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A The South Australian Government invites entries for

The 2000 Faulding Award for

Multimedia

This award is a National Award for a work of creative writing which
seeks to use the full potential of new media, and is valued at $10,000.

Judges will be seeking examples of outstanding writing which also show a
command of the potential of new media in the writer's/writers’ use of
interactivity, sound, graphics and moving image. Works which are
collaborations between writers and other artists (visual, sound, graphics,
moving image) are sought along with works by individuals. As one of the
Festival Awards for Literature, the award will be awarded to the writer/s only.

Chunky news

You can count on an evening of discombobulation
when Chunky Move come to town with their suitcases
full of Bodyparts, their new dance season at the
Drama Theatre in August-September.

Gideon Obarzanek gets his teeth stuck into Little Red
in All the Better to Eat You With exploring “the
complexities of power and abuse beneath the familiar
fairytale” Yeh, yeh but we know it's the “psychotic
beauty and seriously sensual” stuff we wanna see,
“the surrealist tea party cum serial killer pantomime.”
Yes! “A delectable fairytale fit for the new millennium” Gideon Obarzanek
says The Melbourne Times, to which we say, yum-

yum.

There's more discomfort in Lucy Guerin's Zero described by the choreographer as “an uneasy work that
continually censors itself, reinventing its structural identity and the individuals within it." Using techniques of
film camera operation and playback translated into a real time situation, her choreography with Darrin
Verhagen's electronic soundtrack creates close-ups, jump cuts and extreme shifts in focus.

AT RAT SETA

* Works produced to be delivered solely on-line or via CD-ROMs will
in general be given preference over adapted works previously published
in print, performed on stage or radio or released on film or video.

* Authors must be Australian citizens or resident in Australia. In the
case of collaborative on-line writing projects, which include the work
of international writers, only the work by Australian writers is eligible
for the award.

Entry deadline: 5 pm | November |1999.

The Faulding Award for Multimedia is a category of the South Australian
Government's 2000 Festival Awards for Literature. The Festival Awards
for Literature will be announced during Writers’ Week of the Adelaide
Festival of Arts in March 2000.

For Festival Awards for Literature guidelines and nominations forms,
please contact Arts SA, telephone 08 8207 7100, facsimile 08 8207 7147
or email Disney.Chris@saugov.sa.gov.au These documents can be
downloaded at www.arts.sa.gov.au

The Faulding Award for Multimedia is proudly sponsored by the South
Australian Government through Arts SA and F H Faulding & Co Limited.

+ Faulding

A World of Health
Department for Transport, Urban Planning Government
and the Arts of South Australia

See it on a dark night.

www.soh.nsw.gov.au

Bodyparts, The Drama Theatre, Sydney Opera House, August 31 - September 4. Information

Sport

TOOTH & CLAW

with Jack Rufus

As we contemplate 21st century sport, we can be sure
that technology will play a major role—and perhaps a
clue can be found in the recent cricket World Cup.
Tournament officials were shocked to learn that Hansie
Cronje, the dour South African captain, was receiving
radio instructions from his coach via a poorly-
concealed ear-piece. The technology was promptly
banned—but why shouldn't transmitters and ear-
pieces become part of sport, for all competitors?

Just think of the potential for sabotage, which would
open whole new tactical possibilities. Transmissions
could be jammed, or replaced with signals to send
competitors mad, such as music by Rolf Harris or The
Carpenters. Or the messages could be: “Lie down
now!” or “Tie your shoe-laces together!”

Sports psychologists could be let loose to mess with
the heads of opponents. “You've never been any
good,” they could whisper into those ear-pieces,
“you're going to fail and everyone will laugh at you.”
Sporting success is 90% mental, we're always being
told, so why not test the theory? Let loose the demons
of doubt and fear, and see how long those highly paid
champions last!

TEE OFF

with Vivienne Inch

Though they sneered at it, | have always had a suspicion
that Maicolm Fraser's “Life wasn't meant to be easy”
was seen as not too far off course by many Australians.
Witness the graceless outcry as Kosovo refugees dared
to question the cold charity of an army barracks in mid-
winter Singleton. It occurred to me as | teed off at
Camoustie in Scotland last month that this might explain
our presence in such numbers at this year's British
Open. Hordes of Aussies sniggered into their hands as
international pros chopped and hacked their way around
unforgiving greens. They howled and pointed when the
Frenchman rolled up his trousers and waded into the
water trap. Giggling loudest was Olympics Minister
Michael Knight as he toured the formidable bunkers and
knee-high roughs. “I'l give 'em a bike track!" he
muttered, referring to the tour of Bankstown he recently
tried to pass off as an international cycling circuit. Later
in the clubhouse | spotted Mike swapping yams with R
& A Championship chairman Hugh Campbell who
described his course as “not life-threatening, so get on
with it.” Cheering words for Knight whose mind is
occupied these days with just how to enhance the
Olympics experience for the international tourist when
what he's basically got, outside a bloody great big
stadium, is State Rail's western line, Parramatta Road,
the M4 and environs. “Bugger 'em” he shouted from the
bar, “Let them come to Camoustie!”,

Monash Centre for

Drama & Theatre Studies

offers courses leading to the Drama major in the
Bachelor of Arts and to the Drama & Performing Arts streams in
the Bachelor of Performing Arts Degree.

The Centre also offers a wide range of possibilities at Graduate
level, not only in the usual areas of Drama and performance
research, but in fields such as Dance Studies,

Musical Theatre, and Stage Design.

All of our courses balance performance and creative wark with
the academic study of theatre texts and processes.

Application is through VTAC (Victorian Tertiary Admissions

Centre) but enquiries are welcome on 03 9905 2133
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CGREGOR SUMMER SCHOOL
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If you love your art or craft, want to expand your knowledge and even if you're a
beginner then the McGregor Summer School is for you. The School is held on the
campus of the University of Southern Queensland, Toowoomba.

60 classes in Visual, Performing and Creative Arts
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For further information contact:
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Editorial

Australian Perspecta 99, MAAP 99 and APT3 are all eagerly
anticipated in this edition of RealTime. Jacqueline Millner and
Alex Gawronski have commissioned a set of essays to explore
the already contentious (as you’ll soon read) theme of
Perspecta 99—“living in the here and now: arts and politics.”
It would be heartening if Perspecta 99 triggered ongoing debate
about art and politics in Australia. Artspace director Nicholas
Tsoutas is keen to ensure that it does with a widely distributed
provocation (see page 7 and interview page 9).

MAAP 99 is the innovative Brisbane-based Multimedia Art
Asia Pacific festival that links the region online but also has a
strong physical presence with a range of quirky and immersive
events and a significant conference (See page 24). MAAP 99
overlaps with another Brisbane-based event, a major visual arts
celebration, APT3 (Asia Pacific Triennial), which shares some
events and a strong regional interest with MAAP. A feature of
APT this year is its Virtual Triennial website (See page 38). For
MAAP it’s their second festival, a unique venture which should
attract a big audience online and on the ground. APT’s
reputation is considerable, preferred by many over the Sydney
and (the new) Melbourne visual art biennials, and should
attract a large interstate audience including many artists.
Brisbane will be the place to be in the first 2 weeks of
September.

