received from the  
Art Gallery of South Australia Biennial Ambassadors Program and Principal Donor The Balnaves Foundation. 

This project has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory body and by the Visual Arts and Craft Strategy, an initiative of 
the Australian, State and Territory Governments.
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Imagine, if you will, a prism – an allegorical prism – each of 
its surfaces absorbing human values, cultural meanings 
and all manner of disparate things, which are then 
gathered and concentrated within the prism’s three-
dimensional centre, a synthesised conglomerate, through 
which light shines, bringing forth a marvellous coloured 
spectrum: the Divided Worlds. 

The world of plans
Why do artists do what they do? What purpose does an 
exhibition such as the Adelaide Biennial of Australian 
Art serve: for whose benefit, and for what audience, is it 
designed? And what logic and principles drive the selection 
of artists, other than a curator’s desire? 

When I set out, as curator, to plan the 2018 Adelaide Biennial, 
I began with the recognition that the Biennial traditionally 
stands for a rich diversity of statements and artistic 
concerns. I was also conscious that,�at any one time,�artists 
have many ideas and schemes in train or incubation, much of 
them idle daydreams that can’t possibly be realised without 
special opportunity. Such opportunities can be rare.

My goal was to tap this resource and unfold an exhibition 
that gave audiences a generous perspective on 
accomplished cutting-edge Australian contemporary art, in 
the process confirming the Adelaide Biennial’s reputation as 
an indispensable national event of considered diversity.  
I hoped, as well, to emulate those distinguished past 
Biennials that have enabled artists to achieve inspirational 
and ambitious creative projects. 

I was clear about my own role as the maker of the exhibition 
in its totality, and the privileged, essential one of selection, 
without which a project of this kind cannot progress. My 
guiding ethos, artistically, was eclectic; my curatorial method 
– from long experience – was anchored in the alchemy that 
springs from respectful dialogue with individual artists. The 
starting point for an informal conversation with participating 
artists would be my interest in the broad notion of ‘history’ 
and – in what now seems a common refrain in the milieu – of 
history’s vital influence and presence in our cultural practice 
and the development of ideas, in effect, a reminder for us to 
understand the heritage that has formed the present. 

Although a dialogue between us would be crucial to the 
exhibition’s momentum and the process of refinement, it 
was for the artists themselves, however, once chosen, to 
have the floor; after all, as much as artists may enjoy the 
exchange of ideas, they will in the end pursue their own 
vision. Accordingly, there would be no predetermined, 
thematic manifesto or master narrative, imposed as a script 
or criterion for selection. 

And while, inevitably, there would be an eventual need to 
declare an overarching concept to publicly explain and 
critically focus the exhibition (that is, to articulate a unifying, 
coherent framework), I needed first to see the aggregate 
of the disparate offerings of the chosen artists before 
announcing where we were heading.

The sovereign world of art
It’s no secret that the past several decades have been an 
especially turbulent period in world art, and the burgeoning 
phenomenon of biennales internationally has been a 
significant contributor to this in shaping the motivations of 
many artists and the way that audiences engage with art. 

But after all of the tugs and pulls of a century or more of 
received ideas, has Australian art yet broken free of its 
attachment to the indifferent Euro-American cultural 
hegemony, to thrive in an antipodean utopia of unsullied 
independence? Did we ever really wish for that? Do we 
actually have somewhere else to go, than to the global 
conversation? (Not, however, I would suggest, as supplicants 
or zombie replicants, but empowered by the language of 
our own well-evolved hybridity, exemplified, perhaps, in Fred 
Williams’s iconic painting Forest of gum trees III, ‘a landscape 
both typically Australian and universal’.1) 

Just to be clear, modernism – forged from its revolutionary 
break with the great mimetic tradition of the past and, 
throughout most of the twentieth century, the incontestable 
light of avant-garde culture – was by the 1970s a dissipating 
force, unable to sustain the remarkable originality and 
power of reinvention that had once taken everything with 
it. The directionless vacuum in contemporary art that 
emerged would be filled by what one influential critic spoke 

of disparagingly in 1991 as a ‘churning sea of art’; in effect, 
the postmodern situation of widespread appropriation, 
restatement and arbitrariness.2 

The distinguished American critic, the late Arthur C. Danto, 
who came to art through philosophy, had a more sanguine 
and sympathetic view of the confusing changes in visual 
culture that arrived with postmodernism. Having been 
inspired (but also vexed) by the conceptual paradox of 
Warhol’s Brillo Box when he first encountered it in 1964, 
Danto became motivated to establish a rational definition 
for art, one that might constitute a universal principle, rather 
than the default of an unresolvable debate about individual 
works of art themselves. Simultaneously real and unreal, 
Brillo Box raised puzzling questions over its authenticity as 
‘art’: Danto asked, ‘what makes Warhol’s Brillo Box, “art”, and 
the identical factory-made Brillo box, not-art?’ 

Danto understood well enough that the long cycle of linear 
development and grand narratives in Western visual art had 
come to an end. That end was an historical turning point, in 
which the explosion in artistic styles had become a flood 
of propositions, mediums and influences, including those 
driven by deconstructive theories and identity politics; for 
example, gender, race, minority rights, feminism and gay 
culture etc. 

In his iconic meditation on the evolution of modern art, 
published the year he died, in 2013, Danto singled out 
Duchamp and Warhol as the two artists of ‘greatest 
contribution’ to the debate about ‘what art is’, and 
whose association with movements (Dada and Pop Art, 
respectively) linked them to philosophical values.3 In his 
quest to define art, Danto’s simple insight was that, not 
only was there ‘no special way that works of art have to 
be’ (as demonstrated in, for example, the differences of a 
Rauschenberg, Beuys, or Cage etc.), but that a more useful 
criterion by which to assess the legitimacy of works of 
art was to view art philosophically, rather than exclusively 
through the window of knowledge and taste. 

According to his colleague, Lydia Goehr, Danto loved the 
art of his time for its openness and freedom to look ‘any 

way it wanted to’.4 It was a pragmatic recognition that, for 
the foreseeable future, art would comprise a pluralist world 
of unfettered differences and individual concerns, ‘without 
constraints’, where the only defining common feature, as 
Danto’s thesis proposed, was that works of art embodied 
meaning.

For my purpose, I rather like this benign anarchy and its 
pragmatic flexibility, allowing us, as it does, to move forward. 
We are, after all, merely transitioning through an evolutionary 
cycle, in which the recent past (like the present time) is too 
close to be properly understood, yet too persistent in spirit 
to be ignored. It is like the human corpses left above ground 
in ancient Buddhist graveyards – the remnant bones and 
carcasses tossed and worried by the dogs and crows – the 
venerable ancestors still fresh to the memory and senses of 
the living, yet departed: lost to God and gone.

The world we know
There is no ignoring that we live in troubled times, the 
intrusive backdrop to our lives. It remains early days for our 
imperfect human civilisation. Despite the incremental steps 
that have taken us past the barbarians (though they are still 
there, lurking, quick to opportunity) and beyond theocratic 
authority (such as Galileo dispatched to the dungeons to 
recant his wonderful truth), we still hover tenuously between 
progress and Armageddon. It is hard to imagine light 
emerging any time soon from the unyielding competition 
and distrust between nuclear-armed sovereign states and 
the mischief of their intrigues. We are certainly yet to resolve 
the shared moral problem of a globally unequal distribution 
of food, education and opportunity, or to succeed in halting 
the planetary slide to irrevocable environmental damage 
(although to be fair, there is the Paris climate accord). 

There are too many of us; we are an unsustainable, 
smothering herd. Our voracious consumption and industries 
have scorched the earth, spoiled the air and mired the 
plundered oceans. It is getting worse. Entire populations 
continue to flee genocidal wars and revolutions, flooding 
Europe and filling refugee camps to overflowing. The 
unprecedented scale of forced mass migration is beyond 

1 See Mary Eagle, ‘Inside looking out’, 
book review of Fred Williams: infinite 
horizons, by Deborah Hart, Australian 
Book Review, October 2011, pp. 
37–8. Mary Eagle was curator of 
the inaugural Adelaide Biennial of 
Australian Art, in 1990.

2 Donald Kuspit, Critical reflections, 
Artforum International, New York, 
1991. 

3 Arthur C. Danto, What art is, Yale 
University Press, New Haven and 
London, 2013.

4 Lydia Goehr, quoted in Ken Johnson, 
obituary of Arthur C. Danto, New York 
Times, 27 October 2013.  

DIVIDED 
WORLDS

detail, pp. 14–15: Amos Gebhardt, 
born 1976, Adelaide, Evanescence, 
2018, four-channel video, sound;  
34 minutes. Made with the generous 
support of the Australia Council, 
Felix Foundation and Chunky Move
photo: Tim Mummery

pp. 18–19, detail: John R Walker,  
born 1957, Sydney, Oratunga Burra 
Suite, (panels 6 & 7), 2017, archival  
oil on polyester, 7 panels each  
240 x 180 cm; Courtesy the artist 
and Utopia Art Sydney
photo: Peter Jones, Sydney Fine Art
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comprehension, the social impact unforeseeable. If only 
conflicts could be eradicated through science – like smallpox 
– or subdued rationally with cooperation and determined 
goodwill between the powers, in which case we would 
already be on the trickle-down path to heaven on earth.

Hearts in the civil West are hardening, and not only from 
the global economic revolution in trade, technologies and 
manufacturing, whose impact on once-prosperous Western 
industries has rendered tribes of workers unemployed, 
as transitional ‘road kill’. More ominously, militant jihadist 
Islam and the vile scourge of terrorism have precipitated a 
drift to extremes – to xenophobia and nationalism – and to 
the remedy of a growing police state. Liberal democracies 
worldwide – our best chance for the long term – have 
become unstable, weakened from within by political 
obstruction and unscrupulous populism, focused entirely on 
electoral advantage. Self-interest rules amidst the post-truth 
smoke; community trust and confidence are down. 

We watch the unfolding disaster that is contemporary 
American politics in disbelief: it’s like a replay of Roman 
power and decline. (Except, where Caesar’s conquering 
legions once roamed the empire with impunity, licensed 
to plunder without fear of censure from the comfortably 
distanced citizens of Rome – out of sight of carnage – we 
moderns are bound tight to the media mast in all its forms, 
complicit witnesses to the world of daily hells.)

In Australia, post-boom, our issues are of a kind, though 
distinct. There are the refugees of course, and China, not to 
mention marriage equality, the challenge of the Great Barrier 
Reef, the record floods, heat and fires, and the high cost and 
unreliability of energy, despite our advantage in resources. 
The blood is on the politicians. And yet, while our tortured 
federal parliament routinely scorns bipartisan consensus on 
matters of national consequence, Australia – by and large – 
remains socially progressive. We are fortunate. Remarkably, 
despite the dissenting commentariat and rampant media 
mayhem, cohesion prevails. 

Perhaps there is no greater unfulfilled nation-building 
project than achieving justice and opportunity for first-nation 
Aboriginal Australians, descendants of the continent’s 
original inhabitants, from over 60,000 years past, and 
representing the planet’s oldest continuous human culture. 
The 1967 referendum, which removed constitutional 
discrimination against Indigenous Australians, was a triumph 
of community maturity and goodwill, paving the way for 

Mabo in 1992, when the High Court put the sword to the legal 
fiction of terra nullius, acknowledging Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples’ connection to land, and native title 
rights. And though it had been resisted for some while, the 
parliamentary apology to the Stolen Generations in 2008 
contributed powerfully to Aboriginal healing and pride. We 
are becoming educated about the necessity for this, and, 
although its forward path will remain debated and difficult, 
the long process of reconciliation continues.

The divided worlds
In my conversations with the artists I had approached to 
participate in the Adelaide Biennial, I was intent on providing 
a welcoming space for independent action, generous in 
latitude and free of curatorial coercion. But I did share with 
them my touchstone of the past: of visual art’s majestic 
history as a companion to civilisation; of our great Western 
cultural tradition of innovation and renewal; and the marvel of 
our ancient, still-living, Australian Indigenous culture. 

I also enthused over the visual arts as an agent of radical 
change, noting its hospitable accommodation of rebellious 
experimentation, which for the past century especially has 
challenged the very notion of the ‘visual’ arts as a definable 
form. I celebrated its facility for communicating meaning 
and intelligence, and for its unique encouragement of skills 
and the mastery of materials. I applauded the progressive 
commitment by so many artists to social engagement and 
their appetite for engaging with new cultures and other art 
form disciplines. There was also mention of storytelling, 
imagination, mythology, aesthetics and poetry – and of 
considering our futures at a time of accelerating global 
upheaval. I declared myself open to all of this, but most 
especially to the things that in some way touch us at a 
human level. 

In time, then, this eclectic Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art 
emerged into view. 

 .  . .
The image conjured by a ‘divided world’ might in an obvious 
way suggest a conflicted human society, one beset by 
inescapable ‘differences’; those things that separate us as 
individuals and which lie at the heart of human adversity. 
Differences, for example, of race and kind, religion, ideology, 
opportunity and power; things that we recognise are already 
upon us, divisively, and that portend a growing spectre of 
societal catastrophe.

But rather than presaging conflict, these divided worlds in 
fact celebrate the saving role of art and culture; they offer 
us a rewarding encounter with something visionary and an 
opportunity to experience ‘difference’ as a positive strength, 
an expression of natural order. These worlds feature rich and 
prescient meditations by a substantial pantheon of intriguing 
artists, speaking variously to the drama of the cosmos and 
evolution, on beauty and the environment, and reflecting on 
human life and society, the diaspora – and the past, and the 
future.

 .  . .
You could say that our journey into difference begins in 
the Anangu Pitjantjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) lands in far 
northwest South Australia, an arid region and country of 
the Ken Sisters, whose paintings depict their tjukurpa, a 
dreaming that comes from the sky, and ‘out of the ground’. 

Further south is the wilderness of the Flinders Ranges, 
where John R Walker immersed himself to contemplate 
and render a glorious eroded landscape formed over 
inconceivable aeons of time, its essential geological 
structure – the Adelaide Geosyncline – established 
hundreds of millions of years before the dinosaurs roamed. 
The Warratyi rock shelter there was ancestral home to the 
Adnyamathanha people from some 50,000 years past and 
who are still with us, here, today. The extinct giant marsupial 
Diprotodon optatum walked these lands, and the ranges 
have delivered up the world’s earliest fossil evidence of life 
on earth. 

It is an ancient sacred place, emblematic of the narrative, the 
world of time, the cosmos, evolution, and nature, where we 
may discover that several of the Divided Worlds artists are 
also present in spirit, although each in their own distinctive 
and original way. 

Tamara Dean, for example, celebrates our relationship with 
nature as a harmonious pleasure, in her new series, In our 
nature, where sensually nude subjects meld symbiotically 
with the flora and colours of the changing seasons in 
Adelaide’s enchanting Botanic Gardens. Hayden Fowler, 
however, brings a critical perspective to his cosmological 
concern that human activity and civilisation have turned 
against nature. In Eel Song, his strange, animated ‘taniwha’ 
mourns the looming extinction of the ‘New Zealand long-fin 
eel’, an ancient creature revered in Maori belief systems.

Although famed for her hyper-real sculptures of genetically 
engineered mutant organisms, which challenge our ideas of 

evolution, Patricia Piccinini also makes ‘hair drawings’ – relief 
images set on artificial ‘skin’ and which employ human hair, 
silicone and fibreglass. They have a botanical, yet sexual, 
character that (typically) defies taxonomy, blending hairy  
egg-laden orifices with fleshy protuberances and, in one 
version, unexpectedly, a completely realised bird of prey. An 
early work from the series, Vanitas – a hairy mound of testicles 
and phallic growths – suggests by its title the memento mori 
still life art of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; a 
symbolic reminder of the brevity of life. 

Maria Fernanda Cardoso is an artist forensically engrossed 
with the reproductive phenomena of nature, and the 
intersection of art and science. In Naked Flora, through the 
use of deep-focus photography, she illuminates a once-
secret reproductive process in the life of flowering plants, in 
which the sensual union of stamen and pistil – a ‘perfumed 
nuptial’ – begets a seemingly impossible diversity of form, 
texture, colour and beauty. These intimately observed, living 
organisms, are things of wonder. 

Daniel Boyd leaves the planet altogether, to gaze – dreaming – 
into dark matter, the stars and infinity.

 .  . .
For many artists, it is the world of human beings: our society, 
our past and our future that holds the greatest interest and 
creative attraction. Driven to engagement with the life of our 
contemporary world for its irresistible artistic excitement, its 
cultural discourses and rich history, or perhaps from critical 
alarm at the dysfunctional troubles (and injustices) of a society 
that threatens self-immolation and dystopian chaos, artists 
find ways to turn their observations and concerns to art. 

In Mother Tongue, her poignant video of human voice and 
communal song, Angelica Mesiti explores how we might live 
together successfully in a world that is changing as a result 
of the vast migratory movements of people. Emily Floyd, 
meanwhile, illuminates the corruption and greed of global 
money with her elegant sculptural installation, Icelandic 
Puffins, and Khaled Sabsabi recounts the destruction 
and horror of war through his stark autobiographical 
documentation. 

Vernon Ah Kee – taking protest as his birthright – wilfully 
mangles words to register Aboriginal discontent 
unequivocally, didactically.

Mining the archive as they do, Julie Gough and Patrick Pound 
are like cultural archaeologists scavenging for historical straw,  
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which they transform into documentary gold. Rummaging 
through the South Australian Museum collection, Julie 
Gough seeks to reclaim lost Tasmanian Aboriginal truths 
through a critical reconsideration of Australian colonial 
history. And Patrick Pound, in his inventive and playful way, 
assembles a fascinating narrative, The Point of Everything, 
where his archival discoveries at the Art Gallery of South 
Australia become invested with new meanings when grouped 
inspirationally with other objects, collected by the artist. 

The artist-led collective – Frances Barrett, Kate Blackmore, 
Kelly Doley and Diana Baker Smith – bring a wholly original 
approach to their ‘inventive’ research project, recovering the 
life and works of mythic feminist performance artist, Barbara 
Cleveland.�The collective here reprise their 2016 video 
work, Bodies in Time (featuring Angela Goh reinterpreting 
performances by Cleveland), on this occasion supplemented 
with new archival discoveries.  

Claire Healy and Sean Cordeiro are ahead of the curve in 
identifying looming obsolescence and its wider implications 
for civilisation. They have built their enduring collaboration 
around the reclamation of human detritus, transforming found 
objects by deconstructing them physically, and packing (and 
repacking) the elements in an elegant manner. The process 
can be ambitious. Recently, in Kamiyama, Japan, they took an 
old Honda ‘Today’ vehicle apart, reducing it to 121 components, 
which were then ‘bagged’ using a traditional Japanese method 
for packaging. The result, We Hunt Mammoth, offers a cold 
satire on human consumption and, it seems suggested, our 
possible drift to the end of days.

An adjunct work prepared by Healy and Cordeiro exclusively 
for the Adelaide Biennial involves a found, late-1950s 
Mercedes Benz sedan, which they have modified to operate 
with a non-petroleum gasifier engine, powered by woodchips. 
This will be driven around the streets of Adelaide, perhaps 
playfully anticipating our reversion to the methods of a 
hunter–gatherer society.

 .  . .
The calling to art is instinctive, a mysterious compulsion to 
communicate and express, but also – for many artists – the 
source of an uncompromising desire to celebrate order, 
aesthetics and beauty. In the world of harmony, spirit and love, 
there is a discipline and predilection that guides mind and hand 
unerringly to form, balance and colour, but there is also a quiet 
underlying search for the song of heaven.

That quest absorbs Christian Thompson, a University of 

Oxford educated member of the Bidjara clan. Born in 
South Australia, he was raised across the country and 
has spent the last decade in Europe as part of the global 
art community. Thompson's Bidjara heritage is asserted, 
and with great affection resurrected, using his body and 
melodious voice to express kaleidoscopic splendour, 
commentary and forgotten presence. 

In similar spirit, Lindy Lee is interested in the individual’s place 
in the cosmos, and with ideas of being and nothingness.  
A practising Buddhist, her major sculptural work, The Life of 
Stars, is a symbolic representation of the beginning of life, 
birth and renewal. Lee is inspired by Zen and its precursor, 
Taoism, where all that is held inside oneself may be released, 
and lead to a state of wholeness. 

Douglas Watkin makes film animations that honour his 
Aboriginal parents. His 2011 film, The Queen & I, was 
his mother Palima’s love story. Now, in his virtual reality 
animation, A Thin Black Line, he tells of his family’s struggle 
to stay together in the face of war. It is Palima’s traumatic 
childhood story, when – as a five-year-old, after the 
bombing of Darwin during the Second World War – she 
was evacuated by boat to Cairns, along with half the civilian 
population, and resettled. 

Love can surely also be found in the brilliant porcelain 
vessels of Kirsten Coelho, who draws on a deep well of 
nostalgia for the everyday utensils of Australia’s pioneering 
past; their elegant, restrained forms and tantalising edges 
of minimal colour are richly informed by a stream of other 
cultures. Tim Edwards makes similarly alluring objects, 
except they are glass vessels that play with optics. In 
their treatment of line and volume, they are eloquent and 
deceptively beguiling. 

So too are Nike Savvas’s marvellous inventions, which 
have been placed high above a pedestrian thoroughfare 
to dramatic effect, delivering a wondrous and immersive 
interactive experience. Savvas has long been recognised for 
her spectacular kinetic installations, made inventively from 
diverse synthetic materials, including cleverly manipulated 
pieces of plastic, massed in grids to form mighty fields of 
sensually moving colour.

Malaysian-born Khai Liew shares a similar intimate 
connection to materials. Liew has forged a position as a 
leading Australian designer of exquisitely crafted objects 
made from fine timber, commissioned exclusively for 
many years as furniture. Such is the originality of his vision, 

Claire Healy, born 1971, Melbourne 
and Sean Cordeiro, born 1974, 
Penrith, New South Wales,  
A Stranger Comes to Town, 2015, 
photograph from the project We 
Hunt Mammoth, 2015, 121 bagged 
components (entire Honda) in 
jute and bamboo using traditional 
Japanese method for packaging, 
dimensions variable; Courtesy the 
artists and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, 
Sydney
photo: Claire Healy and Sean 
Cordeiro
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however – and his unique blend of Asian aesthetics with 
Scandinavian modernism – that his work is increasingly 
sought, and revered, as art.

Amos Gebhardt draws us to a place of empathy in the 
seductive Evanescence. Gebhardt’s handsome mix of 
performers from diverse cultures – graceful and naked 
amongst the Australian landscape – bespeaks of longing for 
a unified human spirit, in the deep reach of time. 

 .  . .
Our journey into difference ends (or arrives) in the world of 
speculation and imagination, where ideas roam untethered, 
like vagabonds on the road to rebellious adventure, pursuing 
their independent pathways to freedom.

Roy Ananda is on such a path. The obsessional fandom that 
drives his interest in speculative fiction has led to the most 
unlikely of sculptural creations. In 2014, for example, his 
homage to the cinematic Star Wars oeuvre, Slow crawl into 
infinity, became a vast timber assemblage in a cavernous 
gallery space. His new work, Thin walls between dimensions, 
celebrates the early role-playing game, Dungeons & Dragons 
– purpose-designed as the basement entry to the Gallery's 
sprawling Adelaide Biennial – where Ananda welcomes us to 
the underworld, his underworld, and to the unexpected.