Thanks to an initiative of the Australian Film Commission
(with the funds to realise it) and a sponsorship from Online
Australia, we have great pleasure in bringing you Working the
Screen, a 20 page RealTime liftout reporting on 60 digital
media works in progress, many of them online, from across
Australia and including essays on developments and issues in
the nurturing, funding, display and celebration of digital
media. As our Working the Screen editorial reports, the
response from artists was overwhelming, encouraging us to

Univensity of Technology, Sydney

New Media Production
Courses at UTS

If you are interested in media
production, then consider the Faculty
of Humanities and Social Sciences
at UTS, leaders in graduate education.

You can enrol as a non-award student
in one media production subject
offered by the faculty, from a selection
including: Documentary Production,
New Media, Creative Techniques for
the Short Film, Sound Design, Net
Cultures & Practices and many more.

Or you can enrol in one of our five
graduate courses. Commencing in first
semester 2000+, the faculty will be
offering a new articulated program in
Media Arts and Production including:

Graduate Certificate in New Media*
Graduate Certificate in Film & Video*
Graduate Certificate in Sound*
Graduate Diploma in Media Arts &
Production*

Master of Media Arts & Production*

The faculty also offers the highly sought after
BA in Communication
(Media Arts and Production)

Applications for graduate courses
close on 29 October 1999

For more info and an appfiigation form contact
the Faculty Student Centre

ph: (02) 9514 2300

*Subject to university approval

think about another edition. A problem for audiences of the
digital media area is how to find out what work is being
done—we hope we’re helping here— and then how and where
to experience it. Not surprisingly at Online Australia’s Project
1 forum (the complete RealTime report is on our website), the
effectiveness of lists, filters, portals, gateways and the
Australian Cultural Network was much discussed. The Digital
Artstore (see pages 2 & 7 of Working the Screen), a promising
AFC initiative operated by 3V Media Distribution, will be up
and running in December, assisting both artists and audiences.

Also in this edition is our annual look at academic issues. The
academy is ever awash with an amazing mix of exciting
developments (new campus galleries, digital studios,
performance centres) and horror stories. We survey the
challenges and the considerable costs of teaching new media;
visit an impressive new performing arts complex at University
of Western Sydney; review a new collection of essays in
performance studies; and interview electro-acoustic composer
and teacher Tim Kreger.

The Sydney Film Festival is sizeably featured in OnScreen with
a special focus on the John Cassavetes retrospective and the
D.art 99 program, along with surveys of the rest of the
festival’s program. The Cassavetes screenings attracted a
substantial audience of older devotees and the curious young—
many soon to become converts. It was a bracing experience to
see again, on the big screen, film narrative addressed with such
(carefully crafted) rough verve, such extremes of anger and
laughter, and great ensemble performances that put you right
on edge.

This edition of RealTime should last you a good 2 months. All
being well, we hope to travel north to savour the pleasures of
MAAP 99 and APT3. See you there.

exhibiting @ PICA August 12 - September 12

In My Fathers House

Brenda L.Croft

Postcards from Mummy
Destiny Deacon
a touring exhibition of photographs

This tour is managed by the Australian Centre for Photography

One Family: A Genealogical Study

by Glen Hughes and associates

curated by Paola Anselmi
organised by Art on the Move

vous etes ici/you are here
Sam Collins (WA)
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Adam Geczy, Jacqueline Millner, Alex
Gawronski, Catriona Moore and Don Miller
on the visual arts and politics in history, in
the community and in public spaces.
Interviews with Aleks Danko, Elizabeth
Gertsakis and Nicholas Tsoutas. See pages 22
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Teaching new media practice; a new centre for
contemporary performance at the University
of Western Sydney; DisOrientations—a
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Lovely, an Australian Hollywood silent screen
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1.0's Where the Garment Gapes, Sydney Arts
Theatre’s The Mother; CAB SAV 11 at
Brisbane’s Pride Festival; Jennifer Newman-
Preston’s Young Woman Glass Soul
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Asia Pacific Triennial previewed; ARX
artists’ forum in Perth discusses censorship
and collaboration; Robyn Stacey’s flowers at
Stills; landscapes and Marine Ky's silk frocks
at Melbourne’s Australian Galleries; cheap
but smart—videocase artwork in Tasmania;
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Jackie Dunn.
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Introducing the issues: Perspecta 99
Living Here Now: Art and Politics

Jacqueline Millner introduces the RealTime prelude to Perspecta 99—a collection of essays and interviews she commissioned

with Alex Gawronski

This year, the contemporary arts event
Perspecta is again framed by a big issue. From
Art and Nature we have moved to Art and
Politics. For some, the choice of theme from
one of the givens of art practice, ie art’s
political implications, is a misguided
representation of art and politics as the flavour
of the month, as disposable as any other
fashionable curatorial aegis. But for others, the
theme provides a welcome opportunity to focus
on and debate this persistently important
conjunction.

These essays were commissioned to
contextualise Perspecta events broadly and, as
is evident, they predate the exhibition proper,
responding to the theme rather than to
individual works or projects. Catriona Moore
writes with an eye to recent developments in
Queensland politics which have alarmed the
nation, to comment poignantly on the need to
“exhume some of the daggier, discomforting
debates about community, art and
(non)working life”, in order for art to become
meaningful again to a broader public. Don

Art and politics: a tautology

Adam Geczy tests Perspecta 99’s theme against history

The choice of art and politics as the theme for
this year's Perspecta is both long overdue and
embarrassingly redundant. The conjunction of
art and politics sits rather clumsily simply
because it is taken for granted in the art of many
other countries. The fact that politics is set up
here as a theme will do lirtle to redress the lack
of political commitment in a great deal of
Australian art of the past decades; it may even
perpetuate a persistent dearth of content and
political responsibility in criticism to date.
Perspecta appears to hold up politics as one
theme among many, implying that next year
another theme, a different exigency will require

our attention.

Although the curatorial aegis may be well-
intentioned, proposing politics as the latest main
event betrays a myopia not unlike that which
has tainted official responses to the ‘Aboriginal
issue” in this country. The error is to think of the
Aboriginal issue as a syndrome which can be
cured and then forgotten, rather than as a
matter which requires the institution of an
ongoing and pervasive consciousness of dignity
and respect. Perspecta 1999 must wrestle with
an analogous error, namely that focusing on the
relationship between art and politics will
suddenly rouse consciousness of the ways in
which art penetrates the spheres of cultural
instrumentality, ethics and change. The theme of
Perspecta 1999 is flawed in that it appears to
elide the argument that all art in the western
tradition at least since the mid 18th century has
been political. Indeed, ‘art and politics’ may well
be as tautological as ‘art and art.’

Let me put an historical gloss on this. It was
the events preceding and during the French
Revolution that made the use of art for political
purposes so conspicuous for the first time in
western art. Previously, political content was
either confined to the overt gestures of pamphlets
and caricatures and therefore considered
marginal, or it was deployed in the form of
sanctifying members of the clergy or the
aristocracy, hence covert. But during the French
Revolution, images, at least in name, became the
property of the people. Paintings were now used
to celebrate revolutionary moments or to create

people’s heroes, such as David's painting of the
revolutionary Marat executed in his bath.
Napoleon then put art in the service of the
people’s state, with innumerable portraits of
himself and his generals in their endless
possibilities of self; one was after all no longer
answerable to the king for one’s identity.

Hegel, in his philosophy of self-realisation,
characterised art as a crucial part of the process
in which pure spirit, as he called it, revealed
itself. Art had undergone progressive stages of
self-knowledge, and was moving inexorably
toward its own end, when its mission of

revelation would be complete and it would no
longer be necessary. Hegel understood art as
serving the goals of the common good and truth.
In this he was not so far removed from those
Romantics from whom he wished to distinguish
himself, who also argued that there was no
distinction between art and philosophy. No
marter where one turned, art had a political
register, it had a purpose. Indeed, both Hegel
and the Romantics believed that frivolous ‘art’
did not merit the name.

And what of Courbet’s Realism? By
definition, the themes of Courbet’s painting do
not have the same political currency today as
they had in their time. For to desire that art be
Real was to desire that art have direct relevance
to its immediate public and to the matters of the
day. Courbet for instance was the first artist to
deal with manual labour in art as manual labour
and nothing else. What many in Courbet’s time
saw as the artist’s indifference to beauty was
actually his desire to focus on the worth of
everyday things and occurrences. Realism—and
Realism in literature such as Zola's—meant for
art to have currency, to reflect the present
accurately and to have some influence on it.

It is with Courbet that we see the emergence
of the avant-garde which is, after all, a term
borrowed from the military to describe troops
who went ahead of the main battalion to scout
for trouble. Indeed to trace the tribulations of the
avant-garde since the middle of the 19th century
is also to trace the transmutations of socialism.
For example, it is frequently forgoten that
Surrealism was originally conceived as a great
deal more that a stylistic movement; it was to be
a revolution. According to its most ardent
advocates, Surrealism was intended to liberate
the inner drives, to free the unconscious and
thereby bring about the downfall of rational
capitalism,

Even though its revolutionary aspirations
remained but a pipe-dream, Surrealism crossed
the Adantic with those artists who managed to
escape Europe in the 30s, and substantially
inflected Abstract Expressionism before this style
ossified into the essence of art for art’s sake in the
50s and 60s. The notorious advocate for
Abstract Expressionism, the critic Clement
Greenberg, was a Marxist. And while many
Abstract Expressionists kept to themselves
(already a political act, whether one likes it or
not), others plainly stated their utopian dreams.
Barnett Newman's paintings for example appear
at first to have no political intent at all. To a lay
viewer, his monochrome fields punctuared with
one or several vertical lines may look odd,
perhaps even obtuse or pretentious. But in the
physical presence of these works, one feels an
equally odd sense of mystical wonderment. For
Newman, who wrote “Instead of making

Miller also focuses on community, with a
whimsical but at the same time acute reminder
of the art and politics of the everyday,
particularly as inherent in the performance of
neighbourly rites. Alex Gawrenski brings us
closer to specific issues around the connection
between art and public space, with a spirited
analysis of recent public art projects in Sydney
in the run up to the Olympics, works which act
as morality tales about the urgent need for us
to reclaim our public culture. Adam Geczy
takes a more historical approach, arguing that

cathedrals of
Christ, man or
life, we are
making them out
of ourselves, out
of our feelings”,
art was to be all-
encompassing
and salvational.
Those who are
reluctant to see
the connection
between this and
politics have only ’
to turn to the
beginning of
western
philosophy, to
Plato’s Republic,
and remember that Plato wanted poets and
artists excluded from his ideal state, because art
was considered to be deception and imitation. In
effect what Newman was saying was that art had
succeeded where the politics of the 1950s had
failed.

What becomes clearer looking at these
examples, but some among many, is that art and
politics are not connected, but rather that art is a
crucial component of the political. (Art is
political but the aestheticisation of politics is
haunted by the spectre of Nazism.) In wanting to
rid the state of artists, Plato inadvertently
recognised art’s otherness from the state, while at
the same time asserting the state’s dependence on
art and aesthetic judgement to determine the
ethics of political life.

To question the theme of Art and Politics in
this year's Perspecta is not to say that we have a
poor handle on the history of political
philosophy or art, but to lament the lack of
political sophistication among many of our
cultural producers and commentators. Australia
may well be the sole western country that has
not experienced a reformation, a revolution, a
war economy Or an immense war on its own
soil, nor as yet, republicanisation. Its collective
unconscious is arguably still scarred by Gallipoli,
in contrast to the losses which have marked the
history of France, Germany and Russia this
century. Quite simply, a work of art, especially in
the western tradition, is not read politically in
Australia, which is to say rarely are works read
comprehensively. One example is the Australian
response to Minimalism.

Minimalism was highly political. Not only did
it attack the brazen subjectivism of Abstract
Expressionism, but the repetition of beautiful,
radically simplified objects focused attention on
the context in which these objects were positioned,
namely the architecture and the institutional
framework of the museum. That is, Minimalism
foregrounded the politics of art production and
exhibition. The Australian response, largely by
way of the artists associated with The Field
exhibition of 1968, remained decorative and inert,

Destiny Deacon, Knuckle Sandwich 1998,

indeed ‘art and politics’ is tantamount as a
phrase to ‘art and art’ given that all western art
at least since the French Revolution has been
political. Finally, my essay touches on some of
the many attempts made this century to
theorise how art effects social change, so as to
devise strategies for artists to make a real
difference at the level of the social.

Artworks reproduced here are part of
Perspecta 99.

and failed to grasp the motivation and conviction
of Minimalism. Yet despite its superficiality, the
Australian take on Minimalism has left a long
legacy in the welter of non-objective art produced
in Melbourne and Sydney over the last decades:
art which persists with the bogus ideal of pure
visuality, although this is more often an inability to
commit to a position, art which celebrates its right
to communicate absolutely nothing, and for this
reason cannot be brought to task. Safe art, dead

art.