Another brave adventurer, Kristian Burford, explores 
uncanny shadowlands around the edges of propriety. 
Burford creates hyper-real installations that employ 
explicit sexual innuendo joined to complex narratives. His 
Cell comprises three larger-than-life nude female figures, 
floating in a room flooded with bluish light. They seem in a 
rapture of religious fervour but, more likely, the women are 
seized with hedonistic pleasure. And where the observer 
usually accesses Burford’s fictive worlds by looking in from 
the outside, voyeuristically, in Cell we enter the play as 
participants.

Tanya Schultz makes art as Pip & Pop. The magical 
environments she constructs from coloured sugar resemble 
secret gardens of childlike wonder. They are ‘in-between’ 
worlds of the kind that might be discovered through a 
crack in the wall, or in a wardrobe that delivers the viewer 
unexpectedly to Narnia. However, they are not merely  
portals for the imagination of children: in its celebration 
of pleasurable abundance, Pip & Pop’s art suggests 
consumerism, and has been likened to Cockaigne – of 
medieval myth – the land of plenty, ease and excess of 
liberties.

Another artist who employs a nom de guerre, that of 
Ghostpatrol, is David Booth. Self-taught, he came to art when 
his passion for drawing and imaginative doodling escalated 
to full-time involvement as an artist. Working initially in the 
furtive world of public mural-making, at which he excelled, 
Ghostpatrol will create the Adelaide Biennial’s ever-popular 
hands-on activity space: ‘the Studio’.

Lisa Adams has also never attended art school and is self-
taught. That hasn’t prevented her achieving remarkable skills 
in meticulous realist painting involving narratives imbued with 
surrealist strangeness and mystery. In Inquisition, a team of 
surgeons in search of purity and ultimate goodness operates 
on what appears to be an impossibly large bird, but which in 
fact is an angel. The supine angel’s giant wings are splayed, but 
its body remains concealed – except for the ‘human’ hand that 
lies unobtrusively among the soft, breathtakingly gorgeous 
feathers.

Timothy Horn’s enormous libidinal decorative ornaments glow 
with luminous power, but they conceal dark secrets. Horn’s 
apprehension of a world in trouble has led him to introduce 
back stories to an art that might at first seem fundamentally 
innocent and celebratory. His Gorgonian series, which portray 
unusually beautiful nickel-plated bronze trees – limpid with 
giant pearls – are inspired by the malevolent witch, Sycorax, 
from Shakespeare’s The Tempest, herself a facsimile of the 
snake-headed Medusa, a Gorgon. Horn’s ambiguous Tree of 
Heaven 7 is also a metaphor for the infamous ‘Trident Tree’, in 
the town of Chernobyl, on which members of the Resistance 
were hung and executed in the Second World War. 

At journey’s end we find Louise Hearman, an imaginator who 
exemplifies the eternal artistic power of the mind, and the 
hand. Hearman’s conversations with her art and painting 
are intense and, although lived at the edge of uncertainty, 
rewarding. It is the lot of a painter: incrementally building a 
subject through experiment and constant amendment, a 
process yielding as much frustrating failure as success. To 
stimulate her imagination, Hearman wanders the streets with 
her dog, catching half-seen images glimpsed sideways in the 
light. Cats and heads appear; the abyss looms, unfathomable. 
Things float around – and they never go away.

 .  . .
We welcome you to the Divided Worlds, where all things reside.

Erica Green

Maria Fernanda Cardoso,  
born 1963, Bogotá, Colombia,  
Naked Flora #Three Girlfriends, One 
Boyfriend and Two Husbands, 2014, 
pigment print on paper, acrylic face 
mounted, aluminium, 60 x 50 cm; 
Courtesy the artist and ARC ONE 
Gallery, Melbourne
photo: Maria Fernanda Cardoso  
and Ross Rudesch Harley

pp. 26–7, detail: Emily Floyd, born 
1972, Melbourne, Icelandic Puffins, 
2017, wood, two-part epoxy paint, 
mild steel with black oxide coating, 
dimensions variable; Courtesy the 
artist and Anna Schwartz Gallery, 
Melbourne 
photo: Zan Wimberley
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A tree spontaneously bursts into flames due to the pressure 
of the secrets whispered into its bark (Secret, 2009); a 
plume of smoke is produced by an invisible steam engine 
(Ghost Train, 2004); and an amorous couple caress upon 
a blackened clearing, as if the heat of their embrace has 
singed the ground beneath them (Lovers, 2007). 

Lisa Adams depicts divided worlds and parallel realities. 
Her hyper-real paintings hover between the realms of 
science fiction and gothic drama and are characterised 
by supernatural occurrences, dark fantasy and impossible 
spectacles. In harnessing the grotesque and alluding 
to a monstrous threat, she subjects us to her haunting, 
somewhat dystopian, vision of the world.

The uncanny narratives that unfold in Adams’s complex 
paintings are a means through which the artist grapples 
with her internal fears or whereby painful memories 
are processed. Each canvas takes up to three months 
to complete and is the result of years of research and 
meticulous planning and staging. A self-taught artist, for 
three decades Adams has kept a journal in which she writes 
and sketches daily, alongside her ritual of going for an early 
morning walk in the hinterland of the Sunshine Coast. Only a 
spare selection from Adams’s detailed inventory of ideas are 
tested out in elaborate photomontages on her computer or 
in scaled-down dioramas constructed in her studio, in order 
to mimic the palette, light, shadow and depth of field of her 
chosen subjects.

The careful harnessing of light to dramatic effect is one of 
the compelling aspects of Adams’s paintings. As with the 
exploratory surrealist artists before her, the work’s success 
lies in its ability to conjure the perfect illusion. In the same 
way that René Magritte effortlessly allows us to witness day 
and night simultaneously in his paradoxical Empire of Light 
paintings, 1953–54, depicting a nocturnal lamp-lit street 
beneath a luminous cloud-spotted blue sky at high noon, 

Adams performs classic trompe l’oeil, or tricks of the eye. Her 
implausible composites are utterly believable fictions. 

The level of Adams’s preparation is forensic. Only after the 
artist has tested the composition, photographed it and 
reconstructed the entire mise-en-scène digitally can she 
approach the blank canvas. The delicate application of oil 
paint, using the finest of brushes, is akin to the attention to 
detail and careful exhumation required of an archaeologist. 
One of her recent works, Dig, 2011, comments on the duty 
of the painter, as well as the necessity for the artist to delve 
into history and autobiography and metaphorically unearth 
skeletons. As she says, ‘Painting is like digging down into 
yourself, but also a way of connecting with art history and 
what has gone before’.1 An autobiographical excavation, Dig 
is a self-portrait of the artist, and like the archaeologist she 
is only centimetres away from her subject, alone and utterly 
absorbed.

Adams’s paintings are rich imaginary constructions, full 
of theatrical devices and props, which are essential to the 
dramatic finale. For Inquisition, 2016, Adams found a dead 
bird and documented its splayed, feathered wings to later 
depict, with anatomical precision, the dissection of an angel 
in a hospital operating theatre. Such scenes are unsettling, 
yet transporting. Adams’s paintings rupture the relationship 
between the outdoors and indoors, the familiar and the 
uncanny, and between nature and the supernatural. Hers is a 
world of reversals which disorient and disempower rational 
logic. 

Leigh Robb1   Phone interview with the artist,  
13 July 2017.

Lisa Adams, born 1969, Adelaide,  
Inquisition, 2016,  oil on canvas,  
54.0 x 80.0 cm; Courtesy the artist 
and Philip Bacon Galleries, Brisbane 
photo: Jon Linkins
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… the written word is the emperor of art forms.1

Words come easy to Vernon Ah Kee. He is educated and 
articulate. They come effortlessly, not only from his life 
experience as a student during one of Australia’s most 
corrupt and oppressive state governments, the Bjelke-
Petersen era in Queensland, but also through his reading of 
African–American intellectuals, such as Martin Luther King, 
Malcolm X and James Baldwin. These writers alerted him 
to the commonality of his experience as a black man in a 
white society. In addition, his place in a profession conferred 
with some privilege and his status as an internationally 
recognised artist allow him to speak his mind with some 
authority and to create art highly critical of iniquitous 
government policies and programs. And Vernon has a lot to 
say, and a lot from which to make art.

His text-based work segues the messages of political graffiti 
by African–American radicals and the political slogans 
used by activists in the Third World in the late 1960s and 
early 1970: they are anti-establishment, anti-racist and 
rebellious. These were times when the only mediums of 
communication accessible to the disempowered were 
public spaces such as walls, buildings and the streets. 
Perhaps because of this, by the end of the 1960s conceptual 
art had appropriated language and words as the subject/
object of art. With his incisive text-based art, Vernon fills 
gaping holes in the arts and the body politic, both of which 
are presently bereft of critical discourse. This is where and 
when Vernon Ah Kee, excels as an artist, an Aboriginal 
activist and social critic. 

His choice of words or texts is deliberately profound and 
cogently aims to deliver a message or messages; for 
example, in his commissioned work for the 2016 exhibition 
at Campbelltown Art Centre, With Secrecy and Despatch, on 
the 1816 Appin massacre, ordered by Governor Macquarie, 
he used texts from James Baldwin’s The fire next time. In 
his book, Baldwin, one of the more significant intellectuals 

who gave voice to the Civil Rights Movement, referenced 
the consequences of racism on his early life growing up in 
Harlem.

Vernon’s choice of fonts and his technique of arranging 
individual letters very close to the next compel us to look at 
his art with more focus; it also requires more effort, as the 
normal saccade movements of reading with our peripheral 
vision is disrupted. But the effect, at least for me, is that I view 
his art the way I read poetry2: silently articulating each word 
that I form from the letters of Baldwin’s narrative. Authors 
of Devastation, with red text on black canvas on a black 
wall, creates a renewed urgency for Baldwin’s message, 
particularly during the current period of racist intemperance.

Ruben Allas

1 Holland Cotter, ‘Art review: when 
words’ meaning is in their look’, The 
New York Times, 1998, <http://www.
nytimes.com/1998/10/16/arts/art-
review-when-words-meaning-is-in-
their-look.html>.

2 Kremena Nikolova-Fontaine, 
‘The visual power of words’, Iceland 
Review, 23 June 2017.

Vernon Ah Kee, Kuku Yalandji, Waanji, 
Yindndji and Gugu Yimithirr people, 
born 1967, Innisfail, Queensland, 
unwashed, 2017, vinyl,  
135.0 x 180.0 cm; Courtesy the artist 
and Milani Gallery, Brisbane
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Ashley Crawford

It is often cynically noted that boys never grow up. This 
accusation is usually levelled at men by the rare disparaging 
women who, ironically, indulge in forms of cosplay (costume 
play) on a daily, indeed, often hourly, level and sometimes to 
great effect.

But it is rarely noted just how much hard work being a fan 
can be. It can be lonely and demoralising when fellow fans 
don’t share your viewpoint or, worse, when the general 
public are utterly indifferent to your passion. Indeed, one day 
no doubt I will meet up with Roy Ananda, and the awkward 
reality will be revealed. Sure, I’m something of a fan of horror 
writer H.P. Lovecraft and his Cthulhu mythos, but give me 
the hallucinatory Philip K. Dick anytime over H.P.L. And Star 
Wars? Sorry Roy, sure I can see its appeal, its tinkering with 
Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) 
and various myths and legends, but I’m a Blade Runner 
guy (director’s cut) through and through. And again, my 
apologies for my utter indifference to Dungeons & Dragons.

But that is the joy of Roy Ananda’s work. You don’t 
necessarily need to be a fan of the source of his inspirations 
to experience the sheer celebratory exuberance of his work, 
its cerebral ambitions, its craftily exposed appropriations, 
the sense of bordering on a celebration of religious ecstasy.

Take his work Slow crawl into infinity, which borrows the 
text from the opening sequence of Episode IV of Star Wars, 
A New Hope, and resembles a Moses-like declaration (no 
doubt George Lucas’s original intention). Ananda recreates 
the iconic scrolling prologue as a tangible, sculptural object, 
not from granite, as in Moses’s case, but from the far more 
humble plywood and pine. Ananda’s own words about 
this work reveal the earnest passion of his project: ‘This 
approach combines the deliberateness and precision of 
the pedantic fan-boy with a gesture of jubilation, as each 
component part of the great text is joyfully thrust skyward’.

In such works Ananda takes one aspect of fandom a 
thousand steps beyond the activities of most fan-boys. 
Ananda is not, like most, a couch-ridden passive fan. 
As fandom theorist Bob Rehak asked in the journal 
Transformative Works and Cultures: ‘Approaching fandom 
through an explicitly materialist lens may at first seem 
redundant: haven’t fans always been defined, for better or 
worse, through their relationships to objects?’1

Clearly, Ananda takes this to extremes. He is unafraid to 
dissect his deep obsessions to create something utterly 
new. He will reconstruct a model of the Millennium Falcon, 
the EVA Unit One from the sci-fi/biblical apocalypse/teen 
angst anime series Neon Genesis: Evangelion, and a ruined 
castle from the tabletop role-playing game Dungeons & 
Dragons. And then he’ll throw in such Lovecraftian tropes 
as the City of R’lyeh (resting place of Great Cthulhu) and the 
cosmic deity Daoloth, Render of the Veils, without hesitation. 
This, for a certain kind of fan, is the equivalent of putting the 
best aspects of Hinduism, Buddhism and Christianity into a 
blender and ecstatically imbibing the results.

Bob Rehak cites the notion of ‘blueprint culture’ as an 
indication of the fannish desire to lend imaginary worlds a 
degree of verisimilitude. ‘As an inveterate fan-boy, I identify 
with this impulse very strongly’, Ananda says.

But for those who still insist upon their art to be about ‘high’ 
culture rather than ‘low,’ keep in mind the fantastical subject 
matter of Titian’s masterpiece The Flaying of Marsyas, c.1575, 
which depicts a satyr who dared to defy the God Apollo. 
Titian was evidently over ninety years of age when he 
painted it. They say that boys never grow up.

1 Bob Rehak, ‘Materiality and object-
oriented fandom’, Transformative 
Works and Cultures, vol. 16,  
<http://journal.transformativeworks.
org/index.php/twc/article/
view/622/450>.

Roy Ananda, born 1980, Adelaide, 
Slow crawl into infinity, 2014, 
installation view Samstag Museum 
of Art, University of South Australia, 
plywood, pine and fixings,  
5.06 x 6.68 x 10.21 m;  
Courtesy the artist
photo: Sam Noonan
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shifting ancients through billions of moons
yamani dark like matter bright like rainbow coloured
truths …1 

Over some months in 2014, the 18,000 wall-mounted 
mirrored disks comprising Daniel Boyd’s Museum of 
Contemporary Art (MCA) Foyer Wall Commission, Untitled, 
reflected and refracted the harbour cove of Warrane (or 
Circular Quay) in Sydney. Like time-lapse footage, the 
infinite flickering, from day to night, cast by the passage 
of passers-by, ferries and harbour lights were each 
momentarily ‘hallmarked’ in a plane of space and time. 
By virtue of its location at a contested site and Boyd’s 
Aboriginal heritage, this ‘memory field’ inevitably invited 
contemplation of the eighteenth-century comings and 
goings of convicts and soldiers, tall ships, and the nocturnal 
nawi (canoe) and headland signal fires of the Gadigal people. 
The ‘incompleteness’ of Boyd’s encoded contemporary 
landscapes is a reflection of our limitations to see the full 
picture beyond the ‘accidental present’.2 

The MCA commission and the following twentieth-century 
Biennale of Sydney installation, What Remains, 2016, in 
Redfern, presented ambitious iterations of Boyd’s artistic 
transition in 2011, from history paintings subverting colonial 
portraits, landscapes and events, to multidisciplinary works 
in painting, video and installation, where the subject is 
encrypted by a scree of dots and amplified physically and 
ideologically to embrace a universal perspective. Boyd’s 
technique of creating a narrative palimpsest, which serves 
to add layers of meaning or interpretation to the original 
image, inevitably evokes the dotting used by the artists of the 
Western Desert painting movement to obscure underlying 
sacred imagery (often called the ‘drawing’) from the 
uninitiated, most notably the ‘tremulous illusion’ of Johnny 
Warangkula Tjupurrula and the supernatural vigour of 
Anmatyerr artist Emily Kam Ngwarray’s Awelye paintings.3  

For Boyd, the lenses through which the viewer sees the 
underlying images or reflections in his works express ‘the 

interconnectedness of all things by making visible the dark 
matter and energy that binds us’.4 His HD video work, A 
Darker Shade of Dark #1– 4, 2012, and accompanying score 
by Ryan Grieve literally express a cosmic synergy with the 
mysteries of Plato’s universe and the enigma of dark matter. 
In Boyd’s work – as in the heavenly Tjukurrpa paintings 
of the Ken family of artists – the generative cosmology 
depicted has a universality beyond the personal. The Ken 
family illustrate the epic travails of the Seven Sisters (the 
Pleiades), the shifting ancients, whose story links Aboriginal 
communities across the Australia. In Boyd’s work, the 
‘surface is made up of multiple lenses – cultural lenses – it’s 
a way of bringing more people into the work and it’s a way of 
telling a story about who I am, but also connects to as many 
people as possible’.5 

If ‘history is made at night’, it’s easy to imagine a young Daniel 
Boyd spending hours star gazing at the billions of moons 
from the beach esplanade and tidal flats of Giangurra, his 
childhood home in far north Queensland, on the road to 
Yarrabah.6 From Boyd’s artistic investigations into his family’s 
oral histories and museum archives, and his explorations of 
the rippling synergies of deep space and time, which bind 
humanity, emerge truths that guide us like points of light. 
Whether in the remote tropical north or Australia’s busiest 
metropolis, like beacons on the headland, they guide us 
home.

Let no one say the past is dead. 
The past is all about us and within. 
Haunted by tribal memories, I know 
This little now, this accidental present 
Is not the all of me, whose long making 
Is so much of the past.7 

Hetti Perkins

1 Daniel Boyd, ‘A poem for my 
daughters’, Cairns Art Gallery, 
Daniel Boyd: Bitter Sweet exhibition 
catalogue, 2017, <https://issuu.
com/cairnsregionalgallery/docs/
boyd_catalogue_final>.

2 Oodgeroo Nunuccal , ‘The past’, 
Yarrabah News, vol. 28, December 
1986, p. 7.

3 Geoffrey Bardon quoted in Vivien 
Johnson, in Tradition today: 
Indigenous art from the collection of 
the Art Gallery of New South Wales, 
Sydney, 2014.

4 Daniel Boyd on MCA website, viewed 
19 August 2017, <https://www.
mca.com.au/artists-and-works/
artist-commissions/daniel-boyd-
untitled-2014/>.

5 Daniel Boyd on Saltwater country 
(exhibition) website, viewed 21 August 
2017, <http://saltwatercountry.org/
artist/daniel-boyd/>.

6 The title of Daniel Boyd’s exhibition at 
Artspace, Sydney, 31 January –  
3 March 2013.

7 Nunuccal, p. 7.

still: Daniel Boyd, Kudjla/Gangalu 
people, far north Queensland, 
born 1982, Cairns, Queensland, 
Expanding Silhouette, 2017,  
HD video, 16 minutes 9 seconds; 
Courtesy the artist and Roslyn 
Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney
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Images of female potency are not uncommon, but some 
recent iterations may give pause. 

In Neil Gaiman’s 2001 novel American Gods (now adapted 
as a television series), Bilquis, the Goddess of Love, eats 
a man alive with her vagina, giving a new taste to the term 
vagina dentata. Or in Matthew Barney’s recent epic River 
of Fundament (2014) the Egyptian goddess Isis (played by 
Aimee Mullins) copulates with an engine block, becomes 
pregnant, and we witness a decidedly graphic birth in the 
back seat of a semi-submerged car. The camera focuses 
in on the extended orifice of the vagina, which begins to 
pulsate vigorously until what emerges from the vaginal 
canal is the bald head of a baby falcon. But such images, 
as disturbing as they may be, to some extent pale by 
comparison with a story told to artist Kristian Burford by a 
friend. He related an experience from his youth, in which a 
much older woman (he was only ten) regularly performed 
erotic dances for him. ‘On one occasion (the last) the woman 
murdered her pet parrot and penetrated herself with its 
decapitated corpse’, Burford’s friend recalled. ‘The boy fled 
the woman’s apartment in terror, a response consistent with 
what I imagine to be the woman’s motivation: to embody 
the terrifying power of a goddess – a power created, in this 
instance, through the decapitation and incorporation of the 
phallus.’

This is indeed, to say the least, uneasy material to digest as 
the impetus for a work of art. However, Burford has never 
been an ‘easy’ artist. Hovering somewhere in the non-genre 
of such artists as Ed Keinholz (1927–1994) and Hans Bellmer 
(1902–1975), with occasional hints of crime photographer 
Weegee (1899–1968), Burford deals in troubled dreams. 
His mise-en-scènes emanate a beautiful and poetic dread 
in much the same way as David Lynch’s Blue velvet (1986), 
replete with hints of brutality. But the school of Burford is very 
much his own: intensely rendered and detailed sculptural 
installations with more than a hint of the unheimlich.

Burford’s work for Divided Worlds, Cell, comprises a group 
of three female beings, each around two-and-a-half metres 
high. Their formation  presents a ritual of resurrection: the 
first figure wills the resurrection, the second is resurrected, 
while the third celebrates the spectacle. Inspired in part 
by the narcissistic ritual of young girls dancing in their 
bedrooms for transmission online, Burford’s figures are 
naked and take the essential and potent form of the phallic. 
Like the three witches of Macbeth reincarnated, theirs is a 
distinctly pagan ritual, their resurrection inspiring powerful 
hints of the erotic, the first figure convulses, pudenda 
engorged, with an energy that effects the resurrection of the 
second, while the third figure reclines languorously, finally 
sated.

Cell travels from melancholy to abandon to repose, 
embracing, as is Burford’s intent, such binary opposites as 
reality and the supernatural, the animate and inanimate, 
presence and absence, life and death, with Kristian Burford 
as the ultimate choreographer of this macabre orgy.

Ashley Crawford

Kristian Burford, born 1974, Waikerie, 
South Australia, Last night you 
brought a man up to your room after 
having a late drink at the hotel bar. 
Knowing that you are HIV positive 
you had sex which caused him to 
bleed. After a day of meetings you 
now return to your room., 2011,  
fibreglass reinforced polyurethane 
resin, polyurethane foam, oil paint, 
glass eyes, wood, carpet, mirror, 
wallpaper, acrylic house paint, 
briefcase, pen, stationary, room 
service cart, table cloth, cutlery and 
crockery, pampas grass, telephone, 
lighting fixtures, electric motor, 
various furnishings, 304 x 518 x 
1158 cm; supported by the Australia 
Council for the Arts, Collection 
Francois Pinault, Courtesy the artist
photo: Robert Weideman
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Maria Fernanda Cardoso is an international artist in the true 
sense of the word, being Colombian-born, trained in the 
United States and residing in Australia with her family. Inspired 
by nature at an early age, she was drawn to the connection 
between art and science through her reading of the stories of 
Leonardo da Vinci.