But, one may protest, the age of the avant-
garde is over, post- or post-post-modernism has us
in its grip and positions are no longer tenable. A
proclamation of political intent in this country is
taken as a confession, and one is too often
branded a literalist or a reactionary, instead of
being seen as devoted to an ideal and the
potential of that idea on the viewer. In contrast, to
declare oneself political in a country such as
Germany is simply to give assurance of one’s
consciousness of the present and the past. We
forget that art is about giving recognition to a
sensibility, that it is about ownership of a
history—although Aboriginal art in general is
highly cognisant of this. Art is about resistance, it
salvages something that would otherwise have
gone unnoticed or forgotten. At its best art is
reprieve from bigotry and boredom. My real
concern with the theme for this year's Perspecta is
that it reflects the torpid face of Australia’s arch-
liberalism (artacks on the present government
notwithstanding), for it turns politics into an
option, instead of the epicentre of art’s vitality.

One may protest that there are no beliefs any
more, that art is wayward. But art is always the
scapegoat for contemporary malaise (when has
there been a time when people have not
bemoaned contemporary art?). In some way,
glaring or subtle, art penetrates family, the legal
system, interpersonal relations, education, class,
religion, individual rights, duties and obligations,
the environment, everything that goes to make
up the political. Never the twain shall part.
Adam Geczy is an artist and writer who
teaches at the Australian Catholic University.
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Catriona Moore in Queensland details a political context for Perspecta 99’s Living Here Now

The curatorial chestnut of personal ethics and
of contemporary Australian art of this century.
Unfurling the banner of Living Here Now: Art
and Politics, Perspecta 1999 will canvass artistic
responses to the interwoven issues of racial and
cultural diversity, love, sexuality and
anticolonialism, and our changing experience of
the private and the public domains, the personal
and the political.

The feminist slogan ‘the personal is political’
(and vice versa) remains useful. Thirty years after
its formulation as a struggle-chant of Women’s
social analyses of feminism and related New Left
social movements have been fairly accurate;
however, private life has been shaped more by
the ‘invisible hand’ of electronic media markets
than by the long arm of the State. Nonetheless,
the politics of the New Left informed the most
socially and aesthetically speculative aspects of
postmodern art. Today we see their offspring on
the web, on the airwaves and on the walls at the
AGNSW, the National Trust’s S H Ervin Gallery,
the Casula Powerhouse, Artspace and other
Perspecta venues.

The exhibition’s decentralised format
welcomes a relative diversity of audiences. This is
a distant echo of an earlier search for new
audiences by feminist and conceptual art, trade
union and community arts projects. That leap
outside the comfort zones of high culture led to
an explosive experiment with new art forms,
processes and materials, and an
acknowledgement of links with the electronic
media, all of which caused quite a few ripples in
the artworld. The ex-director of the Community
Cultural Development Unit of the Australia
quickly appeared in the Council’s charter by the
early 1980s. Until then, the central paradox of
Access and Excellence had been resolved through
understanding cultural difference as cultural
deprivation, and so Musica Viva toured the
regions, writers’ workshops went to Wagga
Wagga and muralists painted prison exercise
yards. Under pressure, our flagship institutions
were forced to let go of the idea of a single
dominant culture: “One culture became many.
The task became one of creating the conditions
in which these cultures could flourish...
Community development became both an
objective and a methodology and was
understood to mean a collective, communal
process of political, social and cultural change.”
(Deborah Mills, “Changing Face of Community
Culture”, Media Culture Review, No. 1, May
1999. See also Gay Hawkins, From Nimbin to
Allen & Unwin, 1993.)

Living Here Now revives aspects of that brief
challenge. In today’s high-cultural deep-sleep,

where so many political and aesthetic
experiments are denigrated as ‘PC’ and hence
rendered as suspect, any move towards new
audiences and renewed civic dialogue is welcome.

Since the 1830s, when the French utopian
socialist Henri de St Simon first coined the term
avant-garde, artists have always staffed the
speculative arm of civic life. St Simon had a
vision of artists taking their place in the
vanguard, alongside scientists and progressive
industrialists, to form an elite leadership of the
new social order. In an imaginary dialogue
between an artist and a scientist, St Simon has his
artist character proclaim that:

It is we artists who will serve you as avant-
garde...the power of the arts is in fact most
immediate and most rapid: when we wish to
on marble or on canvas...What a magnificent
destinty for the arts is that of exercising a positive
power over society, a true priestly function, and
of marching forcefully in the van of all the
mtellectual faculties!

cited Linda Nochlin, Essays on 19th Century

Art and Society, Harper ¢& Row, 1989

In different ways, postmodernism and Pauline
Hanson have stripped this priestly mantle from
our once-broad artistic shoulders by forcing more
realistic reassessments of art’s “positive power”,
along with that of other social elites. We can,
however, still learn much from St Simon about
the need for real or imaginary dialogues outside
the art world. For instance, I find I can learn
more about ‘living here now’ from a short trip to
the Office of the Government Printer than from
the *back to the Modern Masters’ columnist’s
vision of our cultural mandarins. The latter have
become the guardians of yesterday’s Culture, and
have absented themselves from the coalface of

Artists and audiences are possibly better
served by talking with today’s version of St
Simon’s “scientists and industrialists”—our
progressive civil servants. Just what can artists
learn from the bureaucrats? For a start, it’s worth
remembering how both Labor and Liberal
governments used to talk about the State as a
mirror, reflecting and serving the needs of the
community. Now the cleverer ones acknowledge
that this fabled community no longer exists, if it
ever really did. Up here in Queensland, for
instance, civil servants and ALP hucksters alike
doubt the value of yet another government
restructure or backroom deal with the AWU
when so many people feel disenfranchised,
powerless and alienated from any form of
‘professional politics.’

Less than 25% of Australians trust
governments, according to Queensland’s most
senior civil servant, Dr Glyn Davis, addressing a
forum of greysuits with the gloomy observation
that it was difficult for governments to re-

into the spider web

A participating artist in Perspecta 99, Aleks Danko is interviewed by

Alex Gawronski
AG  Could you briefly describe your work for
Perspecta?

AD  The work is a continuation of my Songs
of Australia series. It represents volume 4, though
in a scaled-up version. Essentially it consists of 2
large peg doll figures. The first stands at around
3.2 metres whilst the second is roughly 2.8
metres. In a way they represent folk art objects.
They are figures of a partially humorous
domestic nightmare. Around them in the gallery
are panels indicating false doors and windows. In
the centre of the room is a baby’s playpen, also
oversized. The playpen holds the model of an

impenetrable house devoid of entrances or exits.

AG  In what ways do political ideas function
in your work given Perspecta’s subtitle, Art and
Politics?

AD  The easiest way to answer this question
would be to refer to two previous subtitles of my
SalgsofAmhmTheﬁm,exhibud

the words John Howard used in his election
victory to describe his vision of Australia under
the Liberal government. Of course the antithesis

were themselves hopelessly fractured. Australian
civic life has sharply declined over the last few
decades, as elsewhere. We are less likely to take
up voluntary work in the community or become
active in local issues. We no longer go to church,
send the kids to Scouts, show up at working
bees, join a union or sports club, participate in
the Red Cross, and we've left our local political
party branches in droves.