Cardoso’s first sculptures comprised unthinkable natural 
materials such as water or dirt or corn. Her attraction to 
and inquiry into the forms associated with the natural world 
were evident in these early works. Later came the animals 
– the frogs, lizards, spiders and flies. Cardoso’s practice is 
steeped in the nineteenth-century traditions of natural history: 
taxonomy, classification, evolution and museology are at the 
fore of the artist’s exploration of nature. Cardoso, as did many 
of the greats of natural history, balances the role of artist and 
scientist. 

And then, of course, came the Cardoso Flea Circus, adding 
another nineteenth-century dimension to her practice. 
Natural history morphed into the entertainment and public 
amusement associated with the exhibition of natural 
curiosities, and her repertoire assumed the additional roles of 
entrepreneur and ‘showman’. 

Exhibiting the flea circus around the world, to several cities 
in the United States, Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, and 
the sold-out performances at the Sydney Opera House in 
2000, Cardoso took on the dual personas of ‘Queen of the 
Fleas’ and ‘Professor Cardoso’. Cardoso’s affinity for the role 
of scientist was demonstrated by her inquisitive mind and her 
obsessive, tenacious training of 300 fleas over a period of six 
years. 

Cardoso recalls a description of flea copulation as ‘a wonder 
of the insect world’, and that fleas possess ‘the most 
elaborate genital armature yet known’. Cardoso treats sex 
and reproduction not as taboo topics but purely as the facts 
of the science of nature and which attract the curiosity that 
comes with learning new things. Her interest in form was 
diverted towards the science of reproduction. Why are the 
forms so complex? 

With this inquiry, the assumed title of ‘Professor Cardoso’ 
became a reality when the artist completed a PhD in art 
and science as a fundamental part of her next work, the 

Museum of Copulatory Organs (MoCo). This work, focusing 
on penises of the animal world, needed the backing of 
academia to impart credibility and, more importantly, 
enable access to the museum collections required for such 
research. As artist and scientist, Cardoso selects the topic 
of reproduction and teaches us about it, as well as revealing 
the embodied aesthetic. In MoCo, Cardoso echoes the 
traditions of natural history museums through the exhibition 
of natural forms via man-made objects. 

In Naked Flora – an addition to MoCo – Cardoso’s exploration 
of the reproductive morphology of flowering plants is 
inextricable from the work of Carl Linnaeus. 

The flowers' leaves  …  serve as bridal beds which the 
Creator has so gloriously arranged, adorned with 
such noble bed curtains, and perfumed with so many 
soft scents that the bridegroom with his bride might 
there celebrate their nuptials with so much the greater 
solemnity …1

In the seminal work Systema Naturae (1735), Linnaeus 
described the stamen as ‘men in a marriage’ and the pistils 
as ‘wives’, and by counting the husbands and wives, he 
fashioned the ‘Sexual System’ for the classification of plants. 
Needless to say, his risqué terminology and descriptions 
evoking imagery of unlawful marriages caused a stir.

Cardoso’s use of deep-focus photography to capture parts 
of flowers frozen in time continues the tradition of natural 
history through museology and artificialia, the most famous 
examples being the Harvard glass flowers, or, closer to 
home, the papier mâché models of fruits and fungi in the 
Museum of Economic Botany (Adelaide). 

The history of scientific models reminds us that objects 
were considered more effective for teaching than the real 
things. Cardoso probes this by pulling away the petals 
and undressing the flowers, and her exploration through 
taxonomy, evolution and museology employs these ‘objects’ 
to connect the dots. Both artist and scientist are obsessed 
by and curious about their subject, but they see things 
differently. The themes of life, growth, form and reproduction 
in nature run through Cardoso’s practice and appear again in 
Naked Flora. There’s still so much to learn …

Tony Kanellos

details: Maria Fernanda Cardoso, 
born 1963, Bogotá, Colombia, 
Naked Flora Series, 2014, pigment 
print on paper, acrylic face mounted, 
aluminium back, various sizes; 
Courtesy the artist and ARC ONE 
Gallery, Melbourne
photo: Maria Fernanda Cardoso  
and Ross Rudesch Harley

1 Carl Linnaeus, Praeludia 
Sponsaliorum Plantarum, 1729.
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Since 2011, the collective Barbara Cleveland has produced a 
body of work exploring the life and legacy of their namesake: 
the mythic Australian performance artist Barbara Cleveland 
(1945–81). The single-channel video Bodies in Time, 2016, 
belongs to this cycle. Its genesis is a series of scores made 
by Cleveland in 1973, which cite gestures from the history 
of twentieth-century dance and visual art performance. 
In collaboration with the dancer Angela Goh, the artists 
transformed these prompts into a new choreography for the 
camera. On screen, Goh performs this anthology of partial 
and idiosyncratic re-enactments in a white cube that evokes 
the authoritative frame of the museum.

The museum is a classic form of archive. Objects are the 
base currency of its historical enterprise, while performance 
is consigned to the marginal status of memory and myth. 
Bodies in Time attends to the blind spots and biases this 
produces in art history and suggests the possibilities for 
‘doing history’ differently, using performance as both material 
and method. The artists mobilise performance as ‘a queer 
kind of evidence’, that ruptures the archive’s linear temporal 
logic and its predisposition for the material, authentic and 
singular.1 By dancing history, they return ephemeral practices 
from the past into view and reinscribe the (primarily female) 
body within a more expansive canon, one alert to the 
intersection between different forms of historical exclusion 
and amnesia.

As Bodies in Time makes clear, the history of performance 
is a history of embodied knowledge. Dance is perhaps 
the exemplary medium in this regard, revolving as it does 
around the idea of the body as a ‘living archive’, in which 
choreography resides in muscle memory and perception, 
ready to be re-performed. In Bodies in Time, Goh embodies 
fragments of works that belong to the history of visual 
art – by Joan Jonas, Carolee Schneemann, Jill Orr and 
Pat Larter, among others – alongside choreographic 
phrases by Yvonne Rainer and Pina Bausch and pedestrian 

movements that draw on the legacy of Judson Dance 
Theatre. All of the work’s source material engages the 
condition of ephemerality intrinsic to performance. But its 
translation into dance for the camera is significant, in that 
it prefigures further acts of transmission, distribution and 
reproduction. Like documentation, choreography counters 
disappearance.

In all of this, Cleveland is a cipher. She is a singular guise for 
a group of contemporary artists, and a fabricated historical 
referent. Goh performs as Cleveland in drag, literalising 
the slippery layers of authorship at play in the work. This is 
reinforced by a series of shots that reveal aspects of Bodies 
in Time’s staging and artifice, and amplified further still by a 
voiceover narrated by members of the collective. Here, they 
take turns remembering examples of past performances 
they could never have witnessed first-hand, including by 
Barbara Cleveland. As with Goh’s dance, their oral history 
of performance is explicitly personal, intermediated and 
unfixed. This history, like all histories, ‘is a story’ told by 
multiple subjects. Or, as the narration also evocatively 
suggests, it is ‘a circle. It is not a line; it is a loop. It repeats, is 
forgotten, and repeats again’.

1 A notion borrowed from Rebecca 
Schneider, ‘Performance remains’, 
Perform, repeat, record: live art in 
history, Intellect, Bristol and Chicago, 
2012, p. 142. Anneke Jaspers

Barbara Cleveland, Bodies in Time, 
2016, single-channel HD video,  
13 minutes 46 seconds; Courtesy 
the artists 
photo: Zan Wimberley
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Kirsten Coelho’s ceramic vessels are almost hyper-real in 
their stillness and serenity. Perfectly poised, arranged in an 
approximation of casual or contingent association, these 
beakers, dishes and bottles seem almost otherworldly: they 
summon spirits, of a sort. But from whence? Given their 
pristine collectedness and their ethereal beauty, it’s easy 
to forget that the origins of Coelho’s forms are humble: the 
kitchen, the laundry, sometimes the garage, and only rarely 
the drawing room. The last is the give-away: when Coelho 
makes space for familiars from the past, she is usually 
looking over her shoulder at working people and their 
usual utensils, at the daily routines that filled and emptied 
thousands of similar vessels. At life.

This time Coelho is considering the history of rural women. 
Paintings by Russell Drysdale recently rekindled her interest 
in the stolid dignity of country women. Coelho always looks 
at paintings to find models for pots – previously at works 
by Longstaff and McCubbin, among the Australians. But 
in late 2016 Lachlan Henderson of Brisbane’s Philip Bacon 
Galleries had the happy idea of placing a work by Drysdale 
near hers. She saw how Drysdale sets silent stoic women 
in the centre of his landscapes, that for him domestic life is 
evidently fundamental. Coelho speaks about the power of 
this womanly presence, the endurance of settler women in 
Australia.1 Now Coelho’s work, in its turn, participates in a 
potent imaginary lineage: Drysdale’s solid women, especially 
his 1945 painting The Drover’s Wife, recall the reverent 
creation of the resilient bush women in Henry Lawson’s short 
stories, particularly his celebrated 1892 story of the solitary 
woman waiting all night in a darkened room for a snake to 
reappear. This deep-seated fearfulness resonated with 
Coelho: this life was tough, it required resilience. 

So there is a spareness in Coelho’s new work, one that 
sits squarely with the rigours of rural existence: the ample 
proportions of the largest bowls recall enamel basins on 
washing day or the arduous business of plain cooking 
for hungry mouths; bottles and beakers allude to the few 
carefully husbanded implements in bush kitchens, long 
before the coming of Australian material prosperity. (These 
too had mute dignity.) But because Australian history is 
complex and incorporates cultural references from many 
and varied origins – Coelho is acutely aware of the past lives 
and histories of the prototype vessels she seeks out – new 
forms are gleaned from all sorts of unlikely sources and 

welcomed into the ample ensemble. The solid footed cup, for 
instance, was found in a book of objects that had belonged 
to the Italian modern painter Giorgio Morandi (1890–1964); 
it was originally a tin can, with a base added, and for Coelho 
recalled the make-do aspect of living in the bush;2 some of 
the larger bowl forms and groups of bottles were seen at an 
historical bottle collectors fair at Port Adelaide earlier this 
year. As she often does, Coelho purchased some to study, 
and to use as resources for her work. The extraordinary 
wavy cup, part of an ongoing interest in apothecary vessels, 
is based on a photograph of a seventeenth-century Delft 
apothecary vessel, seen on a Japanese antique dealer’s 
Instagram account. Importantly, Coelho notes that the 
original is not as ‘wavy’ as her reborn version: this is the 
‘artist’s licence, these are not straightforward transcriptions’,3 
she says.

Indeed. For when she places a vessel into a grouping, 
Coelho is making it clear that this is always a plain and 
simple pot – she likes saying ‘pot’ rather than ‘ceramic’. I 
would say she holds to the honesty of useful vessels, and 
to the joy to be had in using beautiful balanced things. But 
she is also asking us, I think, to do more than that, which is 
why her remark about ‘artist’s licence’ matters: importantly, 
Coelho acknowledges the historical sources of her forms; 
indeed, her work is embodied through it, but it is not entirely 
without kinks, even winks at the lineages that nurture it. 
She looks backward, to be sure, but this is a long way from 
straightforward nostalgia, which always insists on slavish 
adherence to a (real or imagined) past, and is not always 
productive or beneficial, as Svetlana Boym’s 2001 book  
The future of nostalgia argued so persuasively.4  

What Coelho is doing is infinitely more subtle: through 
delicate alterations to her models, and a persistent play of 
indirection, she is asking us to see that what might, on first 
appearance, seem straightforward, even mundane, is not 
quite what it should be, but, actually, miraculously, something 
altogether else. This is not so much recollection as wilful 
misremembering, what the early twentieth-century Russians 
called ostranenie or ‘making strange’: that elusive, almost 
imperceptible, but entirely deliberate, alteration that opens 
the door to a new vision of the familiar.5 Kirsten Coelho is 
asking us to look again.

1 Telephone conversation with the 
author, 28 June 2017.

2 See Joel Meyerowitz, Morandi’s 
objects, Damiani, Bologna, 2015.

3 Telephone conversation with the 
author, 28 June 2017.

4 Svetlana Boym, The future of 
nostalgia, Basic Books, New York, 
2001.

5 The key figure is Viktor Shklovsky 
(1893–1984); see Alexandra Berlina 
(ed.) Viktor Shklovsky: a reader, 
Bloomsbury, London, 2016. Julie Ewington

Kirsten Coelho, born 1966, 
Copenhagen, Denmark, 
Transfigured Night, 2017, porcelain 
matt glaze, banded iron oxide, 
dimensions variable; Courtesy 
the artist, Philip Bacon Galleries, 
Brisbane, THIS IS NO FANTASY + 
dianne tanzer gallery, Melbourne 
and BMGArt, Adelaide
photo: Grant Hancock
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SEAN CORDEIRO  
� CLAIRE HEALY

Andrew Frost

In Claire Healy and Sean Cordeiro’s We Hunt Mammoth, 
2015, the entirety of a Honda car has been broken down 
to 121 individual components, each part tied in jute and 
bamboo, a traditional Japanese method of packaging. 
Hanging on the wall, the work evinces a distinctly votive 
quality, as if this deconstructed vehicle is offered up in an 
obscure religious ceremony. 

The work conflates materials and modern and ancient 
traditions of making, from the car itself – a gleaming 
contemporary consumer object which arrives at the end 
of a sophisticated production line with the assistance of 
highly trained technicians and programmed robots – to 
the exacting hand that repackages the now disassembled 
automobile. The title is suggestive of a science fiction 
narrative, one in which man-made objects become a 
source of spiritual resonance similar to the kind of religious 
meanings that the hunt holds for traditional societies. 
Untangling these aspects of We Hunt Mammoth might 
well prompt a momentary sense of estrangement or 
bewilderment in the viewer. 

This kind of conceptual play is typical of Healy and 
Cordeiro’s practice. The duo have long been fascinated by 
the way in which objects can not only speak to what they 
are – furniture, lego, bottle tops, entire houses and earth-
moving vehicles – but also to the way in which these objects 
and materials can be recontextualised to another kind of 
narrative, one that makes comment both on their function 
and their potential symbolic meanings. 

Mondo Futuro, 2017, utilises a vintage retro-engineered 
Mercedes 220S, a car from the mid-1950s, which runs not 
on petrol or diesel but on a bio fuel derived from a process 
in which gas is extracted from heated wood. Although a bio 
fuel is perhaps more sustainable than petroleum, the car 
requires wood chips to run, negating whatever advantage 
this technology offers. To achieve the kind of comfort and 

convenience a car offers, a sacrifice must be made. Marked 
with iconic motifs derived from the Swabian Alemannic 
Fassnacht and European Wilder Mann traditions, which 
eulogise the forest as a symbol of semi-mystical, pagan 
self-realisation, Mondo Futuro evokes ambivalence about 
technology and about the environment, at once a marvel, but 
also a profound liability, and what the artists have described 
as being symbolic of the complex relationship we have with 
technology and the environment.

The title of the work references the ‘Mondo’ films of the 
1960s, pseudo documentaries that purported to depict the 
world in sensational terms, but were instead fictions derived 
from the activities of an array of complicit participants and 
unwitting subjects. In essence, this notion of the ‘world’ 
is entirely speculative, constructed from a deliberate, if 
entertaining, misreading that renders documentary reality 
as a kind of fiction. In Mondo Futuro and We Hunt Mammoth, 
Healy and Cordeiro offer a glimpse of a tomorrow, one that 
is already evident today – a world where fragments of reality 
are recombined into an alternative view of a connected 
contemporary world, glorious in its contradictions, yet 
persuasive in its truth. 

detail: Claire Healy, born 1971,
Melbourne and Sean Cordeiro, born
1974, Penrith, New South Wales,
Mondo Futuro, 2017, performance 
still; Courtesy the artists
and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney
photo: Jonah Cordeiro
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Owen Craven

Although Tamara Dean is well known for her evocative 
photographs that capture figures immersed in the 
landscape, her practice extends beyond photography 
into installation and participatory works of art that explore 
the relationship between humans and the natural world. 
Intrigued by the natural cycles of life and death, nature and 
spirituality, and the role ritual plays in our lives, Dean creates 
works of art that investigate the world around her, posing 
existential questions about life itself and our place in it.

Dean’s practice relies heavily on her subjects experiencing 
and engaging with their environment. Importantly for Dean, 
the act of direction and observation while on location is 
a vital ingredient in the making of her work, enabling her 
to impart an authentic quality to her images, which then 
become transportative for her audiences. Dean invites 
viewers to actively experience and engage with the worlds 
she creates in her work, not simply observe in a passive 
manner. For the 2018 Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art, 
Dean has created two new bodies of work that exemplify 
these evocative and participatory overtones.

In Our Nature is a photographic series that resonates 
with the foundations of Dean’s practice. Presented in the 
Museum of Economic Botany (Adelaide Botanic Garden), 
the series is a suite of images that closely explore humans’ 
primal connection with nature. The photographs see figures 
placed into natural landscapes – almost like specimens – as 
a means to explore their strong and important relationships, 
with each composition speaking to this intrinsic link in 
subtle, almost metamorphic, ways. Photographed in the 
dense bushland and ponds of the Adelaide and Mount 
Lofty Botanic Gardens, In Our Nature follows the seasons 
of spring, summer, autumn and winter to draw parallels 
between the process of human aging and the cycles of life.

Dean’s moody and evocative landscape compositions are 
punctuated by human forms which ambiguously morph 

in and out of the environs. Dean deftly hones textured 
relationships between the figures and the natural elements 
in her imagery: the supple curves of a female’s back 
emerge from beneath the surface of a pond to resemble 
the surrounding lily pads, while the solid sinews of a man’s 
muscular legs powering along the ground plane blur into 
the curtain of tree trunks. Presented in the context of 
the museum – an institution dedicated to exploring the 
importance of plants in our lives – the photographs are 
an evocative contemporary extension of this narrative, 
reinforced by the site-specific context.

Stream of Consciousness – Dean’s second piece – is an 
installation-based work of art that aims for a transformative 
experience. The work is housed in a darkened gallery 
space, into which viewers are invited to walk. Through 
collaborations with soundscape artist David Kirkpatrick 
and scent designer Ainslie Walker, Dean has created a 
multisensory experience. The subtle aroma of the Australian 
bush permeates the space, while ambient tones reverberate 
during transition into the muted light of the gallery space. The 
immersion process is a crucial ingredient to the success of 
the work, as it instantly disconnects the viewer–participant 
from the outside world and relocates them in the moment. 
In the centre of the space is a large reflection pool, where an 
image subtly and mysteriously resolves in the dark body of 
water before the viewer’s eyes.

The content of the image reflecting on the surface of the 
water may not be important. The power of this work of art 
lies in its immersive and transformative qualities. Here, Dean 
has translated her two-dimensional prints into a truly four-
dimensional temporospatial experience.

Tamara Dean, born 1976, Sydney, 
Sacred Lotus (Nelumbo nucifera) in 
Autumn from the series In our nature, 
May 2017, Adelaide Botanic Garden,  
pure pigment print on cotton rag,  
153.5 x 200.0 cm; Courtesy the artist 
and Martin Browne Contemporary, 
Sydney
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A drawing can be fleeting, an impression that seizes a 
moment, dashed off with the most rudimentary of tools. 
But with a drawing you can make the world on a page. And 
anyone can draw; we all do, most days. A glass vessel, on 
the other hand, is a thing of substance, the product of careful 
deliberate steps, made by teams of highly trained specialists. 

Tim Edwards works in the space between these two 
practices. He draws incessantly, always has, filling 
notebooks with observations of objects, and shapes and 
patterns in nature, but also with possible glass vessels, 
drawn in lead pencil or black pen. First, he dreams these 
glass forms in drawings and then plans them meticulously. 
As he says, ‘Glass blowing is so expensive and arduous and 
complex, you have to be very clear in the making process, 
know what you want to make. You can spend a lot of money 
fluffing around ...’1

Before he came to blowing and cutting glass, however, 
Edwards had a long-standing passion for graphics, and the 
way objects are depicted in modern media: comics, film, 
animation, graphic novels. This is a twentieth- and twenty-
first-century set of references, with drawing at its heart, 
from Walt Disney comics in his South Australian country 
childhood, to the UK’s Cheeky Weekly (published 1977–80), 
to the long-running American satirical magazine Mad, 
followed, as he grew older, by graphic novels and Japanese 
anime. Edwards says: ‘It’s the mix of drawing and writing, a 
big interest, [one] that I continue with my own kids’.2

Does it seem paradoxical to speak of drawing in connection 
with glass? Yet, that is precisely Tim Edwards’s current 
project: working with both the drawn representation of a 
vessel and the actual glass vessel itself – representation 
and actuality – mapped onto each other. ‘It’s about how to 
see things’, as he says. The current push is towards yet more 
simplified vessels, with a maximum of two colours, as well 
as clear glass, a continuation of the Line Drawing series from 
2015. These are simple bowl and bottle forms, the outlines 
marked with emphatic black lines at the outer edges and 
rims. Some are in rich warm colours, but Edwards says the 
effect is most striking when the contrasts are more marked: 
‘some colours step forward, some step back – you don’t 
know until you see them side by side’. He is playing with 
‘perception/ deception’. About this sort of vessel, he asks: 

‘are you reading it from underneath or above? I want two 
ellipses – the viewer reads the ellipses from the top, but I also 
want to read them from the bottom – it’s about getting it to 
work’.3

This phenomenon appeared in other recent works: in the 
Panel series of bowls from 2016, two distinct colours, such 
as an assertive orange and a bright blue, or soft pink and 
deep grey, comprised respectively the interior and exterior 
surfaces of the vessels. The viewer looks both at the front 
of the bowl, and into it, as Edwards has cut away one face to 
accentuate the tension between the usual views – from the 
front, from above, from the side, and so on.

We are more familiar with the complexities of this perceptual 
process in representational painting: it is now generally 
agreed that the dialogue between painted things and their 
counterparts in the world is a matter of convention, despite 
the Western desire for verisimilitude. Here Edwards gives us 
both the real and represented thing, simultaneously, which 
begs the question: which is more compelling, the actuality 
or its drawn idea? The whole point is that it’s impossible to 
decide: Edwards has embedded a perceptual wobble in his 
vessels, which in 2016 he called ‘that tug of war between 
seeing and knowing’.4  

This is not only conceptually complex but physically and 
technically demanding, as curator Margot Osborne pointed 
out: ‘While drawing is an additive process, these drawings in 
glass are created by a reductive process as he painstakingly 
carves away the black outer layer to reveal the clear or 
coloured glass underneath’.5 In an additional paradox, great 
skill is required to achieve the appearance of such simplicity. 
Tim Edwards wears this lightly, but his apparent insouciance 
today has been hard won over nearly three decades, 
first training in ceramics and then in glass at Adelaide’s 
JamFactory.

This is magic, before your very eyes – except nothing is 
hidden, everything is clearly visible. Tim Edwards works with 
and through transparency in two senses, then: he doubles 
the enchanting translucency – that special quality of glass – 
with the clarity of his drawing on its surface. Two vessels in 
one. And a multiplicity of angles.

1 Tim Edwards, telephone interview,  
5 July 2017.

2  Edwards.

3  Edwards.

4 Tim Edwards, ‘A journal’, artist 
statement, October 2016, <http://
sabbiagallery.com/wp-content/
uploads/2017/03/Sabbia-Gallery-
Tim-Edwards-A-Journal-Exhibition-
Statement-2016.pdf>.

5 Margot Osborne in Edwards 2016, 
<http://sabbiagallery.com/wp-
content/uploads/2017/03/Sabbia-
Gallery-Tim-Edwards-A-Journal-
Exhibition-Statement-2016.pdf>. Julie Ewington

Tim Edwards, born 1967, Millicent, 
South Australia, Hollow, 2017, blown 
glass, wheel cut, 49.0 x 37.0 x 9.0 cm; 
Courtesy the artist
photo: Grant Hancock
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Emily Floyd’s sculptural installation Icelandic Puffins, 2017, 
draws attention to the case of Iceland, a country whose 
citizens experienced the Global Financial Crisis of 2008�09 
as a very real catastrophe. The small country of 330,000 
was a particularly ‘pure’ case of the consequences of 
neoliberalism and the unregulated banking practices of the 
1990s and 2000s.1 Lax regulatory practices and widespread 
cronyism had resulted in Iceland becoming one of the 
wealthiest countries in the world, with its prosperity during 
the 1990s and 2000s based on the rapid and unregulated 
development of three commercially owned Icelandic 
banks, Landsbanki, Kaupthing, and Glitnir. Their collapse in 
November 2008 led to a severe economic depression and 
political upheaval. 

Floyd, who has made her practice exploring well-known 
and obscure histories of political and social activism, 
dramatises the recent history of Iceland as both a warning 
and an exemplar. Her installation can be interpreted as an 
example of how Iceland’s existing systems, which had been 
brought to a point of collapse, were restored through law 
and democratic process. In 2009 widespread protests by 
citizens – called the ‘pots and pans revolution’ – led to the 
resignation of the right-wing prime minister Geir Haarde and, 
in 2009, the election of the left-wing Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir, 
Iceland’s first female, and openly gay, prime minister. In the 
unique period that followed, citizens, by means of grassroots 
activism, demanded that they became actively involved 
in reshaping the country’s constitution. An investigation 
into those responsible for the financial mismanagement 
and corruption led to twenty-six arrests and included the 
charging of the former prime minister, Haarde. 

In Icelandic Puffins Floyd represents the key individuals and 
corporate protagonists responsible for the mismanagement 
of Iceland’s economy as puffins, and spells their identities out 
in large sculpted letters. Floyd’s formal solution for conveying 
the information in the work was inspired by her learning 

that Olafur Hanksson, the policeman who later prosecuted 
those responsible for the collapse, mapped the relationships 
between the key players and organisations on a whiteboard 
in his office.2 As a teacher and artist, Floyd is interested in 
exploring new forms of pedagogy, with Icelandic Puffins 
consequently imagined as prototype for a teaching tool.3 
The elements are arranged on a low plinth as though ready 
to be moved around, and the very tactile carved wooden 
puffins, with their colour-coded beaks to match the logos of 
the corporations and organisations they represent, resemble 
oversized wooden toys.4 

The letters, cut from heavy blackened steel and spelling the 
names of the three banks, stand upright in a flow chart. They, 
and the names of the corrupt bankers and politicians, radiate 
out in a net around the puffins, ready for a lesson on the 
potential of democracy. 

Maria Zagala

1 Robert Wade & Silla Sigurðardóttir, 
‘Lessons from Iceland’, New Left 
Review, 65, 2010, p. 7.

2 <http://annaschwartzgallery.com/
exhibitions/icelandic-puffins/> 
accessed 12 September 2017.

3 Conversation with author,  
10 August 2017 

4 Floyd’s father and grandmother were 
wooden toy makers in Melbourne 
and Floyd was taught to make 
toys by them; Floyd inherited her 
grandmother’s machines and uses 
them in the making of her art. 

Emily Floyd, born 1972, Melbourne, 
Icelandic Puffins, 2017, wood, two-
part epoxy paint, mild steel with 
black oxide coating, dimensions 
variable; Courtesy the artist and 
Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne
photo: Zan Wimberley
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As we move inexorably into the future, the past slips away. 
In the post-Cold War era the dread of nuclear annihilation 
gave way to a more widespread, yet diffuse, sense of 
unease. Now, it would seem that nature has turned against 
human civilisation. Where disasters and cataclysms caused 
havoc, even considering the possibility of a random but 
divine intervention, these events seemed less a judgement 
on human activity than evidence of the remorseless 
weight of nature. Now, however, global climate change, 
ocean and atmospheric pollution, population increase 
and the degradation of the natural world are an indictment 
of Western thought – mastery over nature, rather than 
companionship with it, now prevails. In concert with this, 
there is a sense that, in the future, disaster awaits us; the 
deep cultural values of human societies that once valued 
sustainability and a spiritual allegiance to nature are likewise 
under threat. It’s in this zone of colliding effect that Hayden 
Fowler’s work dramatises the conflict between the world as 
it was and how it might be one day.     

Fowler’s Eel Song is a work in many ways typical of his 
practice, bringing together a range of references to spiritual 
belief, to science and ecology, and to the language of art 
gallery and natural history museum practice. The work 
makes explicit reference to the extinction of animals – in this 
case the once-abundant eels of New Zealand’s rivers and 
creeks – while the symbolic eel itself suggests the return 
of ancient mega-fauna, albeit through an apparition that 
is technologically created. Combined with references to 
traditional Maori mourning refrain, Eel Song, like much of 
Fowler’s work, produces a profound sense of anxiety.  

Since his earliest projects, many of Fowler’s works have 
been immersive. In the past the artist has constructed 
elaborate installations featuring geodesic domes and cave-
like structures, which often incorporated natural elements 
such as trees, rocks, grass and sand, and on occasions live 
animals. While the experiential design language of natural 

history museums and zoos is an obvious reference point, 
another kind of staging is referenced too: the theme park. 
The combination of these techniques produces a sense 
of willing engagement with the themes and subjects of the 
work, but at the same there is a troubling irony that’s split 
between the persuasiveness of the illusion and the sobering 
nature of the work’s message.  

For the viewer of Fowler’s work there must be recognition 
that, no matter how engaging the work might be and how 
beguiling the immersion effect feels, the reality of our 
historical moment is being dramatised in a way that doesn’t 
let the viewer off the hook – we are all equally responsible for 
the loss of natural habitat, for diminishing diversity, and the 
spiritual and emotional impacts that these changes bring 
to our culture as a whole, and to ourselves as individuals. 
Fowler draws together the twin threads of the destruction of 
the environment and the denaturing of humanity to force a 
consideration of our contemporary moment. 

Andrew Frost

Hayden Fowler, born 1973,  
Te Awamutu, New Zealand, New 
World Order, 2013, HD digital video, 
colour, sound, 15 minutes 17 seconds; 
Courtesy the artist and Artereal 
Gallery, Sydney
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Amos Gebhardt has a background in the film industry and 
brings an experienced knowledge of cinematography to 
the field of video installation. In 2016 There are no others met 
with critical acclaim when shown at Gertrude Contemporary 
in Melbourne. It was a spectacular and poetic depiction 
of individual bodies, shot in slow motion, free-falling within 
an ideal sky. Projected onto the five walls of the gallery, 
enfolding and immersing the viewer’s senses, There are no 
others touched a contemporary cultural nerve by bringing 
gender diversity into full view and public consciousness. 
Reviewing the work, art critic Robert Nelson said such 
recognition of people who ‘identify beyond traditional 
gender binaries represents a major moment in the history of 
ideas’.1 

In the new work for the Adelaide Biennial Gebhardt 
continues to explore the representation of the body and 
identity, but in Evanescence gender diversity is part of an 
array of human expression. Here the body’s relationship with 
nature is equally important. The artist immerses the viewer in 
a square room with four large projections. Each screen holds 
a familiar Australian landscape: a salt lake, a rock formation, 
a sandy desert and a waterfall in a forest. The images meet 
one another along matching horizon lines. This allows for 
a continuum in both time and place, which is emphasised 
by the choreographed sequences of ten dancers in each 
environment. Forty individuals from diverse backgrounds 
have been chosen to expand normative ideas of the 
body. The ritual dance movements that unfold on screen 
amongst the ensemble have been scripted by Gebhardt to 
represent the becoming and decline of the human in and of 
the natural world.2 Gebhardt says: ‘the seamless looping of 
this appearance and disappearance of form, speaks of the 
ephemerality of our moment within deep time’.3 

The dancers move through an awakening, a frenzy and 
finally a submission, as they dissolve back into nature, 
their activity dwarfed by the presence of the land and its 

being in this work. Much like the nature imagined by the 
romantic painters, these video landscapes speak about the 
environment as life force and posit the body as nature. The 
lands projected on screen are remnant wilderness locations, 
where the artist says ‘no Western development was overtly 
visible’. They are saturated by Aboriginal culture, cosmology 
and spirituality. This has been recognised by the artist, 
who engaged with the traditional owners and custodians 
to enable the filming of the performances, which included 
Aboriginal dancers performing on Country.4 

Gebhardt’s performance video Evanescence situates the 
body in the landscape tradition. The grandeur of nature 
as the place of gods and humans resonates in art and 
philosophy. Most recently New Materialist philosophy and 
quantum physics urge us to reconsider the role and place of 
the human in the Anthropocene era.5 Gebhardt’s approach 
is to suggest the vulnerable and ephemeral nature of the 
human, as the species fades away and disappears in the 
immensity of time. There is a strange kind of utopianism here 
that propels the bodies to become one with the landscape.

1 Robert Nelson, ‘There are no others 
review: Amy Amos Gebhardt’s falling 
angels make a pitch for the sublime’, 
<https://tinyurl.com/y88ajhej>, 
accessed 7 September 2017.

2 For an analysis of the human place 
in the world from a new materialist 
position see Iris van der Tuin & Rick 
Dolphijn, ‘The transversality of new 
materialism’, in Rick Dolphijn & Iris van 
der Tuin, New materialism: interviews 
& cartographies, Open Humanities 
Press/MPublishing, University of 
Michigan, 2012, pp. 93–114. 

3 Amos Gebhardt, email 
correspondence with Anne Marsh,  
24 August 2017.

4 The traditional owners of the land on 
which the project was filmed are the 
Boorong, Gunditjmara, Jardwadjal, 
Djab Wurrung, Barkindji, Mutthi Mutthi 
and Nyiampaa peoples.

5 See especially Karen Barad, Meeting 
the universe halfway: quantum physics 
and the entanglement of matter and 
meaning, Duke University Press, 
Durham and London, 2007. Anne Marsh

still: Amos Gebhardt,�born 1976, 
Adelaide, Evanescence, 2018,  
four-channel video, sound,  
34 minutes; Courtesy the artist. 
Made with the generous support 
of the Australia Council, Felix 
Foundation and Chunky Move
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There is a certain power to the wandering mind. It affords 
us the ability to escape the limitations of the body and the 
present, and to travel to a distant time and place. We start 
as children, building and occupying daydream worlds as a 
way of stepping outside reality, even if just for a moment. In 
literature, these reveries are woven into words: authors of 
fantasy invite their readers into a fully formed universe of 
their making. It is in this way that artist David Booth works, 
devoting his life to world building through art.

Better known by the nom de guerre Ghostpatrol, Booth first 
entered his ‘other place’ growing up in Hobart in the 1980s. 
Feeling geographically isolated, he set about constructing a 
universe of his mind’s making. Through drawings, paintings 
and sculpture, he posited a fictional space occupied by 
characters and scenes from across history, fantasy, nature 
and his own lived experience. The freedom attached to 
illustration meant that time and place knew no bounds: 
characters from Star Wars cohabited with Japanese anime 
and, later, Corita Kent encountered Henri Matisse. 

Now working from his studio in Melbourne, Booth tirelessly 
builds on his imagined space. He returns to the realm first 
visited as a child every time he picks up a pen or brush. By 
now he knows it well, acknowledging that he has spent 
‘more time there than on Earth’.1 

For the 2018 Adelaide Biennial, Booth brings his world 
into contact with ours. His universe sweeps across the 
Art Gallery of South Australia walls, inviting visitors to 
momentarily relax the boundaries between fact and fiction 
by conflating elements from the two. For audience and 
artist alike, the Ghostpatrol universe is familiar and inviting, 
with its pale washes of colour punctuated by vivid figures. 
Densely populated landscapes hum with activity and the 
artist can be seen in various guises leading a joyous carnival 
procession across the gallery walls. Booth describes seeing 
his imagined world so clearly that he can walk around in it as 

an avatar would a video game. With each turn, an admired 
figure, artwork or idea is revealed.2 

Like Australian artist Pip & Pop, Booth presents a hyper-Zen 
garden for the twenty-first century.3 His is an ahistorical and 
apolitical site of refuge, a harmonious vision of life, where 
pop and mass culture reign supreme, resonating with 
Hieronymus Bosch’s infamous paradise in perpetuity, with 
the final scenes of destruction and despair kept at bay.

But as with all daydream worlds, this is not pure escape. For 
Booth, art making is meditation: rather than a means to leave 
the confines of reality, it is a way of teasing apart the mess 
of his everyday life and piecing it comfortably back together. 
The cathartic possibilities of daydreaming were well 
observed by another world builder, Dr Seuss, who opined 
that ‘fantasy is a necessary ingredient in living … it enables 
you to laugh at life’s realities’. 

As we float through Booth’s cosmos, the words of J.R.R. 
Tolkien may be called to mind, offering us a reminder that not 
all minds that wander are lost.

Joanna Kitto

1 Pers. comm. with the artist, July 2017.

2 During a conversation with the artist 
in July 2017, he asked, ‘how else do 
we keep the memory of a painting in 
our minds?’

3 Sarah Bond, ‘Pathways & peepholes: 
the world of Pip & Pop’, Kuandu 
Biennale: Artist in Wonderland, Taipei, 
2012.

detail: Ghostpatrol David Booth,  
born 1981, Hobart, Power Up Desk 
Frisk, 2017, watercolour and pencil 
on paper, 69.5 x 95.0 cm; Courtesy 
the artist and Hugo Michell Gallery, 
Adelaide
photo: Hugo Michell Gallery
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Norman B. Tindale, Australia, 
1900–1993, Tasmania and the Part 
Aborigines of the Bass Strait Islands 
and Kangaroo Island, also some 
field notes on stone implements 
and general field observations on 
Lepidoptera by Norman B. Tindale. 
1936–1965+, AA338/1/36  NB 
Tindale Collection, South Australian 
Museum

In 1913 A. Stewart made enquiries of old Tasmanian 
whites as to the colour of the skin. This is a sample of the 
colour which was then decided on as closest to the skin 
colour of the Tasmanians.

Ten years ago, at the behest of curator and artist Brenda  
L. Croft, Julie Gough accessed the collections of the South 
Australian Museum. There she became transfixed by a 
single page from a notebook that had belonged to inveterate 
anthropologist and voracious collector Norman B. Tindale. 
The page carried the text written beside a small square 
painted brown.

As the text cited explains, the brown square mimics what 
was reported by colonisers to be the precise pigment of 
Tasmanian Aboriginal skin. The painted sample was made 
initially, not by Tindale himself, but by the Tasmanian citizen 
A. Stewart, at least two decades prior to Tindale’s first 
visit to Tasmania. The sample is a harrowing synecdoche 
of a physical piece of skin � a reminder of the relentless 
collecting of Aboriginal body parts by three generations 
of Van Diemonian colonists and the cataloguing of bodies 
by subsequent generations of anthropologists, including 
Tindale. This act of collecting and the concomitant 
colonising of both people and Country, viscerally conjured 
by the skin colour sample and the accompanying text, struck 
Gough � dealing a cognitive blow that resurfaced when this 
opportunity for a response arose.

Ten years on in her installation for Divided Worlds, larngerner: 
the colour of Country, Gough relocates Tindale’s notebook 
from the South Australia Museum’s collection to the Art 
Gallery, where it is installed in the company of a monumental 
moving image projection. While made in response to 
Tindale’s page, Gough refuses to succumb in her work to 
the anger provoked by the brown square and its scientific 

abrogation of Aboriginal people denying, in her words, its 
contamination. Instead, she presents the skin of Country, 
focusing upon the beauty of her beloved island home, 
caressing its contours with a distal touch.

During the making of this work, Gough continued her 
investigation into colonial art � symbolically reclaiming her 
ancestors and their ‘Country people’1 through her research 
into the portraits made with pencil and paint by colonial 
artists such as Thomas Bock and John Skinner Prout. 
Gough sees a direct link between such representations � 
some of which are held in the Art Gallery of South Australia’s 
collection � and Tindale’s brown square painted on paper. 
Before the advent of colour photography, painting carried 
the burden of representation, and was jettisoned into the 
service of science. The artist then bore responsibility for 
representing the ‘colour’ of race, and while the natural history 
museum is an obvious and easy target for our decolonising, 
the Art Gallery and its collections are, for Gough, far from 
blameless and should not be exempt from revisionist 
scrutiny.

Gough’s investigations into history observe and expose the 
arbitrary distinctions made between art, anthropology and 
their institutions. Hers is a lifelong journey of restoration and 
return, to people, Country and knowledge. Methodically 
locating and divulging that which was expected to remain 
hidden is for Gough not merely a process, but an obligation.

1 'Our ancestors referred to 
themselves as "Country people", and 
colonists adopted this terminology', 
communication from Julie Gough, 
December 2017. Lisa Slade
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in surreal juxtapositions and conveying that elusive quality 
known as the uncanny, which only arises when the familiar 
becomes strange.

Her landscapes are often set at the edges of suburbia and 
tend to have a creeping uneasiness, like images of a crime 
scene, where the physical reminders of trauma have long 
been removed, but a psychic disturbance remains. Her 
portraits are similarly enigmatic, often featuring a group of 
subjects she has called ‘her secret people’, who she says 
can be real or imaginary but always possess ‘a particular 
kind of look’3 – staring unflinchingly towards us or with their 
eyes closed. In other works, people are depicted with their 
heads turned away, light transforming the air around their 
hair and skin into globes, auras and halos. The backs of 
people’s heads endlessly fascinate the artist, and her works 
draw our attention to these evocative shapes, with their 
unknowable expressions and infinite potential. 

The power of Hearman’s pictures lies in the way they move 
us emotionally: while we may never comprehend exactly 
what we are seeing, we can feel their impact in our body and 
mind. Her paintings and drawings remind us of the capacity 
of traditional media to affect and stimulate. By combining 
commonplace imagery with highly personal visions of the 
unknown and the unknowable, they hint at the compelling 
non-verbal nature of our thoughts and imaginings.4

In Louise Hearman’s paintings and drawings things are 
not always as they seem. It is up to us to imagine what is 
glimmering in the half-light or lurking deep in the shadows, 
as the artist offers no written clues to the evocative 
content of her works, which are generally left untitled. An 
underlying sense of disquiet permeates her images. Like the 
fragmented memories of dreams or nightmares, they carry 
the emotional traces of everyday events, but cannot easily 
be explained in words. Their logic does not belong to the 
daylight hours, even though their content may sometimes 
appear quite ordinary. 

Drawing for as long as she can remember, Hearman has 
been exhibiting her work since the 1980s. Over her career, 
her paintings have been compared with those of Spanish 
artist Francisco Goya (1746–1828).1 Her work has also 
attracted references to the art-historical movements of 
romanticism, symbolism and surrealism, and, in terms of 
her subject matter, to the American writer Edgar Allan Poe 
(1809–1849).2 Despite these historical comparisons, her 
art is very much of today. Her personal vision echoes the 
charged atmospheres and anxieties of contemporary life, 
capturing its frequent schisms and aberrations, as well as its 
moments of sublime beauty. 

Hearman collects imagery for her paintings by closely 
observing and photographing her everyday experiences. 
The inspiration for her works often arises while she is outside 
walking her dog in Melbourne’s distinctive early morning 
light, but she prefers to paint inside her studio, where she 
can control the lighting and conditions. Hearman’s single-
minded attentiveness to light and its almost magical power 
to transform our perception of the world, as well as her 
technical ability to render its effects in paint, are central to 
the mysterious images she creates. Working predominantly 
at a small scale in oil on masonite, she produces figurative 
compositions made up of realistic depictions of everyday 
forms. Plants, animals and children feature prominently, often 

1 A number of authors have compared 
Louise Hearman’s work with Goya, 
including Simon Gregg, John 
McDonald and Benjamin Genocchio.

2 Edward Colless, ‘Unentitled: on 
Louise Hearman, untitled’, Art & 
Australia, vol. 46, no. 1, Spring 2008, 
pp. 126–31.

3  John McDonald, ‘Mistress of 
epiphanies’, Australian Financial 
Review Magazine, March 2004, p. 16. 

4 This text has been adapted from 
Anna Davis, ‘Louise Hearman’, in 
Louise Hearman, exhibition catalogue, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Sydney, 2016. Anna Davis

LOUISE 
HEARMAN

Louise Hearman, born 1963, 
Melbourne, Untitled #1405, 2015, 
oil and ink on canvas, 71 x 71 cm; 
Courtesy the artist, and Tolarno 
Galleries, Melbourne, Roslyn Oxley9 
Gallery, Sydney and Milani Gallery, 
Brisbane
photo: Mark Ashakansy
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TIMOTHY
HORN

Lisa Slade

Full fathom five thy father lies;
Of his bones are coral made;
Those are pearls that were his eyes:
Nothing of him that doth fade, 
But doth suffer a sea-change
Into something rich and strange.
                                   Ariel’s song, The tempest

Written 400 years past, Shakespeare’s rhyming couplets 
conjure a world where matter is transformed and reborn; 
where bones become coral, pupils become pearls and 
distance is determined in fathoms – that arcane and 
corporeal calculation made by measuring from the 
outstretched fingertip of one hand to the other. 

Rich and strange, this is also the world of artist Timothy Horn, 
although his ‘tempest’ is environmental, one wrought by 
human hands – one made and measured by the body, just 
like his sculptures. Horn selects and manipulates materials 
that are inherently metamorphic – colossal blown-glass 
orbs to magnify delicate pearl ornaments, and wax cast 
into nickel-plated bronze rhizomes, reminiscent of coralline 
trophies. Horn’s virtuosity recalls those baroque artisans and 
collectors who, in their folly, sought to disfigure and exceed 
nature. 

This folly is our inheritance – an inheritance of loss. Gorgonia 
5 (full fathom five), from 2015, in the Gallery’s collection was 
inspired by Horn’s visit to Australia’s Great Barrier Reef in 
2008, where he witnessed the deleterious effects of climate 
change on the coral that forms the world’s largest living 
structure. Just like the victims of the Gorgons, who were 
transformed into stone, coral bleaching has left the reef 
petrified and lifeless.

By means of their environmental allegories, Horn’s 
sculptures personify this peril, but through their opulent 
appearance as oversized pieces of baroque jewellery they 
also enchant us. Nacreous pearl-like forms in blown glass, 
hanging on ossified branches of gorgonian coral, they 
remind us that the very word ‘baroque’ is derived from a 
jeweller’s term to describe an irregularly formed pearl. 