The loss of community life has meant a loss
of political awareness. Not surprisingly, this
decline in ‘social capital’ has been closely
correlated to the new gratifications of television,
stereotype of community life replaced by an
archipelago of cable-connected homes,
apparently self-sufficient yet fundamentally
isolated, has wreaked havoc on civic life in very
real ways. When we withdraw from community
networks we lose our links to the wider world.
When all news comes from television programs
(and I don’t necessarily mean news programmes),
we no longer have the competence to engage in
public life. The success of One Nation in
Queensland’s last state election indicates this lack
of engagement and its concomitant culture of
complaint, a sense that everything is out of one’s
control and that other people are to blame: “A
population ill-informed abour political events and
unused to compromise with others is more likely
to adopt extreme views”, argued Dr Davis. No
wonder governments have given up pretending to
be mirrors reflecting our needs; our desperate
civil servants now openly talk of reinventing
government in order to actively frame our
splintered and shrinking ‘communities’ in a non-
paternalistic way.

Without wishing to embrace the voluntarism
that plagues much current social theory of this
kind (cultural togetherness is no alternative to a
decent job), it is interesting to witness this
turnaround in government rhetoric, especially as
it echoes, amongst other things, the half-
forgotten tenets of community arts. More
broadly, the choice between the mirror and the
frame has see-sawed through the history of
modernism, and in times of cultural crisis, even
frames have not been enough—recall John
Grierson, the Ben Chifley of British documentary,
thundering “Art is not a mirror but a hammer™
for the antifascist cause.

Governments today are also facing an
increasingly polarised population, and wish to re-
frame protest into dialogue. Witness
Queensland’s grass-roots ‘community cabinet
meetings’, where the Beattie Labor government
and senior administrators spend one weekend a
month travelling the State attending community
question-and-answer sessions. The process looks,
and feels, like a community arts project.

Who goes to these meetings? In your typical

Aleks Danko, Songs of Australia Vol.4, Danko
The Art Of Living courtesy Sutton Gallery
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Adam Cullen, The Man in White, courtesy Yuill Crowley

Queensland One Nation electorate, such as
Mulgrave in the southern suburbs of Cairns, the
several hundred participants were those who
already possessed social capital. Despite the
Mulgrave Football Club venue, the offer of a free
cup of tea and a chance to talk turkey with the
Premier, locals from the nearby housing estate
stayed away in droves: “It appeared people from
One Nation were too alienated, too distrustful or
simply too disengaged to walk down the road to
participate”, the Courier-Mail reported. It is
precisely these people that Beattie desperately
needs to engage, but in this case, the image of
open government on your doorstep did not
work. Governments have learned the hard way
that there is no one way to build community life.
A whole menu of participation opportunities is
needed, they say. If one form of consultation does
not work, another might. It is perhaps ironic that
Pauline Hanson’s old stomping-ground of
Ipswich hosts the new arts centre, Global Arts
Link, a successful menu of high art, new
technologies and community arts which is busy
fostering social capital from the ground up. In
clapped-out, post-industrial Ipswich, art has
regained its civic responsibility and place ‘in the
van of all the intellectual faculties.’

{nmsg

The press releases for Living Here Now
likewise promise a smorgasbord of ethno-poetic
options. Its Rainbow Coalition flavours are
derived from Indigenous, feminist, multicultural,
postcolonial, ecological and queer aspects of
postmodern thinking. In the current climate, we
would also do well to exhume some of those
daggier, discomforting debates about community,
art and (non)working life. For an increasing
proportion of marginalised Australians, that’s
what Living Here Now is all about.

Catriona Moore is a Visiting Fellow m the Art
History Department, University of Queensland.

is true. The second title relates to volume 8 of the
series. This installation is currently showing at
the Ballarat Mining Exchange. The title of the
work is even more direct, it is called We Don't
Apologise Do We John? and refers obviously to
the Howard government’s outlook on Aboriginal
issues. In fact P'm very interested to gauge the
Indigenous response to my work particularly as
my peg dolls will appear alongside the
contemporary totems of Pedro Wonaeamirri.

AG  On the topic of cultural beritage, in what
ways do you think your Ukranian background
daffects the political thought in your work?

AD Icouldn't say it affected it in any definitive
or immediately apparent way although I have
made specific references to my Russian schooling
in past work. In many ways my cultural
background underlies the ~ continued on page 6



How does art effect social change? While
thinking about the theme for this year’s
Perspecta, I was reminded that this question has
troubled me much of my adult life. From high
school fascination with the role of the Russian
avant-garde in achieving revolutionary objectives,
to an undergraduate attempt to understand how
it was possible to stretch Marxism to allow for
other than economic determinism, and on to
the politics of difference, and lately community,
in many respects this question has framed and
provided an often unconscious coherence to my
intellectual inquiry. I am sure I am not alone
here. After all, this is one of those ‘big questions’
which will never really recede from cultural
debate, and which has been argued furiously
throughout the century.

John Robert’s erudite and polemical
examination of the relationship between art,
especially photography, realism and the everyday,
The Art of Interruption (Manchester 1988,
Manchester University Press), recently placed
some of my early frustrating attempts to
understand how politics and art were connected
in context. I recall on several instances trying to
argue for a particular understanding of the
Marxist notion of ideology which allowed this
component ‘relative autonomy’ from the
economic conditions of a society, so as to
theoretically wangle a central position for artists
and cultural critics. Roberts reminded me that
breakthrough® which British cultural critic John
Tagg hailed as “making cultural politics possible”
(cited in Roberts).

My attraction to poststructuralism and its
critiques of representation, as well as my enduring
love-hate relationship with documentary
photography and its realist attempts to enlighten,
are also caught in Roberts” historical sweep. From
the government sponsored photographs of the
American dispossessed of the 30s, to the complex
image-text collaborations of John Berger and Jean
Mohr, to Nan Goldin's warts and all identity
politics, documentary photography has continued
its attempts to negotiate a bridge between art and
politics. More traditional documentary
approaches however receded from the limelight
with the embrace of the politics of representation
a la Foucault. With representation now as the
locus of reality-creation, artists took centre stage,
effectively becoming guerrillas at the level of the
sign. The History of Sexuality Part | became an
unlikely manifesto for cultural activists, an
essential accoutrement reportedly often spied in
the hip pockets of New York AIDS activists

Into the Spiderweb
continued from page 7

politics of my work in the sense that I, like
many other Australian artists of mixed
parentage, experienced prejudice as a result of
the White Australia trends of the 50s and 60s.
It was during this very time that my
grandmother sent me to the local Orthodox
school to learn Russian. I remember that this
seemed strange to me because as a Ukrainian
she had quite a distinct cultural and political
outlook.

AG  In the work to which you have just
referred, you reconstructed your old classroom,
‘museum-ising’ it in the process. Do you think
it’s possible to make politically effective art in a
museum like the Art Gallery of NSW?