Gorgonia 15 (Sycorax) also alludes to The tempest through 
its subtitle reference to the play’s sorceress Sycorax. Already 
dead when the play begins, Sycorax prevails as a silent 
projection of anxiety and black magic. She also signifies 
a powerful female otherness, and it is this ambivalence 
and contradiction that enthral Horn. These oppositions 
between the feminine and the masculine, the natural and 
the artificial, and the miniature and the monumental drive 
his investigations. Gorgonia 15 also draws inspiration from a 
seventeenth-century Japanese screen by Kano Sansetsu, 
which depicts an ancient plum tree. Heavy with old growth 
but adorned with early blossom, the tree snakes across a 
gilded surface.1 Growth and decay are co-dependent and 
this arboreal form is fused with an historical decorative arts 
reference – a contemporaneous chandelier-earring pattern 
made by Gilles Légaré, a Parisian jeweller to Louis XIV of 
France. 

A hair-ornament pattern by Légaré provides the starting 
point for Tree of Heaven 8 (Trident). Horn magnifies and 
augments the pattern before creating the structure in 
wax and casting it in bronze, which is then nickel-plated to 
transform its surface and its associations. In this instance 
Horn’s subtitle leads us to a human-made catastrophe – to 
the Chernobyl nuclear disaster of 1986 and to the Trident 
tree, a veteran oak tree located close to the reactor and 
characterised by the distinctive three-pronged growth 
pattern.2 Used by Nazis in the Second World War to hang 
members of the Resistance, the tree also signals the 
abnormal arboreal growth in the surrounding forest, a 
consequence  of radiation exposure – exposure that will 
continue for an estimated 300 years.

Horn describes his grafting of ideas and influences as being 
redolent of baroque-era cross-cultural pollination. However, 
far from being confined to the influences of the past, Horn’s 
sculptures respond to a fractious present and portend a 
perilous future – and they do so with devastating beauty.

1 Titled Old plum, 1646, this screen 
is held in New York’s Metropolitan 
Museum of Art and has a close 
relative held in the Gallery’s collection 
titled Birds, tree and flower, c.1624–35. 
This screen was painted by Kano 
Sanraku, Kano Sansetsu’s teacher 
and half-sibling.

2 There is another marine reference 
here in the similarity of the tree form to 
Poseidon’s trident.

Timothy Horn, born 1964, 
Melbourne,  Tree of Heaven 7 
(Trident), 2016, nickel-plated bronze, 
mirrored blown glass, 185 x 119 x 15 
cm; Courtesy the artist and PPOW 
Gallery, New York
photo: Ethan Bond-Watts
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In the Western art tradition painting has been historicised 
and romanticised as a solitary pursuit – a battle between 
the individual, usually male, and the canvas, usually upright. 
In the contemporary Western Desert art tradition, painting 
is frequently pursued collaboratively, with canvasses laid 
laterally on the ground in the direction of country. The Ken 
sisters – Tingila Yaritji Young, Maringka Tunkin, Sandra Ken, 
Freda Brady and Tjungkara Ken – are part of this desert art 
tradition, a distinct lineage formed initially by women, under 
the name of Minymaku Arts (meaning ‘belonging to women’), 
just twenty years ago in Amata in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara 
Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands. 

The Ken sisters are also part of a familial dynasty, with their 
artist father Mick Wikilyiri, the custodian and traditional 
owner of tjala (Honey Ant) country, and their mother Paniny 
Mick, a prolific artist who works in punu (wood carving), 
batik and weaving. For the eldest Ken sister, Yaritji Young, 
the artistic lineage began with her kami (grandmother), a 
celebrated worker in punu. The youngest sister, Tjungkara 
Ken, corroborates this when she claims, ‘that’s the way I 
came up painting, kids sitting down with grandmas, and 
grandma telling the story and putting dots down’.1 Hence, the 
collaborative paintings compress years of family learning, 
whereby older artists make their work while younger artists-
to-be observe and learn.

By working together – sometimes simultaneously 
painting together on a grounded canvas, and sometimes 
consecutively, where one sister’s mark calls for another’s 
reply (resembling an ancestral call and response) – the 
mnemonic or memory function of painting is performed. The 
sisters often return to familiar and familial subjects in their 
collaborations – to Tjala tjukurpa (Honey Ant dreaming) and 

to Kungkarangkalpa tjukurpa (Seven Sisters dreaming), two 
stories that are their birthright and their bond. This shared 
tjukurpa provides one explanation for the cohesion found in 
the Ken sisters’ collaborations. 

Their paintings reveal a chromatic and compositional unity 
rarely found in collaborative paintings, which are often a 
meeting place for an array of distinct voices. Each sister’s 
independent voice is, however, audible: Young’s loose and 
sinuous forms bounce across the surface of the canvas; 
Sandra Ken’s concentric circles turn like spinning tops; 
Tunkin’s lineal dots track across Country, highlighting the 
intersecting tjukurpa; Brady includes nyalpi (feathers) as a 
tribute to her grandmother’s Country; and Tjungkara Ken 
creates fields of harmonious colour, described by the artist 
as ‘family colours’. 

Here is an aesthetic kinship, one where each artist’s voice is 
amplified and yet nuanced by the next. This is a sisters’ story.

1 Tjungkara Ken in Tjala Arts (ed.), 
Nganampa Kampatjanka Unngutja 
(Beneath the Canvas), Wakefield 
Press, Adelaide, 2015, p. 254. Lisa Slade

Freda Brady, Pitjantjatjara people, 
South Australia, born 1961,  Amata 
Community, South Australia

Sandra Ken, Pitjantjatjara people, 
South Australia, born 1965, Amata 
Community, South Australia

Tjungkara Ken, Pitjantjatjara people, 
South Australia, born 1969, Amata 
Community, South Australia

Paniny Mick, Pitjantjatjara people, 
South Australia, born 1939, Rocket 
Bore, near Mulga Park Station, 
Northern Territory

Maringka Tunkin, Pitjantjatjara 
people, South Australia, born 1959, 
Mulga Park Station, Northern 
Territory

Yaritji Young, Pitjantjatjara people, 
South Australia, born 1956, out bush 
near the creek, Ernabella

Kangkura-KangkuraKu Tjukurpa 
– A Sister’s Story, 2017, synthetic 
polymer paint on canvas, 3 panels 
each 300 x 200 cm; Courtesy the 
artists and Tjala Arts 2017

Walka nyangatja Tjukurpa Pulka unngu ngaranyi palu walka nyanganpa Tjukurpa kuwaritja. Nganampa Tjukurpa.

These paintings contain Tjukurpa Pulka (big, important stories from our ancestors). However, these paintings are 
also a new story. Our story.

Yaritji Young

Tjala Arts 2017
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Lindy Lee has addressed themes of identity and belonging 
through her art for over three decades. From her photocopy 
works of the early 1980s to her familial portraits of the 1990s, 
Lee has explored art-historical precedents in the search for 
her own creative voice, along with the complex family history 
relating to her Chinese–Australian heritage.

Over the past ten years, Lee has shifted away from figuration 
towards a more abstract approach, reflecting her long-
standing engagement with Buddhism. Embracing chance 
and harnessing natural elements in their creation, Lee’s 
recent works, which explore the individual’s place within 
the cosmos, include works on paper that are perforated 
with multiple tiny holes, achieved by using a soldering iron 
and then exposing the result to wind and rain. This dynamic 
combination of fire and water imparts a unique surface effect 
to the works, with the dot-like holes radiating like mandalas 
or pinpricks of cosmic light.

Situated on the cusp of painting and sculpture, Lee’s flung-
bronze works are another significant development. Their 
creation involves the artist throwing molten bronze onto 
a flat surface and subsequently cooling it, a process that 
generates unpredictable radiating patterns. She has also 
created large-scale outdoors works since 2010 – towering 
steel ovals, their surfaces marked with tiny concentric circles 
to the point that they become semi-transparent, resembling 
lace. 

Lee presents three bodies of work as part of the 2018 
Adelaide Biennial to reflect the different aspects of her 
current practice. Situated at the entrance of the Art Gallery 
of South Australia, the six-metre sculpture Life of Stars links 
the building and its exterior forecourt. Fabricated by Lee 
in China, the work displays a densely perforated surface 
and dappled luminosity, which together suggest a universe 
within, while its oval form, the beginnings of life itself. Visible 
by day and night, Life of Stars appears both to contain 
and radiate light. This delicate play between interior and 
exterior, form and emptiness is significant. The concentric 
circles upon its surface evoke, moreover, Indra’s net – a 
vast radiating web that connects points of light across the 
universe. 

Fire over Water, a recent flung-bronze work, contextualises 
Life of Stars and suggests the push and pull of opposing 
forces, its radiating form mimicking the endless expansion 
and contraction of the universe. Fire over Water takes 
its title from passage sixty-four of the ancient Chinese 
I-Ching, which refers to the state of near-completion, ‘before 
transition’. From this condition, it outlines the necessity of 
elemental balance, as flames reach upwards and water 
pours downwards to meet in sympathetic union.

Lee’s recent works are imbued with rich narrative symbolism. 
A suite of burnt water-stained works on paper completes her 
Adelaide Biennial presentation and takes as its theme the 
Chinese ghost story of the True Chi’en. In this story a young 
girl and an orphaned boy are raised together by the girl’s 
father, who suggests that one day they should be married. 
Some years later, having forgotten his words, he betroths 
Chi’en to a local widower. Stricken, Chi’en leaves the village 
with her childhood friend in secrecy, marrying and together 
raising children. Eventually, they return to make peace with 
her aging father, travelling home by boat along the river. The 
husband approaches the father ahead of Chi’en, who waits 
by the boat. To his shock, he is greeted by a remorseful 
father and is guided to Chi’en’s childhood bedroom, where a 
pallid, deathly Chi’en has lain since his departure. She rises 
from the bed and runs towards the earthly Chi’en outside. 
Reunited as one being, the question becomes: which is the 
true Chi’en?

Reflecting on her works for Adelaide, Lee observes that 
they are both about ‘the bigness of the universe’. Her True 
Ch’ien series, on the other hand, concerns the ‘nitty gritty, 
the humanness of it all’. Fire and water contain powerful 
symbolic associations – birth, death, regeneration and 
purification – and represent complementary rather than 
opposing forces. The universe achieves equilibrium through 
their union. Likewise, Lee proposes that, by seeking unity 
and balance, human divisions may be healed.

Rachel Kent

Lindy Lee, born 1954, Brisbane,  
The Life of Stars, 2015, stainless 
steel, dimensions variable; Courtesy 
the artist, Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney 
and UAP
photo: Charlie Xia
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Beauty is goodness written in matter. 

This sixteenth-century Islamic proverb appears on a poster 
suspended above Khai Liew’s studio floor as a daily reminder 
of the ambition driving the Malaysian-born designer’s atelier. 
Beneath this sign, timber is shaped and smoothed into 
furniture that might be best described as 'sculpture for use’, 
objects that offer as much to the beholder in sight and touch 
as in service.

Liew, who honed his eye for detail as an antique dealer, 
conservator and collector, has a distinctive aesthetic: a fluid 
celebration of line and material, evoking contemplation and 
joy in equal measure. It is inherently social furniture, to be 
touched, talked about and used. It is furniture that tells ‘the 
story of the why as well as how’.1

Khai Liew has long viewed furniture as material culture, a 
manifestation of its time of creation, a perspective sparked 
by his cultural heritage and fuelled by his early dealings with 
the furniture of the nineteenth-century Germanic settlers 
of South Australia’s Barossa Valley. Their furniture, adapted 
and improvised in response to the harsh reality of colonial 
life in Australia, resonated with stories of time and place, 
and Liew became a consummate listener. For two decades 
he worked to place these objects into homes and public 
collections, all the while building a visual vocabulary, which 
was further enlarged when he began to seek out examples of 
Japanese and mid-century modern Danish design. In those 
pieces – although their elegant and deliberate construction 
was a lifetime removed from the rustic ‘make do’ of the 
colonial immigrants – he recognised a similar economy of 
form and intent of purpose. He studied the phrasing of their 
construction: the way in which the turn of a leg or the embrace 
of negative space could speak eloquently of an object’s time 
while rendering it distinctly fit for purpose.  

Having spent time deciphering the language of his materials, 
Liew was compelled to offer commentary of his own. Through 
wood, metal and occasionally fabric, he has evolved the 

lexicon of his medium to the point such that the objects 
he creates are conversant with their contexts. This is 
exemplified in the forms he created for a dance performance 
in 2011, inspired by Japanese temple bells and now resting 
in Liew’s studio. Originally props for choreography, their 
solidity and worn-smooth surfaces carry that history into 
this new, more domestic setting, where they appear as 
convivial stools and tables, or a circle of ceremonial objects, 
depending on where you stand (or sit). It is demonstrated 
again in the form of a chair intended to occupy a transient 
rather than a restful space: economically constructed of 
four solid pieces, the chair is a pleasure to behold, but its 
seat – an inverted swoop – is only momentarily comfortable 
to sit on, encouraging the user to act rather than linger. For 
Liew, it is not enough for form to follow function or merely 
operate ergonomically: instead, there is a driving impulse to 
pursue a meaningful expression of concept and intent. It is 
this attention to the experience of an object – of its context 
and historical framework, its aesthetic function and the way 
in which we interact with it – that elevates Liew’s work to a 
consideration of sculpture. 

As for Liew’s work in the gallery, where the traditional 
measure of furniture’s ‘usefulness’ becomes a matter of 
abstraction, his skill is thrown into relief. It lies in his fluency, 
in his ability to translate the qualities of ‘goodness’ – clarity, 
purposefulness, balance – into matter, so that his objects 
slip fluidly between character and narrator of our stories. In 
their graceful material weight they quietly tell of their ability 
to witness and to celebrate, providing deliberate salve to the 
fast pace in which we increasingly experience the present. 
That they so successfully remind us of the artist’s belief in the 
transcendental nature of joy proves Liew’s mantra in reverse: 
that goodness written in matter is beautiful.

1 Khai Liew, notes from Asia Pacific 
Design Alliance Lecture, Adelaide, 
2016.

detail: Khai Liew, born 1952, Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia, Chair, 2016, 
European oak, 74.5 x 68.0 x62.0 cm; 
Courtesy the artist
photo: Grant Hancock
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For a quiet people, Danes sing a lot. Before work meetings 
in groups, on weekends in choirs, at folkehøskoles at the 
beginning, middle and end of days, at dinner parties, out 
on the streets late at night, at sports events and political 
rallies – there is hardly an occasion, gathering or event that 
does not give rise to song. Singing in an ensemble is a mark 
of togetherness. After 1940, during the Nazi occupation of 
Denmark, Danes assembled in huge numbers to alsang – ‘all-
sing’ – in peaceful demonstrations of resistance, collectivity 
and patriotism.1 

This tradition of group singing has deep roots and links to 
religion and workers, and the farmers’ movements of the 
late 1800s, the 1990s socialist movements, the self-styled 
collective communities of the 1960s and 1970s and, for 
decades, sporting events. Importantly in Denmark, sport 
is understood to mean either Folkelig (people’s sports) or 
competitive sports. Folkelig sports are by far preferred to 
elite competitions, which divide people – in contrast to the 
activities that unite them in fun and group participation. The 
Danish adherence to Jante Law – ‘You are not to think you’re 
anyone special or that you’re better than us’ – insists on a 
belief in equality and reinforces the project of a collective 
society. It determinedly undermines any sense of individual 
superiority.2 

It is in this context that Angelica Mesiti creates her newest 
work, Mother Tongue, a project made in the city of Aarhus 
in central Denmark and filmed in a number of locations 
and communities, including the iconic town hall designed 
by Arne Jacobsen and Eric Møller; the Rosenvangsskolen 
(elementary school) in nearby Viby; DOKK1, the ‘world’s 
best new library’; and in the apartments and urban spaces of 
Gellerupparken – a housing complex originally designed as a 
‘new town’ of Corbusian-style towers, on the city’s perimeter.  

Designed in concrete and featuring a functional formalism, 
‘Gellerup’ has been described by Danish authorities as ‘the 
ghetto’ because of its high percentage of low-income and 
disadvantaged people and concentration of newly arrived 
immigrants, who join the already established multicultural 
community. In a place that subscribes to equality and 
believes strongly in the power of architecture and the 
environment to uphold democracy and livability, Gellerup is a 
monumental physical, social and political crack in the hygge 
state of things. 

Mesiti’s Mother Tongue creates a new kind of ensemble for 
Denmark, one comprised of ancient and contemporary 
rhythms, traditional and unconventional songs, and personal 

feats of balance, poise, individualism and collectivism. In 
various scenarios we encounter juxtapositions of musicality, 
movement and place. 

As children sing a famous Danish song from the 1970s, called 
‘Joanna’, with lyrics that tell of a utopian place where everyone 
can live freely, the Gellerup-based Ramallah Boy Scout group, 
from Palestinian and Lebanese backgrounds, plays a series 
of repetitive percussive drills, using drums sticks on a wooden 
pool table cover. 

A group of city council employees assemble for a meeting, 
singing from their official blue songbooks about the beautiful 
Danish winter landscape. In the wintery outdoor light young 
men from Gellerup dance a Dabke, traditionally performed 
at weddings and celebrations across the Middle East to 
up-tempo drums, but in this duet to the slower rhythm of a 
traditional folk song.

The trained acrobat Rahmi moves around the prestigious 
wood-panelled city council chambers, the heart of decision-
making and civic-ness in Aarhus. Slowly and with great 
deliberation, he performs handstands on the furniture, holding 
the poses in a steady but precarious balance. His acrobatic 
feats are performed to the percussion sounds of Arabic 
rhythms, made on a frame drum and performed by Simona 
Abdullah. Seated in a modern Danish architectural interior, she 
plays an improvised drum piece, not a traditional rhythm.3

Roha, a young Syrian girl who has recently come to Denmark 
with her family, performs an action supported by adults; they 
help her to walk on their shoulders by holding her hands, 
creating a human bridge as they move across the space 
together.  

Roha’s high, and almost levitating, journey above the group 
represents the hopes of an older generation for the next. While 
the lament Lei Lei (I am blue), sung by one of Somalia’s most 
famous singers, Maryam Mursal, who arrived in Denmark as 
a refugee fleeing the Somalian civil war, is full of longing for a 
community and a life now left behind. Lei Lei sings of places, 
people and customs, similar to the traditional Danish songs 
that hold memories of place and nostalgia for an agrarian life. 

In her melancholic, yet optimistic creation, Mesiti’s newly 
assembled Danish community embraces communality and 
difference. Each of the groups longs for and maintains a 
rhythm and delicate balance, which is at times syncopated 
between old and new, and all live in the same beautiful place, 
where the moon hovers in a bright-blue night sky. 

1 The largest song rally was recorded 
on 1 September 1940, when some 
700,000 Danes joined to protest, 
giving voice to their solidarity and 
unique nationhood.

2 The Jante Law as a concept was 
created by the Dano-Norwegian 
author Aksel Sandemose, who, in 
his novel A fugitive crosses his tracks 
(En flyktning krysser sitt spor, 1933, 
English translation published in the 
USA in 1936), identified the Law of 
Jante as ten rules. Sandemose’s 
novel portrays the small Danish town 
Jante (modelled upon his native 
town Nykøbing Mors, as it was at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, 
but typical of all small towns and 
communities), where nobody is 
anonymous.

3 It is rare for a woman to play the 
frame drum and forbidden by certain 
groups. Simona grew up in Gellerup in 
a traditional Palestinian family but has 
lived in Copenhagen for many years, 
where she says she can be more free 
to live as a professional musician.

ANGELICA 
MESITI

Juliana Engberg

stills: Angelica Mesiti, born 1976, 
Sydney, Mother Tongue, 2017,  
two-channel HD colour video, 
surround sound, 17 minutes; 
Courtesy the artist and Anna 
Schwartz Gallery Melbourne
Commissioned by Aarhus 
European Capital of Culture 2017 in 
association with the 2018 Adelaide 
Biennial
photo: Bonnie Elliott
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Patricia Piccinini, born 1965, Sierra 
Leone, Africa, lived Italy 1968–72, 
arrived Australia 1972, The Avian 
Trilogy (Eagle in flight with helmets), 
2017, silicone and hair on linen,  
100 x 140 cm; Courtesy the artist, 
Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne, 
Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney and 
Hosfelt Galleries, San Francisco, 
United States of America
photo: Drome Studio

'Living but not alive’ is how Patricia Piccinini describes hair. 
The very same phrase could be used to characterise the 
sculptural work made by Piccinini throughout her career. For 
almost thirty years she has crafted creatures that teeter on 
this high wire of contradiction, between life and lifelessness. 
And hair plays a pivotal role in this performance – from 
LUMP (Lifeform with Unevolved Mutant Properties), from the 
1990s, where a coiffured pigtail signifies infancy, charm and 
helplessness, to her recent sculpture, The Naturalist, where 
crowning amber-coloured hair transforms silicone and 
fibreglass into flesh and form.

Made for Divided Worlds, The Avian Trilogy (Eagle in flight 
with helmets) features an eagle conjured from human 
hair, springing forth from the corporeal canvas. Here, hair 
supplants feathers, with both sharing an evolutionary 
necessity in their provision of protection and warmth. But 
unlike feathers, hair can engender a visceral response. 
While the hair of another can invoke feelings of love and 
tenderness and can trigger memory, human hair found in 
the wrong place can induce horror and disgust. It is these 
seeming contradictions, between life and lifelessness, 
delight and revulsion, familiarity and foreignness, that 
compel Piccinini. In her words:

What happens, hopefully, as you get pulled in and pushed 
away, is that a space opens up where you’re not quite sure 
what to think. And then you’re left wondering, ‘In fact, what 
do I think?’ It’s kind of empowering actually.1  

It is in this third space of uncertainty and ambiguity, 
somewhere between empathy and repulsion, that our 
humanity is articulated and constantly renegotiated.

Distinct from her sculptures in the round, Piccinini’s 
‘paintings’ featuring silicone and hair grow directly from her 
drawings and as such are the most immediate of her works. 
Ambiguous forms emerge from the surface – primal and 
secreting. Described as drawings made flesh, these works 
eschew the hyper-realism of her free-standing sculptures 

to embody the third space of ambiguity and enigma. In 
these works, silicone is enlisted as the ‘body’ of the canvas, 
reminding us of the role that animal skin or vellum performed 
in the early history of drawing, as the ‘body’ of the work. 
As the ultimate mimic, silicone is called upon to perform 
both flesh and form, but in its performativity, silicone is also 
a paradox. This inert synthetic polymer is the inversion of 
human flesh, and yet it is infinitely suggestive of the body and 
its slippages – here are the leaks, drips and spills that most 
paradoxically mirror human imperfections, and enchant 
Piccinini.

The Art Gallery of South Australia holds several examples 
of ‘hair work’. One of the most compelling examples is a 
wreath made in the late nineteenth century by Alma Loessel 
from Lobethal, a Germanic village in the Adelaide Hills. The 
intricately woven memorial bouquet is entirely composed of 
human hair, with each flower, stem and leaf made from hair 
collected from a loved one. While for Loessel the wreath is a 
living tribute to a life passed, Piccinini’s own hair work strives 
towards living with an urgent futurity. 