AD  Of course! Australian artists of the 30s
and 40s, like The Angry Penguins, were highly
politicised. They also happened to exhibit at
the Art Gallery of NSW. I suppose ultimately |
am interested in the degree to which my work
has the capacity to subvert pre-existing
meanings while avoiding being absorbed
entirely by the institution. I think such a
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associated with ACT UP, and arguably key to
understanding the workings of much prominent
art of the 80s and early 90s such as Barbara
Kruger's billboards or Jenny Holzer’s LEDs.

And yet, it is possible to contextualise the
search for a meaningful model of the relationship
between art and social change more broadly still
(as Roberts also does), for arguably cultural
politics were not in effect enabled in the 1960s
with Althusser but much earlier. Frederic
Jameson, in his afterword to a collection of
writings from the 1920s and 30s entitled
Aesthetics and Politics, notes the enduring
relevance, if under different inflections, of the
realism/modernism debate which was concerned
with this very search. It was a debate perhaps
best articulated in the exchanges between 2
giants of German art and political philosophy,
Bertholt Brecht and Georg Lukacs, although in
Australia the debate was also passionately argued
between the social realist painters, such as Noel
Counihan and the group of expressionists
associated with the Angry Penguins, such as
Albert Tucker.

Lukacs insisted on the fundamental
importance of culture to revolutionary politics,
developing a theory designed to reveal the
ideological content of what had to that point
appeared to be purely formal aesthetic
phenomena. Moreover, he argued that in the
practice of realism, as opposed to avant-garde
modernism, there existed the possibility of some
complete or truthful representation of reality, not
captive to false consciousness but rather free of
ideology and emancipatory: the credo of the
traditional documentary photographer.

Brecht on the other hand sought to restore to
realistic art that “principle of play and genuine
aesthetic gratification which the relatively more
passive and cognitive aesthetic of Lukacs had
seemed to replace with the grim duty of a proper
reflection of the world™ (Jameson). Moreover,
Brecht's principle of ‘alienation’, whereby the
historical contingency of various aesthetic
phenomena are foregrounded, provided a crucial
point of reference for much political art since his
time.

As for the Australian response to these
debates, Brecht and modernism appear to have
won out, for who became the undoubted heroes
of Australian painting but those who sought to
express their politics through ‘radical’, modernist
form, the likes of Arthur Boyd and Albert
Tucker. As Jameson points out, political art of
the social realist type is often assimilated to

g

question refers as much to the curator’s
responsibility, which in this case I believe to be
utterly clear, as well as the responsibility of the
artist.

AG Do you think you have any political
responsibility as an artist?

AD  Once again I think that political
responsibility is a necessary precondition of
being an artist today. However I believe the
question is far too complex to ever be clear-cut.
In my own work I seek to address the political
through creating dichotomies of meaning and
avoiding either/or approaches to art making.
Through doing so I hope to allow viewers a
sense of participation and authorship. Humour
and satire are also indispensable components of
my practice. It is primarily through these that |
hope to entice viewers. Of course it is always a
different question once the viewer’s attention
has been captured and they've entered the
work. Here they enter a spider’s web. It's only
at the moment of this realisation that the
viewer wonders what to do and what questions
are actually being asked. It’s then that they
enter the political dimension of my work with
all its associated ironies,

Elusive exigencies: art and social change

Jacqueline Millner surveys ways of looking at the relationship between art and social change

classical ideologies of representation, while even
bourgeois modernism is said to be revolutionary
precisely to the degree that it questions old
formal values. Charles Merewether has remarked
on the relative institutional indifference to the
Australian social realists, compared to the status
granted the expressionists of the period.
Ultimately, it seems, the radicality of the world-
view and political commitment of the artists are
rendered redundant in favour of experiments in
modernism’s formal language; in a not unfamiliar
scenario, the so-called autonomy of art
triumphed over grass-roots involvement in
workers’ struggles and marginalised communities
approach).

Indeed it is a scenario which plays itself out
again and again, including much later in the
community arts and art in working life projects
of the 1970s, where aesthetics were consciously
sacrificed for the sake of participation, where
decision-making was decentralised often to the
point of obliterating the artist altogether, where
the emphasis was on process and not on finished
product. Institutional memory is impatient with
such strategies, so that other than documentation
as social history, little survives of such
experiments in art and politics, let alone much
positive assessment of its impact and legacy.
Emblematic of this might be the example of lan
involvement with such strategies is remembered
best for his early conceptual art and
collaborations with Art & Language.

History is inevitably mobilised by the
proposal of art and politics as the theme for a
festival of contemporary art at the fin de siecle.
Indeed, this is perhaps the most productive
outcome of such a choice. Because the
relationship between art and politics, including
the elusive explanation of how one is harmessed
to affect the other, is a perennial issue without
likelihood of resolution, cultural practitioners of
necessity redeploy older strategies, recombining
and decontextualising in order to think through
the exigencies of their present.

One surprisingly stalwart strategic and
aesthetic category in this thinking through is
realism, which is again at the forefront with the
resurgence of the documentary form in
Australian contemporary art. (This resurgence
has also been evident internationally over the
past few years, and not only in the visual arts;
this year’s Avignon’s Festival of Theatre, for
example, is marked by the preponderance of
but workshopped from eyewitness accounts,
with the tragedy of the Balkans as frequent point
of departure.) Jameson claims that the originality
of realism lies in its claim to both aesthetic and
cognitive status, that is, its claim to have
privileged access both to the real itself, that realm

| “disinterestedness’ of aesthetics, and the ‘sheer

appearance’ of the aesthetic realm. Jameson
doubts that realism can do justice to both these
claims, that it risks swinging from naive denial of
the fictive character of artistic discourse, to
transforming its ‘reality’ into an illusion or effect.
Nonetheless, it is this inherent contradiction that
arguably has granted realism its resilience and
continued currency. For by way of this
contradiction it has persisted as a pebble in the
shoe of its critics, to the point that, with the
ebbing of the most extreme assertions of the
disconnection of signifier and referent that
proposed that reality was nothing but the
product of representation, realism is still around
to provoke further debate about what happens
when we look at art.

It is Roberts’ proposition, for example, that
experiencing art is less about decoding, a process
which relies on learnt codes of communication,
than about “ordinary human cognition.” He
goes on: “Interpreting pictures is not just a

$ nt,

.
)
»
»
.
3
'3
.

Uta Uta Jangala, Testicles Going Walkabout
1971, courtesy Beverly & Anthony Knight private
collection, Melbourne

matter of recognising or internalising ‘loss” or
‘lack’, but of extending our understanding and
representational control of the world, something
that was taken for granted in the early
documentary tradition. This is a far more
‘democratic’ and open way of judging perceptual
skill than assuming that the image always defeats
our understanding. " (Roberts)

What Roberts appears to argue for is a sense
of some common cognitive parameters that,
especially as regards pictorial representation,
allows art to engage with a non-specialist
audience, a key requirement of an art for social
change. His examples of the photography of
artists such as Jeff Wall and Jo Spence bolster his
position that the complexity, ‘artifice’, authorship
of a work of art need not be compromised in its
appeal to ‘realism’ as a means of engagement.