1 Paul Dalgarno ‘Patricia Piccinini: On 
the art of push and pull’,  
<https://art150.unimelb.edu.au/
articles/patricia-piccinini-on-the-art-
of-push-and-pull>, accessed  
4 December 2017.
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The mind of Pip & Pop hosts a number of utopic stories and 
places: places described in folk tales and mythologies that 
may or may not exist, that are found by chance, and that 
are impossible to locate again.1 From the fictional Dutch 
medieval land of plenty, called Luilekkerland, to the story 
of the Japanese sun goddess, Amaterasu – who deprived 
the land of light by living in a cave. The commonalities and 
parallels between these tales inform Pip & Pop’s rainbow-
coloured sculptural installations. The imagined topographies 
are painstakingly assembled from brightly pigmented caster 
sugar and shiny, glittery miniature objects. Like memories 
that appear at odd times, out of place, the ephemeral scenes 
do not return clear cause or meaning. They offer elements 
consistent with universal cultural dreamscapes, ideal for 
the escape of earthly realities. Though, in this case, we can 
stand only at the entrance. 

For the 2018 Adelaide Biennial, Pip & Pop – who typically 
creates immersive large-scale installations – inhabits a 
cave-like void, positioned in a narrow gap between two 
exhibition spaces. Caves have interested Tanya Schultz2, 

the artist behind the pseudonym, for some time. They 
offer associations to creation mythologies describing the 
beginning of the world and the emergence of new life, as 
well as concepts of primordial paradise and as sacred sites 
for ritual.3 She honours the wonder and mystery that have 
surrounded these naturally occurring subterranean spaces. 
She fills the void with sugar, glitter, foam clay, sequins 
and rainbow string, building a system of interconnected 
passageways and miniature mountain ranges. Accounts 
from across the world of mountains moving, spirits residing 
in nature and inanimate objects coming to life also inform 
the contents. Glistening in the darkness are the shifting eyes 
of unknown creatures and colour-changing crystal lamps 
embedded among artificial flowers, rocks and mushrooms. 
Mirrors multiply the lights and appear like portals into other 
worlds.

The artist’s own slippage between the world of matter and 
the world of dreams is essential to our experience of the 
work.4 Viewing the abundant and detailed environment, our 

perceptions are altered and we seem to have an expanded 
sense of our own scale and belief in the transformative 
powers of matter. The fluorescent, almost hallucinogenic, 
hues widen our eyes and heighten our senses. At first these 
iridescent surfaces appear superficial and childlike, no 
more than a glossy veneer of consumer culture. As the mind 
lingers, their seemingly cheap and ephemeral appearance 
evokes ideas relating to the fleetingness of material pleasure. 
The artist welcomes these associations. At the same time, 
as artist and curator Andrew Varano has noted, Pip & Pop 
reminds us of the ‘rarefied mystery of pigment’.5 

Since the beginning of recorded history, the universal 
sensation of colour has connected it to almost every aspect 
of human life and understanding. With its rare mineral, 
animal and vegetable origins, it carries with it associations 
of the elements, of human emotions and of many of the 
world’s mysteries – not least, those of life and death. The 
artist notes the magical adventures of the Colour Kids from 
the animated Japanese television series Rainbow Brite. 
The characters mine crystals located nearby, in the Colour 
Caves, which are then processed into Star Sprinkles, which 
give life to an otherwise desolate universe. Dorothy’s awe in 
opening the door to the dazzling hues of the Land of Oz also 
comes to mind, especially when set against the sepia tones 
of her reality. Oz was created from the innermost recesses of 
her mind and was ultimately revealed to be a world of empty 
promises. 

This is a work similarly constituted from an endless reaching 
for a promised future, one that may never be. Physically 
positioned at a distance, Pip & Pop’s enticing universe cannot 
be touched, tasted or inhabited, and will cease to exist at 
the end of its limited exhibition life. However, the power of 
this work is perhaps found, not in its prediction of a lasting 
or certain future, but in its ability to evoke the richness of the 
past – to remind us of the sensations of, and possibilities for, 
memory and imagination. 

Elle Freak

1 Correspondence with the artist, 
August 2017. 

2 Pip & Pop was a collaboration 
between Tanya Schultz and Nicole 
Andrijevic, from its beginning in 2007 
to 2010. 

3 Correspondence with the artist, 
August 2017.

4 Correspondence with the artist, 
August 2017.

5 Andrew Varano, ‘When Happiness 
Ruled’, PIP & POP: When 
Happiness Ruled, Perth Institute of 
Contemporary Arts, 2016, pp. 3–5.

Tanya Schultz, (Pip & Pop), born 
1972, Perth, When happiness 
ruled, 2016, sugar, pigment, glitter, 
air-dry clay, polystyrene, wood, 
polymer clay, paint, artificial flora, 
tinsel, beads, sequins, crystals, 
various craft materials, electronic 
components, dimensions variable; 
Courtesy the artist and PICA (Perth 
Institute of Contemporary Arts), 
Perth
photo: Jacqueline Ball
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‘Look with all your eyes, look.’ (Jules Verne)1 

Patrick Pound is an artist and obsessive collector. He 
collects objects according to self-imposed categories or 
‘constraints’.2 This gives him scope to assemble a diverse 
range of objects – from old photographs and embroidered 
shoes, to statuettes and even ephemeral items such as a bus 
ticket – provided they comply with his chosen ‘constraint’. 
His collecting categories are idiosyncratic and mundane; in 
fact, the more mundane or neutral the better, as this enables 
him to draw in more objects and test the capacity of an 
object to be seen in a new way – to suppress its accepted 
meaning and instead embody Pound’s idea as part of his art 
installation. 

This may all sound puzzling, and it is – literally. Pound’s 
collecting and art practice is like a conceptual game, an 
attempt to solve a puzzle. As he says, ‘It is something of a 
folly, I know, but I like the idea of the world being a puzzle and 
each of these things being pieces in it’.3  When his works are 
installed, it is the viewer who is presented with the puzzle, 
already solved, yet not quite making sense. Aided by the 
title, we must work backwards to discover the clues, to 
find how each work fits into the underlying ‘constraint’. As 
part of the game, Pound embeds his work with at least one 
‘unknowable’ piece, for instance:

in the Gallery of air that [the unknowable piece] was a 
tram ticket and it had nothing to do with air on it at all, but 
if you were born at the right time and you were in the right 
place and you had the right job, you would know that it 
was a free tram ticket from Sydney for air raid wardens 
during the war – so that went in the Gallery of air, but no 
one got that one.4 

Pound refers to his collection categories as ‘Galleries’ or 
‘Museums’, a humorous conceit which plays on notions 
of the authority and significance ascribed to objects in 
institutional archives. In the case of The Point of Everything, 
the objects, all of which ‘hold an idea of the point and 

pointing’, make up a fictitious ‘Museum of pointing’.5  Pound 
further usurps hierarchies by including actual items from 
the Gallery’s collection amongst his collection items, a 
methodology he has used in several previous works.6   

To create The Point of Everything, Pound firstly trawled 
through the Gallery’s online collection, then through the 
physical stores themselves, looking closely at the works of 
art, at insignificant details, and searching for ‘like’ images 
and things. In a diverse range of portraits and figure 
paintings, Pound found commonality in the simple gesture 
of ‘pointing’. Stretching the concept (or he would say ‘point’) 
further, Pound noticed objects with pointed parts such as 
C.E. Firnhaber’s, Presentation trowel, c.1850,7  and Rowan 
Pootchemunka’s carved wooden Echidna, 1996–97, and 
even discovered a photograph of a power point!8 From 
his own collection Pound has drawn in items, including 
the book Breaking point, the movie Point blank and the 
universal pointing ‘return to sender’ stamp, as well as endless 
permutations of people seen pointing in anonymous, 
everyday photographs. As these examples reveal, Pound’s 
love of wordplay and the nuances of language are as much a 
part of his work as the images. Pound began with a working 
list of ‘point’ words and expressions, which read like a stream 
of consciousness – ‘points of contention, points of contact, 
points of contest, point blank, point blank range, the point 
you’re making, the mid-point, the turning point …’9, bringing to 
mind the predictive phrases generated in internet searches.

In recent years the internet has increasingly become the 
proxy ‘studio’ for this artist–collector: ‘whereas I used to just 
go down the shops (and I still do that), now, the vast majority 
[of my collection] comes through the internet’.10 Sitting with 
his computer at his kitchen table, he gets lost in the world 
of eBay – searching locally and internationally, aided by the 
services of Google Translate and with Google Scholar as 
his ‘research assistant’. As an artist interested in constraints 
and connections, Pound revels in the fallibility of this ‘virtual 

1 Quoted by Patrick Pound in his 
Biennial proposal, emailed to AGSA, 
19 August 2017. The quote was 
sourced from Georges Perec’s novel, 
Life: a user’s manual, Hachette, Paris, 
1987 (1978), epigraph. 

2 ‘Constraints’ is a term Pound has 
borrowed from the French novelist 
Georges Perec, one of the OuLiPo 
group of writers.

3 Patrick Pound quoted in Maggie 
Finch, Patrick Pound: The Great 
Exhibition, National Gallery of Victoria, 
Melbourne, 2017, p. 12.

4 Pound, in discussion with the author, 
5 October 2017. The Gallery of Air 
was shown at the National Gallery of 
Victoria, Melbourne, in the exhibition 
Melbourne Now, 2013.

5 Pound, Biennial proposal, 2017.

6 Pound has previously created 
installations which incorporate 
museum collections at the: National 
Gallery of Victoria (2013 and 2017); 
Warrnambool Art Gallery (2015); 
Castlemaine Art Gallery, (2015); 
and Flinders University Art Museum 
(2016).

7 Which evokes associations with a 
‘pointing trowel’ for shaping mortar.

8 Ian North’s Untitled #3 (North 
Adelaide), 1973, gelatin-silver 
photograph. 

9 Pound, Biennial proposal, emailed to 
AGSA 18 October, 2016.

10 Pound, in discussion with the author.

11 Pound quoted in Finch, p. 20.

12 Pound, Biennial proposal, 2016.

Salvator Rosa, Italy, 1615–1673, 
(Standing figure holding sword in 
right hand and left arm outstretched), 
c.1655–57, Rome, pen & brown 
ink, red chalk on paper, 14.3 x 
8.1 cm (sheet); South Australian 
Government Grant 1991. Art Gallery 
of South Australia, Adelaide

Julie Robinson

world’, which through its search engines and ‘taste profiles’ 
generates unexpected and sometimes bizarre results.

As can be seen in The Point of Everything, his collection 
largely comprises ‘found’ photographs – vernacular 
photographs, snapshots, postcards, promotional images, 
images from defunct newspaper archives – which is not 
surprising, for according to Pound, ‘ the internet is, after 
all, a world photo album without corners’.11 These ‘old’ 
photographs have lost their original meaning and context, 
but by their nature are embedded with a human connection 
– we recognise them as documents of people who have 
lived, people who have died, people who are now forgotten. 

Beyond creating a visual exploration of his chosen 
‘constraint’, Pound does not embed specific meanings in 
his installations. He accepts, however, that aspects of the 
world ‘creep in’, as in The Point of Everything:  ‘If to collect is to 
gather your thoughts through things, on this occasion it was 
also to have matters of contention raised by things – as if by 
themselves … Religion, settlement/ invasion dichotomies and 
tensions, were all immediately thrown up’.12 Despite Pound’s 
non-didactic intentions, his work, which draws from the 
commonality of human gestures and experience, inevitably 
presents a mirror of the world – a tragicomic window into our 
existence.
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Even in the artist’s formal name, Khaled Al Sabsabi Al Rifai Al 
Husseini, there resonates the power of naming. Like so many 
Arab epithets, his name records the patrilineal history of an 
ancient family lineage, whose roots stretch from Iraq to Syria 
to Lebanon. This is a world where faith is the core element 
in personal identity. ‘Sabsabi’ commemorates the village in 
Syria’s Golan Heights where his ancestors settled on their 
journey out of Iraq across the lands of the Fertile Crescent. 
‘Rifai’ alludes to the Sufi mystical sect first founded in the 
twelfth century in Iraq. ‘Hussein’ is the beloved grandson of 
the Prophet Muhammad. 

When Sabsabi describes his identity as an Arab or Lebanese 
Muslim, he observes that ‘a single breed of people … does 
not exist in the Middle East; everything is hybrid, people and 
place’.2 Surveying the graphic images in 99 Names, which 
depict Beirut’s war-ravaged urban landscape, the viewer 
recollects with disbelief that fewer than one hundred years 
ago the word ‘Lebanon’ evoked a vibrant wealthy nation. 
Beirut was known as the ‘Paris of the Middle East’ and for 
many Europeans its diverse multicultural society was their 
first encounter with the richness of the Muslim world. The 
antiquity of the peoples of the Levant is confirmed by recent 
archaeology. Traces of DNA found in the graves of the 
Canaanite race of Old Testament tradition reveal that ninety 
per cent of today’s Lebanese population shares the same 
genetic traits as those who lived 3000 to 4000 years ago in 
that very place.3

Sabsabi’s family were among the exodus of around one 
million Lebanese who fled the civil war (1975–90), in 1978 
joining the diaspora who put down roots in western Sydney.4 
It was on his first trip back to his homeland, when he was 
aged thirty-seven, that his interest in Sufism was awakened. 
This was more than just a reimagining of ethnic identity. In 
2011, he received the blessing of the Sufi Naqshbandi lineage 
directly from its revered spiritual leader, Sheikh Nazim al-
Haqqani (1922–2014), in Cyprus.

The continuing importance of these connections, both 
then and now, to Sabsabi’s art is difficult to comprehend for 
those of us born as outsiders. Yet, make no mistake, this is 
the essence of his practice and the deep wellspring from 
which flows Sabsabi’s compassionate vision. Australians are 

often embarrassed at expressions of personal faith, especially 
Abrahamic religion, and our perceptions of connection 
to place are seen through the superficial lens of amateur 
genealogies. Such biases do little to prepare us for the subtle 
eloquence of Sabsabi’s eye as it records the catastrophe of 
war in the land to which he is so profoundly spiritually and 
physically linked. The Sydney writer, Farid Farid, has observed 
of Sabsabi’s art: ‘His works put forth a radical political theology 
precisely in their slow moving temporalities. They do not 
need to evangelise their viewer. They stand on their aesthetic 
gravitas precisely because they are art’.5

99 Names is the culmination of a series created by Sabsabi 
over a decade, between 2007 and 2017. For this multimedia 
artist, the series has been an act of healing, one that has 
assisted him to come to terms with his first-hand encounters 
of the destruction in Beirut immediately after the 2006 
conflict. 99 Names utilises the final remaining ninety-nine of 
his 254 photographs that recorded the ‘collateral damage’ 
– surely one of the most cynical euphemisms of modern 
warfare6 – of Lebanon’s civil war. 

The work is named after the Ninety-Nine Most Beautiful 
Names of Allah, commencing with Al-Rahman 
(Compassionate) and Al-Rahim (Merciful), which are a core 
expression of Muslim faith. This finite number asserts that 
the attributes of God are indeed countless. The positioning 
of the ninety-nine hand-coloured photos on two converging 
walls references the Sufi mystical term al-zawiya, meaning the 
corner or where the essence of heart resides.

Through a meditation on the horrific consequences of armed 
conflict, 99 Names also speaks to us of the transcendence 
that lives in the cornerstone in the heart of humanity. Sabsabi’s 
unflinching eye documents the consequences of war and 
directs our own gaze to the unimaginable physical destruction 
caused by anger and hatred, whose hubris separates us 
from God. The willingness of the artist to contemplate these 
matters without prejudice or circumspection evokes the 
words of the blind Egyptian musician Sheikh Emam (1918–
1995), famed for his ballads of political protect: ‘There is no 
evidence for you other than the eyes of speaking.’7

1 Script provided by Samer Akkach.

2 ‘Eight about Ali or Eli: Khaled Sabsabi 
in conversation with Anna Bazzi 
Backhouse on 15 September 2005’ 
(p. 5) <www.milanigallery.com.au/
artist/khaled-sabsabi?do=text>, 
accessed 7 August 2017.

3 <http://www.sciencemag.org/
news/2017/07/ancient-dna-counters-
biblical-account-mysterious-
canaanites>, accessed 12 August 
2017.

4 William Verity, ‘A day in the life of 
prize-winning artist Khaled Sabsabi’,  
ABC Radio National, 2014, <www.
abc.net.au/radioanational/programs/
encounter/a-day-in-the-life-of-prize-
winning-artist-Khaled-Sabsabi>, 
accessed 7 August 2017.

5 Farid Farid, ‘Unrequited language: 
Khaled Sabsabi on art, humility and 
community’, Artlink, vol. 31, no. 1, 
March 2011, pp. 34–7.

6 Pedro de Almeida, ‘Khaled Sabsabi, 
Guerilla (Set C), 2016’, review,  
<https://khaledsabsabi.com/
media/>, accessed 7 August 2017.

7 ‘When the sun sets’ (Iza El-Shams 
Gheraat), <www.lyricstranslate.
com>Arabic>SheikEmam>,  
accessed  19 August 2017. James Bennett

Allah is the First and the Last, and the Outward and the Inward; and Allah is Knower of all things.
Al-Qur’an 57.3

detail: Khaled Sabsabi, born 1965, 
Tripoli, Lebanon, Guerrilla, 2007–17, 
3 sets of 33 works, hand-painted 
acrylic on photographic paper, 
each 9 x 14 cm (image), 26 x 30 cm 
(framed); Courtesy the artist and 
Milani Gallery, Brisbane
photo: Carl Warner

top: set A; Purchased through the 
Tomorrow Fund, Art Gallery of 
Western Australia Foundation, 2014
State Art Collection, Art Gallery of 
Western Australia, Perth

centre: set B; Collection of 
Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 
AWM2016.50.1.1, AWM2016.50.1.3, 
AWM2016.50.1.8

bottom: set C; Contemporary 
Collection Benefactors 2017,
Art Gallery of New South Wales, 
Sydney
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Rachel Kent

Nike Savvas explores colour, light, opticality and movement 
in her multidisciplinary art practice. Encompassing painting 
and sculpture, installation and environments, Savvas 
presents her work in the art gallery and the public domain, 
undertaking ambitious commissions and site-specific 
installations, both indoors and out.

An Australian artist of Greek-Cypriot heritage, Savvas lives 
between Sydney and London, where she completed her 
graduate studies in the early 1990s. A sense of being ‘in 
between’ places and cultures has informed Savvas’s identity 
from the outset, and her extensive world travels – from Brazil 
to Mexico – find artistic expression in her eclectic fusion 
of cultural references and a high-low ‘pop’ aesthetic, one 
that embraces carnival decorations alongside art-historical 
precedents. 

Savvas’s works purposefully blur the boundary between 
two- and three-dimensional media. Described by the 
artist as ‘extended painting’ or ‘painting off the canvas’, 
her objects and structures invite viewers to engage with 
them physically – to walk around, between and through 
them – to experience them through human scale and bodily 
interaction. Savvas observes that our understanding of 
colour predates language and that, deep within us all, there 
is a visceral identification with particular colours and colour 
combinations. Bold and bright, the works shimmer with a 
quiet intensity, and some vibrate quite literally through the 
use of electric fans, which causes them to ripple and flutter.

Savvas has spoken about her interest in the history of 
modernism, and minimal art in particular, with its emphasis 
on geometry, seriality and repetition. A paradox of sorts, her 
works are abundant in their profusion of forms and colour, 
yet reductive in their emphasis on repeat patterning, circles 
and grids. Op art and the optical paintings of British artist 
Bridget Riley form another reference point, as do the stacked 
aluminium forms of American minimalist Donald Judd. 

Softening and even feminising (according to Savvas) the 
history of hard-edged and abstract art, the works negotiate 
multiple histories in their realisation. Savvas has always 
prioritised simple, readily accessible materials in her art, from 
Styrofoam and Perspex to anodised and polished aluminium, 
glass and woollen thread. With no interest in traditional 
(indeed ‘valuable’) sculptural materials such as marble or 
bronze, she embraces instead the ordinary, transforming 
it through creative means. Moreover, there is an overt 
democratic imperative in her invitation to viewers to engage 
and interact with her work physically, and to experience a 
sense of wonder, surprise and joy in the process.

Finale, 2017–18, is a major new installation created especially 
for the Adelaide Biennial and presented in the Gallery’s 
atrium space. Suspended from ceiling to floor, the work is 
ten metres in length and comprises over 2000 strands of 
wire, to which multiple small colourful plastic rectangles 
have been affixed. Encompassing a dozen different colours, 
the rectangular tabs oscillate up and down the wire, their 
movement generated by small adjacent fans.

The work’s title suggests an ending of sorts – perhaps the 
ending of a concert, or of painting itself. ‘Tapping into the 
sentiment of the time’, according to Savvas, it suggests both 
‘a finale and a celebration for the end of something, even 
contemporary art’. Wondrous yet melancholy, the work is 
beguilingly simple and strangely fitting for this moment in 
time.

Nike Savvas, 1964, Sydney, Living 
on a Promise (A1), 2017, carbon fibre, 
acrylic paint, aluminium, 52.0 x 40.5 
x 40.5 cm; Courtesy of the artist, 
ARC ONE Gallery, Melbourne and 
Dominik Mersch Gallery, Sydney
photo: Zan Wimberley
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With the ‘systematic silencing’ of the languages of the 
world’s oldest continuous tradition seeming heartbreakingly 
closer to completion, Christian Thompson’s vocally based 
performance works assume an added significance.2 An 
inheritor of the linguistic ‘shards of the classical culture’ of 
the Bidjara people from central western Queensland, he 
incorporates his father’s officially ‘endangered’ language into 
his soundscape and film works, believing that, while even 
one word is spoken, a language cannot be extinct.3  
The acoustic evolution of Thompson’s lyrical works from his 
‘very minimalist, very loud, very scream-y, very electronic 
punk’ student days in a Melbourne band have reflected his 
own life journey or ‘songline’; it was his arrival in Amsterdam, 
for instance, to study at DasArts that led to his interest in and 
commissioning of baroque opera singers to perform two of 
his works.4  One of these ‘sonic sketches’, Dhagunyilangu 
(Brother), 2011, evolved into the pop-influenced Refuge, 2014, 
recorded in collaboration with James Young, who worked 
with Nico from the Velvet Underground.5 

Thompson describes his process as one of auto-
ethnography and, in keeping with this notion of life cycles 
– and the musical genre of ‘call and response’ – one of his 
earliest works, Desert slipper, 2006, comes full circle in 
Berceuse, 2017, the recently commissioned work for his 
retrospective exhibition Christian Thompson: Ritual Intimacy, 
at Monash University Museum of Art. In Desert slipper 
Thompson’s father greets his son in the traditional manner, 
with the sharing and exchange of words and of sweat, 
evoking the inherent bodily connection of the spoken and 

the gestural – component parts of the DNA of identity.  
It is a theme elegantly drawn out in the three-channel video 
installation Berceuse, which takes its title from the French 
word for lullaby, or cradle song. The ‘cradle’ and ‘rocking’ 
etymology of this word implies the bond between parent 
and child and the soothing musical repetition of sounds – a 
cultural lullaby woven around this most intimate of rituals.