A useful model to describe the way that art
might foment social change remains as elusive as
ever, but the historical consideration of this
problem is a rich source of ideas for
contemporary practitioners. What I think we
must be thankful for to Perspecta 1999 is the
opportunity to focus on this problematic, which,
on account of its very ubiquity, is often nebulous
to the point of invisibility.

Radio art and politics in
Australian Perspecta 99

Bringing them Home, the National Inquiry into the
Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Children
from their Families took evidence from more than 535
Indigenous people throughout Australia. / Walked Into
My Mother (August 30) by composer Moya Henderson
with Kevin Smith and Pamela Young is a musical setting
of the evidence presented by one witness. “It recognises
the anguish suffered by a child whose only meeting with
his mother was brief and tantalising, the memory of it fills
him with yeaming.”

Henderson's work is one of 4 radio compositions to be
presented by The Listening Room on ABC Classic FM
during Perspecta 99.

Robert lolini's Marking Time (August 23) uses directed
musical improvisations to explore “the anguish and
banality of millennial thinking.” The work includes
performances by Jim Denley, Phillip Ma, Michelle
Morgan and Amanda Stewart. Stay tuned for Amanda
Stewart's The War Poem, sound and sense, n.aimonthe |
same night.

In Revolutions in the Sun (September 6) lon Pearce
ironically invokes past revolutionary art “to pose a
serious question about artistic life and practice under a
regime of economic rationalists.”

Cathy Peters' The 20th Century and the Dream
(September 13) is “a musical weave of recorded actuality
from the dreams and nightmares of our century.”

The Listening Room s broadcast Mondays, 9 pm on
Classic FM. For further information visit The Space
ww.abc.net.awarts
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THE POLITICS OF EVERYDAY FEARor
The Order of Thingseo.r

YOU WANNA GET OUTTA HERE, YOU TALK TO ME or
THE AESTHETICS OF DISAPPEARANCE or

We live in strange times. We live in an age of anxiety and a world in constant crisis. Ideology seems
to be evaporating before our very eyes. Culture is in crisis and political systems seem to be in a state
of permanent flux. In the 90s we cannot seem to rely on old political values, old ideologies & old
systems of class structure. The political conditions of the 90s are unstable, and are impacting on and
transforming every aspect of contemporary culture. Art after postmodernity also appears to be in a
state of unconditional and nervous crisis. All art has been fragmented, deconstructed and post-
postmodernised. Nothing is stable. Everything is indeterminate. All ideology seems to have been
effaced, neutralised and made impossible. In the new world orders of globalisation, structures
themselves, along with national borders, ecologies and economies, are balanced precariously. When
the history of critical thought so incessantly urges the debunking of illusions and simultaneously
elevates the simulacra, we are forced all the more to consider the locations of where power and
authority rest. Where are the centres and frontlines which appear to surround us? Constant
revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting
uncertainty and agitation distinguish this capitalist epoch... yet the ruling ideas of each age have
always been the ideas of its ruling class. As we approach the end of this millennium at a frighteningly
accelerated speed, there seems to be no signposts left as we are inevitably driven not just ‘forward’,
but also apart. What are the forces and positions which define the space of contest when the avant-
garde has lost its manifesto? There is an urgent need to critically and theoretically interrogate the
culture industry in relation to these collapsing ideologies. The strategy of preaching oppositionality
against established canons is no longer appropriate, subversive or viable. It is clear that what little
resistance is evident in the academy is but the last gasp of exhausted authority. The old hierarchies
have shifted and the forms of opposition have altered. We live in an age already saturated by the
politics of transnational capitalism or insulated by a form of repressive tolerance. Politics is
everywhere but nowhere. The culture of revolt has been turned into a culture of spectacle: a culture
of hope and profound imagination into a culture of management and fear... the worst of both worlds,
a schizophrenia of unconstrained market forces combined with ideological fundamentalism. Politics
of the new millenium demands of us a reinvention of a way out of the vicious circle of capitalism.

TSPACE

AUSTRALIAN PERSPECTA 99

The object of this political event is to critically rethink the very substance of contemporary art in relation
to the contradictions and the oppositionality of conflicting ideologies. Can art be political? How do you
construct a political work of art? What constitutes the political in art? Does art have a transformative
function? Who consigns art to be political? Who authorises art? Is political art a contradiction of
impossible oppositions? What are the conditions that precipitate a political art — What are the political
conditions of art? What is the nature of crisis in contemporary culture? Is it possible or desirable to
mount yet another intervention against the changing paradigms of postmodernity? What is the role of
belief? When boredom becomes anxiety, can art provide radical, subversive and alternative strategies for
contesting the future? Can art in fact be radical? Does art have a political agency? What is art in relation
to ideology? What is at stake for art in relation to political, ideological, social and economic debates?
How can art operate in a trans-national corporate global future? What are the ideological conditions
which construct the art debate and does it have a capacity for resistance? What are the philosophical
and pragmatic assumptions for art in relation to developing strategies for and functioning within the
next millennium? Can art redress the impasse and argue for new positions and directions, albeit, even
if they are contradictory and in conflict with current sensibilities. The intention is to problematise,
interrogate and renegotiate the gestures of thought, and the meanings which inform the debates on art,
ideology and politics. It is further intended to approach these difficult subjects from affirmative positions
of optimism and critique the ‘endisms’ that have pervaded much late twentieth century thought.

The Politics of Everyday Fear... To construct a totally open, inclusive and discursive event
which generates energy, thought and positions in relation to contemporary visual culture. The
project aims to reflect/refract the multiplicity of voices, hopes and fears in a sustained
cumulative interrogation of the mechanisms and institutions of art, and provide a framework for
an active debate on visual culture. The project is a political discourse, a political event, an act
of extreme democracy, a distraction/a meditation on the relationship between language, bodies,
political ideologies and art. You can respond by letter, fax, email, phone, image or in person.
There will be no limits. All responses will be included. You can make a response to Artspace.
Artspace The Gunnery 43-51 Cowper Wharf Road Woolloomooloo NSW 2011 Australia
ph +612 9368 1899 fax +612 9368 1705 email artspace@artspace.org.au http://www.artspace.org.au
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x The ur-theatre of social life

Don Miller argues that gossip is art and politics

You could describe it in many ways. A casual
‘g'day’ or ‘looks like rain’ to the bloke next door
can be seen as a Verbal Readymade (avant le
mot). Notice the resemblance to Duchamp's non-
originals: “a mass-produced, machine-made
object with no aesthetic qualities whatsoever,
chosen on the basis of ‘visual indifference, and, at
the same time, on the total absence of good or
bad taste.”” (Calvin Tomkins, Duchamp, Chatto
& Windus, London, 1996) Gossip.
Neighbourhood gossip. (Don Miller, Neighbours
and Strangers, Rainbow, Delhi, 1999)