Thompson’s songs, like a most famous antecedent of 
lullabies – Brahms’s ‘Wiegenlied: Guten Abend, gute Nacht’, 
have a haunting undertow. Across the world, below the 
shimmering surface of the melodic magical realism of ‘folk’ 
songs and stories lies a warning of loss or harm – a prayer 
for redemption or salvation. Thompson compels you to 
wonder: will this be the last time this language is heard? 
The Adelaide Botanic Garden’s Palm House was created 
in the same cultural context as Brahms’s lullaby. This 
wondrous and unique building is, like Lucinda’s glasshouse, 
‘something Extraordinary and Fine from glass and cast iron. 
A conservatory, but not a conservatory. Glass laced with 
steel, spun like a spider web’.6 Thompson’s performances, 
captured on film, in photographs or scores are like artistic 
conservatories, fantastical edifices that are not only the 
husk for the cultural kernel but are themselves intriguing 
creations, like a spider web inviting the unwary to enter and 
be entrapped in this alchemist’s magical aestheticism.7

Hetti Perkins

1 AIATSIS website, viewed 7 August 
2017, <https://aiatsis.gov.au/get-
involved/foundation>.

2 Charlotte Day, ‘Introduction’, in Helen 
Hughes (ed.), Christian Thompson: 
Ritual Intimacy, exhibition catalogue, 
Monash University Museum of Art, 
2017, p. 8. 

3 Noel Pearson, ‘A rightful place: 
race, recognition and a complete 
commonwealth’, Quarterly Essay, 55, 
2014.

4 Hetti Perkins, Interview with Christian 
Thompson, in Hughes (ed.), p. 113.

5 Perkins in Hughes (ed.), p. 114.

6 Peter Carey, Oscar and Lucinda, UQP, 
St Lucia, Qld, 1997 (1988).

7 Marina Warner in Hughes (ed.).

Less than 10% of Australia’s languages are 
comprehensively documented. One or two languages 
disappear every year. Of more than 300 languages that 
existed pre-colonisation, fewer than half remain and are 
all are considered endangered, many critically. 

Even more fragile than language, the Songlines are often 
lost before languages.1

Christian Thompson, Bidjara people, 
Queensland, born 1978, Gawler, 
South Australia, Purified by Fire, 
2017, type C print on Fuji metallic 
pearl paper, 120 x 120 cm; Courtesy 
the artist, Sarah Scout Presents, 
Melbourne, Michael Reid Gallery, 
Sydney and Berlin
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Deborah Hart

Increasingly I think the key to understanding art is to 
understand it in the context of belief. Here [in John 
Walker’s art] … we are confronted by a great Easter 
painting, full of nails, barbs and chains – a bush Bosch, in 
which the objects in the landscape speak poignantly of 
tragedy.1  

John Walker’s profound engagement with landscape 
has been a key to his artistic practice since he moved 
from Sydney to Braidwood in country New South Wales 
in December 2002. On one hand he values a forthright 
painterly approach to his subjects, and it comes as no 
surprise that one of his favourite Australian artists is 
Sidney Nolan – particularly landscapes such as Riverbend, 
1964–65, for the sense of direct engagement with place 
and painting.2 However, while Walker is not so interested in 
Nolan’s mythologising, Andrew Sayers has suggested that 
his original vision of landscape is indelibly informed by a 
personal spirituality. In many ways this is a subtle dimension 
in the work, not separate from a keenly practical, down-to-
earth approach to art and daily life. Rather, his sense of a 
transcendent dimension finds resonances with the ideas of 
historian and anthropologist Greg Dening, who advocated 
combining practical studies of the outer world with a series 
of spiritual engagements based on the exercises prescribed 
by St Ignatius of Loyola in 1548.3  For some time Walker has 
engaged in daily mediations. Contemplation and a sense of 
space and time are crucial to his art. 

Walker is interested in a deep sense of time, in geology, 
palaeontology and environmental history in general. In 
preparation for his visit to Oratunga in South Australia, on 
the traditional lands of the Adnyamathanha people, he 
undertook background research and read widely. The 
best-known paintings of this area are by Hans Heysen 
(1877–1968), who depicted the rugged ranges and curving 
hills, which felt to him like ‘the bones’ of the landscape 
itself. These days, as Walker points out, there is far more 
vegetation – particularly callitris native pines – along with 
numerous eroded gullies. ‘All the same, the landscape of the 
Flinders feels very old’, he says. ‘It has an amazing feeling 
to it. It also looks as though it could have been designed by 
an environmental scientist as a teaching model for geology 

… It is so crisp and clear.’4 For Walker the idea of being in 
the environment is a way of gleaning a sense of possible 
histories. He favours an explorative, open-ended approach. 
He recalls a day at Oratunga walking through scrubby bush 
with his wife Anne Sanders. 

We followed the creek down about five or six kilometres. 
About half way down we boiled the billy and I noticed this 
shadow on the other side of the valley. It was far enough 
away … like a rock shelter and it just clicked … there was 
debris and bits of barbed wire and wire mesh. A bit further 
down the gully if you look carefully you see petroglyphs, 
you see circles and arrows carved into the rock; so 
ultimately this represents a lot of history. There are traces 
everywhere.5 

While spending time in Burra, south of Oratunga, Walker 
worked in concertina Chinese albums, the format of which 
is beautifully suited to the idea of unfolding journeys of 
discovery. Many of his brush drawings have a miraculous 
lightness of touch, like those tracing what he described 
as the ‘Fibonacci rhythms’ of the callitris pines, dancing in 
air across the paper. Walker found Burra (a former copper 
mining town) to be a place of contradictions, conveying the 
layers of recent history and degradation of the environment 
while retaining flashpoints of lyrical, delicate beauty.

There was an abandoned town like a ruin. While I was 
in the landscape, I came across mining skips and rusty 
broken tools … at one point I suddenly realised there 
was this bare ancient tree and its branches were gently 
brushing these piles of stones. I recalled an old poem by 
Basho – a haiku. 

I am awestruck
To hear a cricket singing 
Underneath the dark cavity
Of an old helmet.6

Back in Walker’s Braidwood studio big spaces of canvas 
open up for the distillation in the Oratunga and Burra suite. 
By this point – after a period of accumulation – the process 
is akin to poetry and music. In the intuitive unfolding in the 
studio, space, time and memory coalesce. Walker recalls 
that the artist Peter Upward was the first to introduce him 
to Zen calligraphy and the music of John Cage. Music 
continues to be important to the rhythms of his work,  

1 Andrew Sayers’s opening address for 
John Walker’s exhibition Here I give 
thanks at the ANU Drill Hall Gallery in 
Canberra, curated by Glenn Barkley,  
2 July 2015.

2 John R Walker, interview with the 
author, 4 May 2017; Walker noted that 
Nolan’s Riverbend in the ANU Drill Hall 
Gallery is one of the works he most 
likes to spend time with when he visits 
Canberra.

3 See an informative essay on Greg 
Dening, a former Jesuit priest, in 
Tom Griffiths, The art of time travel: 
historians and their craft, Black Inc., 
Melbourne, 2016, p. 123.

4 Walker, interview.

5 Walker, interview.

6 Walker, interview.

like a Bach fugue ‘endlessly rising’. His brush traces form 
and feeling. Space becomes air. Passages suggest muddy 
ground, variously acrid greens meet fleshy pink. We see 
a rock shelter, an untidy scatter of sticks, logs and debris, 
spindly lines of trees, a branch suspended in spaciousness, 
wire mesh suggesting molecular structures. 

Walker is interested in resonances between landscape 
and the body.7 In his Oratunga and Burra suite, alizarin 
blood emanates from barbed wire. He recalls that it ‘just 
appeared’, as if it needed to be there. This open-ended 
gesture connects with a work that has long been important 
to him, Piero della Francesca’s Resurrection, painted in the 
1460s in Sansepolcro, Italy. In this fresco the figure of the 
risen Christ with a wound in his side combines stillness 
with a compressed energy.  As Philip Guston noted, there is 
‘fervor, grave and delicate in each of Piero’s works’. He also 
remarked, ‘What we see is the wonder of what is being seen. 

Perhaps it is the subject of painting itself’.8 Walker agrees. 
He notes that what is revealed in painting is also the mind 
that made it. It is mind in the broadest sense, engaging with 
the real and the fugitive, the struggle and the transcendent, 
as one.  What is important within and beyond the traces 
discovered in the environment is the presence of what he 
has experienced – like an underlying hum – which cannot 
be explained away. As he says, ‘How do you embody or 
keep the mystery? If it is totally explainable then you’ve got it 
wrong’.9  

7 For instance, he talked in an 
interview with the author about 
the extraordinary poem by John 
Donne, ‘Hymn to God, my God, in my 
sickness’.

8 Philip Guston, ‘From the archives: 
Philip Guston on Piero della 
Francesca, in 1965’, Artnews, viewed 
28 August 2017, <http://www.artnews.
com/2017/05/12/from-the-archives-
philip-guston-on-piero-della-
francesca-in-1965/>.

9 Walker, interview.

detail: John R Walker, born 1957, 
Sydney, Oratunga Burra Suite, 
2017, (panels 1 & 2), archival oil on 
polyester, 7 panels each  
240 x 180 cm; Courtesy the artist 
and Utopia Art Sydney
photo: Peter Jones, Sydney Fine Art
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Ryan Johnston

Douglas Watkin’s animated work A Thin Black Line tells 
the story of a young Indigenous girl who is evacuated from 
Darwin during the Second World War. The film spans the 
period of the Japanese air raids in February 1942, when 
significantly more ordinance was dropped on Darwin than 
in the infamous attack on Pearl Harbor two months earlier 
(a fact surprisingly still little known among Australians and 
non-Australians alike). Based on the actual experience of the 
artist’s mother, Patricia Watkin, the narrative commences in 
the family’s suburban backyard and follows them through 
their separation, evacuation by boat, experience of the 
bombing, and eventual reunion in Cairns. 

Watkin’s virtual reality (VR) unfolds from the perspective 
of the young girl, with audiences viewing the traumatic 
events through her eyes in the manner pioneered by the 
Anglo-American writer Henry James in his 1897 novel 
What Maisie Knew. While the partial, fragmented and 
distorted perspective of the young Maisie was deployed 
by James in mimicry of pre-cinematic visual technologies 
(such as the panorama and the magic lantern show) to 
embody the historical experience of nineteenth-century 
London, Watkin updates the genre by staging it within the 
arguably post-cinematic medium of virtual reality.1 In many 
respects VR seems well suited to a work of art exploring 
historical experience. Much current VR software focuses on 
providing otherwise unlikely spatio-temporal experiences 
(for example, high-altitude mountain climbing, space 
exploration). Oculus, a leading manufacturer of consumer 
VR, actively promotes its product as ‘making it possible to 
experience anything, anywhere’.2 A tech reviewer recently 
took this claim to experience one step further, observing 
of one Oculus game that ‘memories of playing it are not so 
much of me settling down to play a game, but more akin to 
“real” memories that I have of moments out in the physical 
world’.3

While the technology may be new, this rhetoric of prosthetic 
experience resonates strikingly with the field of public 
military history, particularly its museological context. One 
of the most popular displays at London’s Imperial War 
Museum, for example, has long been the Western Front 
trench experience, recently subject to a major upgrade 
to mark the centenary of the First World War. In Australia, 
the Australian Government’s own flagship First World War 
centenary project was a national touring exhibition titled The 
Spirit of Anzac Centenary Experience. However, this claim to 

historical presence is also problematic in a historiographical 
sense, not least because it effaces the status of history itself 
as a form of representation, in the process naturalising and 
reifying it instead.4 

Yet it is precisely this claim to historical presence, implied 
by virtual reality and so prevalent in the museology of war, 
that Watkin holds in productive tension with the limitations 
of his protagonist’s childish historical perspective. While the 
viewer is immersed in 1942 Darwin, the work nonetheless 
unfolds as a fixed and unalterable narrative course. And 
like James’s own phantasmagorical childhood London, the 
world of A Thin Black Line is similarly fantastic: in this case as 
envisioned through the stylised black-and-white drawings of 
Vernon Ah Kee from which Darwin was digitally extrapolated 
and virtually animated. At the same time, this perspective 
is only ever partial, leaving the viewer unaware of the full 
context in which they are ‘present’, of the forces propelling 
them, and, in one notable scene, of the literally thin black (or 
least charcoal) line between reality and fantasy. Even the 
moving yet ambivalent denouement registers at the edges 
of comprehension. In other words, the viewer is constantly 
reminded of the very real limits of their virtual presence 
in Darwin, as well as their compromised capacity to draw 
broader historical conclusions from their ‘experience’. 

Virtual reality is thus deployed here to acutely realise the 
qualities of childhood experience – illusions of agency, lack 
of situational awareness, partial comprehension – while 
simultaneously embodying these qualities in the (typically 
adult) viewer as a symptom of their historical encounter. 
The experience of A Thin Black Line is thus at the same 
time an immersion in history and a distancing from it, or an 
historical experience that is always punctured precisely 
by its own status as representation. If Henry James used 
the perspective of the child as an analogy for modernist 
experience, Watkin manifests it here as analogical to 
historical understanding itself. Such childish history-telling is 
thus a salutary response to the spurious claims to historical 
experience, claims stoked by our cultural need to collectively 
remember wars at which so few still alive were actually 
present. Yet, more importantly, by approaching these 
histories childishly, Watkin provides not for the presence of 
the viewer in the past, but for our pasts to be more plural and 
therefore more present today. 

1 On this reading of James’s book 
see, inter alia, Christina Britzolakis, 
‘Technologies of vision in Henry 
James’ What Maisie Knew’, Novel, 
Summer 2001, pp. 369�90.

2 This is, for example, the byline for 
Oculus's official twitter account: 
<https://twitter.com/oculus>, 
accessed 30 August 2017. 

3 Gerard Lynch, ‘Lone Echo should do 
for VR what Mario 64 did for Nintendo 
– send it stratospheric’, techradar, 
<http://www.techradar.com/news/
lone-echo-should-do-for-vr-what-
mario-64-did-for-nintendo-send-it-
stratospheric>, accessed 29 August 
2017.

4 For a discussion of this issue in the 
context of war museological practice, 
see Jay Winter, Remembering war: 
The great war between memory and 
history in the twentieth century, Yale 
University Press, New Haven, 2006, 
pp. 226�33.

still: Douglas Watkin, Erubam  
Le people, Torres Strait Islands,  
born 1973, Cairns, Queensland, 
A Thin Black Line,  2017, single-
channel digital multimedia, colour 
animation with sound, 10 minutes, 
HD 16 minutes, 9 seconds; Courtesy 
the artist
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I was Director of the Art Gallery of South Australia when 
we proposed, at the end of the 1980s, the creation of an 
Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art. It would be henceforth 
our regular contribution to the Adelaide Festival. 
Contemporary art developments elsewhere in Australia, 
notably in Sydney, had a bearing on our proposal. Further 
matters of place – Adelaide’s urban design and art gallery 
facilities – were also factors, but the Adelaide Festival was 
the prime context.

Five years ago, the Adelaide Festival, which had been held 
every two years since its founding in 1960, became an 
annual event. It had originally aimed to capture an Australia-
wide audience, and indeed immediately became Australia’s 
leading multi-arts jamboree. The Perth Festival was earlier, 
with a university-based summer-holiday festival created 
in 1953 for geographically isolated Western Australian 
audiences. Today, all state capitals have international multi-
arts festivals. 

Last year, Sydney, which had lacked a regular survey 
of Australian contemporary art since the Australian 
Perspectas expired in 1999, launched a biennial series 
called The National: New Australian Art. That title signalled 
differentiation from the Biennale of Sydney, a survey of 
international art founded in 1973, but at first so erratic that, 
for a decade, it was held every three years, not two. The 
Biennale of Sydney, an independent agency, was initiated by 
an Italian–Australian engineering tycoon hoping to emulate 
the Internazionale Biennale di Venezia. After its wobbly start, 
the exhibition’s sole host for a while was the Art Gallery of 
New South Wales; other venues were added later.

The production of The National is a formal collaboration 
by the city’s three principal venues, Carriageworks, the 
Museum of Contemporary Art Australia and the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales.

So, is the Adelaide Biennial still relevant? In May last year 
The Australian newspaper’s Matthew Westwood, under the 
heading ‘Hot times in the old towns’, declared the Adelaide 
Festival had ‘reasserted its reputation as the premier curated 
arts festival, with exclusive international performances and 
a higher profile for opera and classical music [and] a box 
office record of $4 million’. Looking back at the origins of the 
Adelaide Festival, we note that its model was Britain’s multi-
arts, late-summer Edinburgh International Festival, which 
was, and still is, biennial. It is still Britain’s leading arts festival. 

Most significantly, the secret of success in Edinburgh and 
Adelaide was a matter of pleasant seasons and attractive 
urban settings as much as artistic direction. Both are well 
maintained ‘old towns’, where hot new art offers a special 
frisson. Both are smaller capital cities, pedestrian-friendly, 
well equipped with cultural infrastructure and better able 
to generate a concentrated festive atmosphere than 
the sprawling centres of Sydney, Melbourne or London. 
Although first held before the publication of urban activist 
Jane Jacobs’s key text, The death and life of great American 
cities (1961), the creators of the Adelaide Festival understood 
the later term ‘place-making’.

What about the venue and producer, the Art Gallery of South 
Australia? From the beginning of the Adelaide Festival, 
the Art Gallery had hosted the principal Adelaide Festival 
exhibitions, some imported ready-made from overseas, 
some generated by the Gallery. International requirements 
for festival exhibitions had prompted the Gallery to build, 
by 1962, an extension containing Australia’s first climate-
controlled art exhibition space. 

As well, the Adelaide Festival always organised small 
exhibitions in other venues, where we were likely to see 
exciting glimpses of international avant-gardism, for 
example, American minimalist sculptor Robert Morris, 

comparable with festival performing arts by Merce 
Cunningham Dance Company. The Art Gallery’s exhibitions 
were larger, more conservative and only occasionally 
Australian. 

The Gallery’s most successful festival exhibition in my time 
was Old Masters – New Visions: El Greco to Rothko from the 
Phillips Collection, Washington DC. It included the all-time 
favourite painting of some viewers – Renoir’s Luncheon of 
the boating party. But the exhibition was not exclusive to 
Adelaide: organised by the National Gallery of Australia, 
it had been seen already in Canberra. (It was welcomed 
because the Art Gallery was preoccupied preparing a huge 
exhibition for the Australian Bicentennial Authority to tour 
to all six states, along with an accompanying book, titled 
Creating Australia: 200 years of art 1788–1988.) A calculated 
crowd pleaser based on Renoir, Bonnard and Matisse was 
not really Adelaide Festival fare; art of such extreme, dazzling 
charm can in fact alarm, cause fright, but festival-goers 
come to town primed also for the shock of the new. 

Nevertheless, the most unsuccessful festival exhibition in 
my time was our Adelaide-exclusive production of Wild, 
Visionary, Spectral: New German Art, a survey of a then 
unfamiliar movement and which included work by Beuys, 
Kiefer, Polke and Richter. Administratively and financially it 
strained the Art Gallery. And despite its operatic title, it was 
too narrow, too one-note. It didn’t suit the audiences that 
come to multi-arts festivals for more complicated laugh-and-
cry-and-dream experiences. It was time for a change, and 
we settled on Australian art.

Access to international art was by then hugely improved 
across Australia. Collections at the National Gallery of 
Australia, which had opened in 1982, included Pollock’s 
masterpiece Blue poles and major works by Warhol. 
Exhibition facilities at the state galleries in Melbourne, 

Sydney, Perth and Brisbane had been upgraded to 
international standards. International contemporary art, 
along with Australian work, was now appearing regularly 
in a smoothly running Biennale of Sydney. The Adelaide 
Biennial of Australian art was intended to be, from 1990, a 
regular, same-year supplement to the Biennale of Sydney, 
and a daytime taste of Australia for international visitors to 
Adelaide, especially the many performing-arts professionals 
in Adelaide for the festival.

In October 1973 the first Biennale of Sydney was in fact little 
noticed, held in a mean exhibition space in the Sydney Opera 
House. It was overshadowed by an exhibition at the recently 
re-opened, upgraded and visitor-friendly Art Gallery of New 
South Wales, where I was chief curator and also co-curator 
of that exhibition, which showcased newest Australian 
art. (Notably, it was also a quietly rivalrous demonstration 
that The Field, an exhibition of the newest Australian art 
with which Melbourne opened its new gallery building in 
1968, had turned out to be a swansong for late-modernism, 
formalism and abstract art; since then we had entered an 
age of post-modernism. The world had changed.)

The Art Gallery of New South Wales’ experience with the 
newest Australian art was in mind when we created the 
Adelaide Biennial. Recent Australian Art from 1973 was that 
gallery’s contribution to the excited festival-style moment 
when Australia-wide and overseas visitors were in town 
to celebrate the opening of the Sydney Opera House, 
a wonder-of-the-world building. Much larger and more 
artistically ground-breaking than the inaugural Biennale of 
Sydney inside the Opera House, Recent Australian Art was 
the first occasion at which the general public in Australia 
was offered a gamut of new media: untidy floor-based 
installations, printed photomedia, filmed performance art, 
psychedelic film – and an all-day, every-day, live closed-

WHAT’S 
NEW, 
PLACE� 
MAKERS?

detail, pp. 89–9: Lisa Adams, born 
1969, Adelaide, Lovers, 2007, oil 
on canvas, 100 x 60 cm; Private 
collection, Courtesy the artist and 
Philip Bacon Galleries, Brisbane
photo: Brian Hand
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circuit video performance. The last, conceived by artist Tim 
Burns, comprised a nude couple hired to speak to visitors 
from what was perceived as a distant source – a small-
monitor, black-and-white broadcast television. The artist’s 
hired human materials got carried away and overdid Burns’s 
instructions to affront their audience: the young man, instead 
of dressing for a toilet break, emerged from concealment and 
walked naked through the crowded gallery, thereby causing a 
citizen arrest, by Gallery security, for indecent exposure. The 
art audiences were not outraged.1 Even without the bonus of 
scandal, Recent Australian Art was a popular success. 

In Adelaide in the late 1980s, Gallery extensions, primarily for 
special exhibitions and better visitor services, were ready to 
go ahead. They had been designed by the architect, Andrew 
Andersons, whose extensions to the Art Gallery in Sydney 
had transformed it into a place where people felt pleased 
to foregather, and we expected, and eventually received, a 
similar piece of place-making magic in Adelaide. We also knew 
that the 1979 Biennale of Sydney had been under pressure 
from Australian artists for more of their work to be included 
alongside such international stars as Marina Abramovi� and 
Ulay, and that Bernice Murphy, the curator of contemporary 
art at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, planned to launch a 
series of biennial Australian Perspecta exhibitions to alternate 
with the international biennales. Our Adelaide Biennials 
of Australian Art would alternate with Sydney’s Australian 
Perspectas and share their year with Biennales of Sydney. 
Australia’s cultural infrastructure would be much enriched. 
And, self-interested in regard to the Adelaide Festival, the Art 
Gallery knew that a standardised flow of biennials would block 
temptation to mount over-ambitious exhibitions of the style of 
the stressful New German Art.

The English-language form, Adelaide Biennial, was of course 
chosen as differentiation from the Italian Internazionale 
Biennale, and followed the example of New York’s Whitney 
Biennial of contemporary American art. Originally an annual, 
alternating between painting and sculpture, in 1973 the 
Whitney Museum’s first biennial combined those traditional 
media but thenceforth was open, post-modernly, to all forms 
of art. 

Like the Adelaide Biennial, the Whitney appoints different 
curators each time, some in-house, some from elsewhere. 
Most Adelaide Biennial curators have been women, perhaps 
better able than men to appreciate the seriousness of 
festival pleasure. Like Adelaide, the Whitney sometimes 

spreads to other venues, sometimes outdoors to New 
York’s Central Park. Adelaide’s site on North Terrace is 
confined, and the only extensive departure, the site-specific 
Adelaide Installations in 1994 in the Park Lands and the 
Botanic Garden, although delightful for locals with time and 
knowledge to locate them, was a rather difficult treasure 
hunt for strangers.2 But those who attempted it knew they 
might fail and did not complain: they expect to be challenged 
by Festival art. Unlike Adelaide so far, Whitney variations in 
policy have been extreme, recently including work by dead 
artists. None of Adelaide’s Biennials has been remembered 
as vividly, and unfondly, as the ‘whining’, ‘political’ Whitney 
Biennial of 1993.

Last year’s Whitney included new work by Larry Bell, a 
comeback for an artist whose sheet-glass minimalist 
sculptures fifty years earlier had interested the most 
prestigious international survey of all, the Documenta at 
Kassel in Germany, and a similar sheet-glass sculpture had  
been bought in 1972 by the Art Gallery of New South Wales. 
Somewhat similarly, the first Adelaide Biennial included 
senior artists then going strong: Rosalie Gascoigne, Howard 
Taylor, Bea Maddock and Rover Thomas. In 1990 there was 
also one foreign artist, Nikolaus Lang, a German who had 
worked in Adelaide. 

Adelaide’s first and fourth biennials preferred not to take on 
a theme, or devise a nicely catchy title such as All This and 
Heaven Too, Dark Heart or Magic Object; the implicit ‘what’s 
new’ was enough. Media-specific biennials have presented 
photomedia and, as noted, installation art. Themes 
have included not only the usual suspects – science, 
environmentalism, displacement – but also the persistence 
of art-historical style, in the 2006 Biennial, 21st-Century 
Modern. 

In 2000 the Adelaide Biennial was the culture-specific 
Beyond the Pale: Contemporary Indigenous Art, guest-
curated by Indigenous artist Brenda L. Croft. However, 
work by Indigenous artists has been included in all Adelaide 
Biennials (and in 1979 was included in Nick Waterlow’s 
third Biennale of Sydney, a world first for an international 
survey). Moreover, in 2015 the Art Gallery of South Australia 
inaugurated TARNANTHI, a separate springtime festival of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art, continuing till at 
least 2021. Besides Indigenous artists, Adelaide Biennials 
always introduce selected South Australian artists to 
festival-goers and also seek artists from all states and from 

diverse age cohorts, genders and ethnicities. The Adelaide 
Biennial has been politically correct – but with a light touch.

History, including the deep histories of geography and 
geology, has been the local place-maker. The British colony 
of South Australia was founded in the 1830s with instructions 
to treat the natives well; early colonial settler art depicts 
Aboriginal people with dignity and human interest, and 
observes their creative accommodation to the colonists who 
had stolen their land. In the twentieth century an Aboriginal 
Australian was appointed Governor of South Australia. 
On my first visits to Adelaide, in the 1960s for Adelaide 
Festivals, Aboriginal Australians were a relaxed presence 
in the city streets, whereas they were invisible in Melbourne 
and Sydney. As to women’s advancement, in 1894 South 
Australia was one of the first places in the world to legislate 
female rights to vote and to stand for election to parliament.

Geographically, Adelaide is Mediterranean. Winemaker 
David Wynn, retiring in 1972, considered moving from 
Melbourne to Tuscany but instead chose Adelaide. The 
first visitors to Adelaide Festivals enjoyed long open-air 
lunches under vines, unlike anything available in Melbourne 
or Sydney. And unlike Australia’s southeastern and 
southwestern coastal fringes, in Adelaide the central desert 
heartlands of the continent are sensed: the salt lakebeds, 
the red sands, the red rocks, the immense antiquity of 
Flinders Ranges fossils from the Ediacaran era. Adelaide can 
appreciate how Australia’s largest zone, the central deserts, 
generated a heat wave in 2017 that moved westward across 
Southeast Asia to create all-time heat records in Cambodia, 
Thailand and India, killing thousands of over-heated, non-
airconditioned humans. 

For the rest of Australia, as with Edinburgh for Britain, 
Adelaide has always seemed an attractive but rather ‘other’ 
place. Its products, Alexander Downer, Julia Gillard, Annabel 
Crabb and Nick Xenophon, have seemed interestingly 
different from easterners and westerners. Perhaps Adelaide 
is more scientifically and globally aware, more conscious of 
its place in the increasingly dangerous outside world.

The 2017 Whitney Biennial, its first in a new building with 
large galleries and large windows, was much admired for 
creative responses to the particular spaces and the natural 
light. Adelaide Biennials are held in an efficient underground 
space, where natural weather, air, sky, earth and vegetation 
are inevitably out of sight and mind. In 2017 the Art Gallery 

of South Australia announced an international architectural 
competition for a close-at-hand second building, ‘Adelaide 
Contemporary’, on land once occupied by the Royal 
Adelaide Hospital, on the edge of the Adelaide Botanic 
Garden. It sounds marvellous, like the new Whitney Museum. 
Good architectural space makes objects and events seem 
better. In Sydney, the Art Gallery of New South Wales 
contribution to The National was rated superior to that of 
the MCA or Carriageworks, partly due, I suspect, to the 
welcoming, unconfusing interiors of the gallery, as well the 
glimpses of a world outside. 

For future Adelaide Biennials in the ‘Adelaide Contemporary’ 
building we might perhaps hope for something comparable 
in character if not in size with the huge Bienal Pavilion, 
purpose-built in 1957 in a huge park in São Paulo, Brazil. It’s 
an extended rectangular shed, with generous windows and 
gentle ramps to connect each level, but what a beautiful 
shed. Architect Oscar Niemeyer created, for the first big 
biennale established after Venice, what is still the world’s 
best exhibition venue. Let’s hope Adelaide takes a look.

Meanwhile, what about an Adelaide Biennial in a now-annual 
Adelaide Festival? A non-issue. The taste of Australia for 
festival-goers remains available in off years, not confined 
to contemporary art but a full historical survey. It’s the Art 
Gallery of South Australia collection. 

Our work on the great Bicentennial exhibition and its 
Creating Australia book confirmed that our own collection 
contained by far the best works of the best colonial artists, 
John Glover, Eugene von Guérard and Tom Roberts, and 
the most delightful example of Australian Impressionism, 
the Melbourne beach scene A holiday at Mentone, 1888, 
by Charles Conder. Throughout the twentieth century 
the South Australian collection continued to be far less 
parochial than those in other states. It is the best collection of 
Australian art.

And what about an Adelaide Biennial once again in 
competition with a Sydney exhibition, The National, which 
now continues the role of the earlier Australian Perspectas? 
Again, a non-issue. Carriageworks and the MCA are too 
distant from the best venue, the Art Gallery of New South 
Wales, to participate in a sense of shared place-making. 
Too difficult for out-of-towners to navigate with ease, 
The National will be chiefly for Sydneysiders. Let’s hope it 
thrives. Julie Ewington, in The Monthly, May 2017, believes 

1 For a full account see my ‘Museum 
pieces: 3D TV, 1973’, Art and Australia, 
vol. 41, no. 4, 2004.

2 Recent exceptions include the 2016 
and 2018 Adelaide Biennials.
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it is a necessity for a general public whose only large-scale 
presentations of Australian art are otherwise the Archibald 
Prize, for celebrity portrait painting, and Sculpture by the Sea, 
neither of which seek a lively life-charged art experience and 
instead settle for a mostly mediocre reinforcement of familiar 
popular culture.

Finally, who was Adelaide? An anecdote in one-time 
Adelaide Festival director Anthony Steel’s memoir Painful 
in daily doses reveals that in Chicago when negotiating 
performances, he was eventually asked, by a female 
official forgivably ignorant of Australian place names and 
past queens of England, ‘Why do you call it the Adelaide 
Festival?’ We suspect she might have believed it was named 
after the ‘ever-loving’ Miss Adelaide, a nightclub singer still 
hoping, after fourteen years, to marry a gangster, played by 
Frank Sinatra in the 1955 musical film Guys and Dolls. Let 
it remind us that an arts festival can find excellence within 
low-art forms as well as high. Festivals are for diversity, 
for Shakespearian creation of truthfulness and human 
complexity. They include cabaret. It’s good to lower the tone.

       

Daniel Thomas

Vernon Ah Kee, Kuku Yalandji, 
Waanji, Yindndji and Gugu Yimithirr 
people, born 1967, Innisfail, 
Queensland, unwritten (unwashed), 
2017, acrylic and charcoal on 
canvas, 150 x 180 cm; Courtesy the 
artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane



96 97

LISA 
ADAMS

born 1969, Adelaide

lives and works in Cooroy, Queensland

represented by Philip Bacon Galleries, Brisbane

Ghost Train, 2004, oil on canvas,  
29 x 50 cm; Private collection,  
Courtesy the artist and Philip Bacon 
Galleries, Brisbane 
photo: Brian Hand

VERNON 
AH KEE

Kuku Yalandji, Waanji, Yindndji and Gugu Yimithirr people 

born 1967, Innisfail, Queensland

lives and works in Brisbane

represented by Milani Gallery, Brisbane

I Witness, 2017, vinyl, 240 x 320  cm; 
Courtesy the artist and Milani Gallery, 
Brisbane

The artist gratefully acknowledges Professor Irene Watson, Pro Vice Chancellor Aboriginal Leadership 
and Strategy, and the Samstag Museum of Art, University of South Australia
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ROY 
ANANDA

This project has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council,  
its arts funding and advisory body.

detail: Composition for three 
kit models, 2016, kit model 
components, balsa, pins, acrylic 
paint, dimensions variable;  
Courtesy the artist
photo: Sam Roberts

born 1980, Adelaide

lives and works in Adelaide

DANIEL 
BOYD

Kudjla/Gangalu people, far north Queensland 

born 1982, Cairns, Queensland

lives and works in Sydney

represented by Roslyn Oxley9, Sydney

Expanding Silhouette, 2017,  
HD video 16 minutes, 9 seconds; 
Courtesy the artist and Roslyn 
Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney
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BURFORD

born 1974, Waikerie, South Australia 

lives and works in Los Angeles, California, United States of America

Cell has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council,  
its arts funding and advisory body.

Rebecca …, 2006, fibreglass, reinforced polyester 
resin, polyurethane foam, oil paint, natural and 
synthetic hair, catheter, slippers, ribbon, necklace, 
negligee, fur stole, various articles of clothing, wood, 
wall paper, convalescent bed, bedding, wheel chair, 
artificial flowers, ceramic and glass vases, various 
furnishings, geared electric motor and connecting 
hardware, book, carpet, rug, telephone, glass 
vessels containing acrylic medium and decorative 
straws, mirror, umbrella, toilet bowl, crystal 
chandelier, fire tools, fire grate, fire screen, electric 
fan, diving snorkel, children's sport shoes, leather 
ladies shoes, 480 x 305 x 737 cm; Courtesy the artist

MARIA 
FERNANDA 
CARDOSO
born 1963, Bogotá, Colombia, South America 

lives and works in Sydney

represented by ARC ONE Gallery, Melbourne

Naked Flower #15: One Wife and 
Eight Husbands, 2014, pigment print 
on paper, acrylic face mounted, 
aluminium back, 90.5 x 104 cm; 
Courtesy the artist and ARC ONE 
Gallery, Melbourne
photo: Maria Fernanda Cardoso  
and Ross Rudesch Harley
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CLEVELAND

Diana Baker Smith, born 1981, Sydney 

Frances Barrett, born 1983, Sydney 

Kate Blackmore, 1982, Adelaide 

Kelly Doley, 1984, Melbourne  

live and work in Sydney

Bodies in Time, 2016, single-channel 
HD video, 13 minutes 46 seconds; 
Courtesy the artists 
photo: Zan Wimberley

KIRSTEN  
COELHO

born 1966, Copenhagen, Denmark

lives and works in Adelaide

represented by Philip Bacon Galleries, Brisbane, THIS IS NO FANTASY + dianne tanzer gallery, 

Melbourne and BMGArt, Adelaide

Transfigured Night, 2017, porcelain 
matt glaze, banded iron oxide, 
dimensions variable; Courtesy 
the artist, Philip Bacon Galleries, 
Brisbane, THIS IS NO FANTASY + 
dianne tanzer gallery, Melbourne 
and BMGArt, Adelaide
photo: Grant Hancock This project assisted by
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� CLAIRE HEALY

This research was funded (partially) by the Australian Government through the Australian Research Council

Sean Cordeiro born 1974, Penrith, New South Wales

Claire Healy, born 1971, Melbourne 

live and work in Blackheath, New South Wales

represented by Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney

Mondo Futuro has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, 
 its arts funding and advisory body

We Hunt Mammoth, 2015, 121 
bagged components (entire Honda) 
in jute and bamboo using traditional 
Japanese method for packaging, 
dimensions variable; Courtesy the 
artists and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, 
Sydney
This project was realised at KAIR, 
Kamiyama Artist In Residence, 
Shikoku, Japan.
photo: Keizo Konishi

TAMARA 
DEAN

The artist gratefully acknowledges Tony Kanellos, Museum of Economic Botany, Adelaide Botanic Garden, 
Samstag Museum of Art, University of South Australia and Australian Dance Theatre, for their generous 
support in the development of In our nature. 

The artist also gratefully acknowledges sound artist David Kirkpatrick, scent designer Ainslie Walker and 
UAP for their collaboration on the work Stream of Consciousness; and additionally, the support of Genevieve 
Murray/Future Method Studio and 107 Projects.

born 1976, Sydney 

lives and works in Cambewarra, New South Wales

represented by Martin Browne Contemporary, Sydney

This project has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, 
 its arts funding and advisory body

Fallen Willow (Salix) in Autumn from 
the series In our nature, May 2017, 
Mount Lofty Botanic Garden, pure 
pigment print on cotton rag,  
120 x 160 cm; Featuring dancers 
from Australian Dance Theatre, 
Courtesy the artist and Martin 
Browne Contemporary, Sydney

Generous support from Martin Browne Contemporary, Simon and Catriona Mordant, Sue Cato, Brett Clegg, 
Kathy and Peter Snowball 
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EDWARDS

born 1967, Millicent, South Australia 

lives and works in Adelaide

Line Drawing #23 and Line Drawing 
#24, 2017, blown-glass, wheel-cut 
bottle 57.5 x 30 x 11 cm, low form   
33 x  38 x 16 cm; Courtesy the artist
photo: Grant Hancock

EMILY 
FLOYD

born 1972, Melbourne 

lives and works in Melbourne

represented by Anna Scwhartz Gallery, Melbourne

detail: Icelandic Puffins, 2017, wood, 
two-part epoxy paint, mild steel with 
black oxide coating, dimensions 
variable; Courtesy the artist and 
Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne
photo: Zan Wimberley
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FOWLER

born 1973, Te Awamutu, New Zealand 

lives and works in Sydney

represented by Artereal Gallery, Sydney

New World Order, 2013, HD digital 
video, colour, sound, 15 minutes  
17 seconds; Courtesy the artist and 
Artereal Gallery, Sydney

This project has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, 
 its arts funding and advisory body

AMOS 
GEBHARDT

Lovers was made with the generous support of the Sidney Myer Fund, The Butchery and Manimal Post 

born 1976, Adelaide

lives and works in Melbourne

Lovers, 2018, two-channel video, 
sound, 12 minutes; Courtesy of the 
artist

Evanescence has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, 
 its arts funding and advisory body with generous support from The Felix Foundation and Chunky Move
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GOUGH

Trawlwoolway people, Tasmania 

born 1965, Melbourne

lives and works in Hobart

represented by Bett Gallery, Hobart

GHOSTPATROL 
DAVID 
BOOTH 

Spaceship Childhood, 2015, 
watercolour and pencil on paper,  
75 x 75 cm; Courtesy the artist and 
Hugo Michell Gallery, Adelaide
photo: Hugo Michell Gallery

born 1981, Hobart

lives and works in Melbourne

represented by Hugo Michell Gallery, Adelaide

Tebrikunna
Courtesy of the artist 



112 113LOUISE 
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TIMOTHY 
HORN

born 1963, Melbourne

lives and works in Melbourne

represented by Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne, Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney, Milani Gallery, Brisbane

born 1964, Melbourne 

lives and works in Massachusetts, United States of America

represented by PPOW Gallery, New York

Gorgonia 12 (Strange Love), 2016, 
nickel-plated bronze, mirrored blown 
glass, 213 x 335 x 17 cm; Courtesy 
the artist and PPOW Gallery,  
New York
photo: Ethan Bond-Watts

Untitled #1407, 2015, oil and ink 
on canvas, 71 x 71 cm; Courtesy 
the artist and Tolarno Galleries, 
Melbourne, Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, 
Sydney, Milani Gallery, Brisbane
photo: Mark Ashakansy The artist gratefully acknowledges the Basil Sellers Foundation and the National Sports Museum



114 115KEN 
SISTERS

LINDY 
LEE

born 1954, Brisbane

lives and works in Coorabell, New South Wales

represented by Sullivan+Strumpf Sydney+Singapore, and Sutton Gallery, Melbourne

Freda Brady, Pitjantjatjara people, South Australia,, born 1961, Amata Community, South Australia

Sandra Ken, Pitjantjatjara people, South Australia, born 1965, Amata Community, South Australia

Tjungkara Ken, Pitjantjatjara people, South Australia, born 1969, Amata Community, South Australia

Paniny Mick, Pitjantjatjara people, South Australia, born 1939, Rocket Bore, near Mulga Park Station, 
Northern Territory

Maringka Tunkin, Pitjantjatjara people, South Australia, born 1959, Mulga Park Station, Northern Territory

Yaritji Young, Pitjantjatjara people, South Australia, born 1956, out bush near the creek, Ernabella

represented by Tjala Arts

left to right: Tjungkara Ken, Sandra Ken, 
Freda Brady, Maringka Tunkin, Yaritji 
Young and Paniny Mick (Paniny is the 
mother of the Ken Sisters) 
Courtesy the artists and Tjala Arts 2017

Unnameable, 2017, mirror polished 
bronze, 150 x 80 x 100 cm; Courtesy 
the artist, Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney 
and UAP
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ANGELICA 
MESITI

born 1952, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

lives and works in Adelaide

born 1976, Sydney 

lives and works in Sydney and Paris

represented by Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne

still: Mother Tongue, 2017,  
two-channel HD colour video, 
surround sound, 17 minutes; 
Courtesy the artist and Anna 
Schwartz Gallery Melbourne
Commissioned by Aarhus 
European Capital of Culture 2017 in 
association with the 2018 Adelaide 
Biennial
photo: Bonnie Elliott

Work in progress, 2016, European 
oak, 84.5 x 43.0 x 52.5 cm; 
Courtesy the artist
photo: Grant Hancock

Mother Tongue is commissioned by Aarhus 2017 – European Capital of Culture, in association with the  
2018 Adelaide Biennial and is supported by Købmand Herman Sallings Fond, The Obel Family Foundation,  
15. Juni Fonden, Kvadrat, ege, Byggeselskab Olav de Linde and Panasonic Nordic – Danmark
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PIP  
&  
POP

born 1965, Sierra Leone, Africa, lived Italy 1968 –72, arrived Australia 1972

lives and works in Melbourne

represented by Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne, Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney,  

and Hosfelt Galleries, San Francisco, United States of America  

Tanya Schultz

born 1972, Perth

lives and works in Perth

Poised Runner, 2017, graphite on 
paper, 57 x 76 cm; Courtesy the 
artist, Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne, 
Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney and 
Hosfelt Galleries, San Francisco, 
United States of America
photo: Drome Studio

The artist gratefully acknowledges the support of the Faculty of VCA + MCM, University of Melbourne in 
her research.

Where there is a flower there must be 
a butterfly so the flower shines more 
brightly, 2016, sugar, pigment, glitter, 
air-dry clay, polystyrene, wood, resin, 
polymer clay, artificial flora, tinsel, 
beads, sequins, crystals, various 
craft materials, dimensions variable; 
Courtesy the artist and Daejeon 
Museum of Art, South Korea
photo: Tanya Schultz
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KHALED 
SABSABI 

born, 1962, Hamilton, New Zealand,  arrived in Australia 1989 

lives and works in Melbourne

represented by Station Gallery, Melbourne, Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney, Hamish McKay Gallery, 

Wellington, New Zealand and Melanie Roger Gallery, Auckland, New Zealand

born 1965, Tripoli, Lebanon, arrived Sydney 1978 

lives and works in Sydney

represented by Milani Gallery, Brisbane

detail: The Point of Everything, 2017, 
archival materials, dimensions 
variable; Courtesy the artist and 
Station Gallery, Melbourne, Darren 
Knight Gallery, Sydney, Hamish 
McKay Gallery Wellington, New 
Zealand, Melanie Roger Gallery, 
Auckland, New Zealand
 

This project has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, 
 its arts funding and advisory body

detail: Guerrilla, 2007–17, 3 sets of 
33 works, hand-painted acrylic on 
photographic paper, each 9 x 14 cm 
(image) 26 x 30 cm (framed);  
Courtesy the artist and Milani Gallery, 
Brisbane
photo: Carl Warner

left: set A; Purchased through the 
Tomorrow Fund, Art Gallery of 
Western Australia Foundation, 2014
State Art Collection, Art Gallery of 
Western Australia, Perth

centre: set B; Collection of 
Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 
AWM2016.50.1.1, AWM2016.50.1.3, 
AWM2016.50.1.8

right: set C; Contemporary Collection 
Benefactors 2017, Art Gallery of New 
South Wales, Sydney
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THOMPSON

born 1964, Sydney

lives and works in Sydney and London

represented by ARC ONE Gallery Melbourne  and Dominik Mersch Gallery Sydney

Bidjara people, Queensland 

born 1978, Gawler, South Australia

lives and works in Melbourne

represented by Sarah Scout Presents, Melbourne, Michael Reid Gallery, Sydney and Berlin
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Twin Divination, 2017, type C print on  
Fuji metallic pearl paper, 120 x 120 cm; 
Courtesy the artist, Sarah Scout  
Presents, Melbourne, Michael Reid  
Gallery, Sydney and Berlin

Epic 8000, 2013, installation 
view Nike Store, San Francisco, 
California, glass beads, cable wire, 
450 x 900 x 600 cm; Courtesy the 
artist, ARC ONE Gallery, Melbourne 
and Dominik Mersch Gallery, 
Sydney
photo: Nike Store, San Francisco, 
California, United States of America
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Oratunga Burra Suite, 2017, archival oil on 
polyester, 7 panels each 240 x 180 cm; 
Courtesy the artist and Utopia Art Sydney
photo: Peter Jones, Sydney Fine Art

still: The Queen & I, 2011, Brisbane, 
single-channel digital multimedia, 
colour animation with sound 
10 minutes, HD 16 minutes, 9 
seconds; Gift of the artist through 
the Art Gallery of South Australia 
Contemporary Collectors 2014. 
Donated through the Australian 
Government’s Cultural Gifts Program
Art Gallery of South Australia, 
Adelaide
Courtesy the artist
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