The particular expression chosen is of small
significance; it’s one you found (as it were) lying
around, having little value in itself, belonging to
no-one or nowhere, but apposite enough in the
circumstances. You pay only marginal attention
to it; it will be forgettable. The whole thing has a
chancy quality about it; a minute before you
don't necessarily expect anything in particular,
then you are suddenly confronted with him or
her from up the street. You need to do something
impromptu: you may choose a clear or subtle
gesture by averting the eyes or crossing the road;
you may curtly nod the head; you may greet each
other with one of many potential degrees of
sincerity and warmth; you may stop and chatter
away about the latest behaviour of X or the
continuing noise from Y or the unexpected turn
for the worse, healthwise or wealthwise, of Z.
For each and every random encounter you reach
for a Readymade that serves the purpose. It has
little particular meaning whatever the choice. As
Duchamp would say “cela n’a pas
d'importance.” (Tomkins)

Be it material, verbal, gestural, no Readymade
has originality. The object is recycled matter, as if
we suffer a cultural ‘repetition compulsion.” Yet
over time we unwittingly cultivate our own
personal style. Michel de Certeau refers to a
“rhetoric of walking” (Michel de Certeau, The
Practice of Everyday Life, University of
California Press, Berkeley, 1984). Similarly, we
could talk of the ‘rhetoric of gossiping.’ Your
manner of doing it will be different from mine
and eventually will be recognised as your style of
chat. You will put things together—the tone, the
colour, the detail, the choice of words, the
lexicon of favoured topics. Your collage of things
will be, for all its banality, your signature. It is
not that forgery or plagiarism is considered poor
taste—it is simply not considered, the matter
being too trivial for such a deliberate contrivance.
Your style of gossip becomes one major form of
your identity.

Don't be misled by the apparent grandeur of

the term if [ were to suggest that each of you as
you gossip with your neighbour is an auteur in
your own right. What is a Godard doing that
you are not? The ‘dislocated imagery’ of your
talk, the cut and paste of your collage, the very
insignificance of your neighbourhood chatter can
be compared to the highly publicised work of
celebrities of The New Wave, or of the Dadaists.
Do you not everyday execute in your local street
a verbal form of an Eisenstein montage?

As you regroup and reframe cliches into an
apergu fit for the occasion you have little time or
inclination to speculate on your talents and
technique. However, an Antonin Artaud, though
he may be unimpressed with your lack of passion
(cruelty and pain may well inhabit the
neighbourhood but not to the degree to which he
would aspire) would nevertheless approve your
constant spontaneity. You never rehearse let
alone repeat a performance; each random
neighbourly encounter is both a virgin experience
and one without ulterior and instrumental goal.
Each performance an end in itself. Each a matter
of the heart and gut more than reason or mind.
Each a moment of life itself without
representation—the neighbourhood is live
theatre. It contains no second-remove
commentary. It is direct.

Gossip is not modernist art. And its place in
history is unequivocally premodern. But as an art
form it can be considered only postmodern. It
displays no authority or authorised text, and no
undisputed authorship (who first greeted a
neighbour with a friendly, or cold, ‘hello’?). It is a
play with an amateur cast, a seemingly
impoverished script, a limited yet indeterminate
stage, a panorama endlessly recreated over time
without beginning or end. Constant iteration—
variations but without a theme. There is no
copyright. Pastiche, pirating and parody are its
uninhibited norm. Its audience (and the roles of
giver and receiver are constantly interchangeable
and indeterminate) expects more of the same
rather than novelty; nor is it too concerned with
truth. Gossip is infotainment at its purest: usually
a lirtle fact laced with a little fiction—and this is
all that is assumed. A passing entertainment the
adequate reward. A certain lightness of being. A
popular editorial on a current affair.

But neighbourhood gossip can also be
described as politics. A steady coalition or
temporary alliance may be forged when the
chatter between 2 ‘parties’ is at the cost of a
third. Any relationship appears of necessity an
exclusive relationship. Its very fornfbecomes its
content as much as any story it may circulate

about another. And how easy
it is to give offence to some
friend/ally by failing to
maintain some established
though slight gesture of
rapport. Appearance is more
significant than intention or
accident: what one appears to
do has a finality about it. No
neighbourhood is a monolith;
no gossip is evenly circulated. Heterogeneity is
the neutral analytic language for divisions,
inequality, competition, suspicion, reaction,
compensation, re-adjustment, positioning and
shifts of allegiance. A micro-political system.

And that is merely the prolegomenon to the
pursuit of more specific conflicts of interest—
invariably over the issue of space, that most
elusive of personal properties. What distance
between parties is called for? Wanted? Needed?
Can be agreed upon or fought over? How close
is close? When? What noise intrudes upon one’s
space? What reports (what gossip of gossip)
reaches and offends one’s ears? The politics of
neighbouring are about nothing in particular.
There are no goals which may reach resolution.
It is rather an endless site de passage (sic) one
must continue to travel and travail. There are
always casualties in one form or another because
the question of how close or how distant one
wants to live in proximity with strangers is the
immanent problematic of being neighbours. No
answer can exist to this question and no
consensus is likely to be reached.

Elizabeth Gertsakis

This transcendental yet parochial politics of
walls and fences, ternitories and boundaries rests ill
at ease on the same human base as that of any
national or international ‘politician.’ It plumbs the
same cryptic thesaurus of politics: the endless
human capacity to experience trust, distrust, co-
operation, conflict, greed, envy, rivalry, jealousy,
good-will, narrow-mindedness, inflexibility,
compromise, gratitude, revenge, betrayal and hope.

Neighbours, however, endure a politics
different from that of national leaders. They
experience it directly, without the dubious relief
of representation. Thcyact,orfadtoaa,for

Not that the art of gossip (let alone its
politics) is High Art. Besides, that dualistic
distinction has long been undermined if not
rejected. The 20th century in particular has
liberated and lifted the ‘trivial’ from its allocated
base position in life. Low Art has been knighted,

immigian's
and critics...
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place of criminals,

, ragists

if not crowned. Consider its rescue by such
diverse names as Freud, Wittgenstein as well as
Duchamp. Apparent trivia is now reassessed.
Gossip is art nevertheless, and politics—‘the
personal is political’ did not commence with
certain recent social movements, it began—
conspired against each other, or comforted each
other; when quite early it was first intuited that
the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Minimalist
art and minimalist politics we could say of
gossip—but with this qualification: “There is
nothing minimal about the ‘art’ in minimal art. If
anything, in the best works, it is maximal. What
is minimal is the means, not the ends.” (John
Perrault, quoted in Jacqueline Millner, “Minimal
Imperatives”™, RealTime 27, 1998)

The art and politics of gossip is a profound
activity, ultimately an exercise in ethics, an
enactment of living together with strangers. A
unique social relationship. It is the birthplace,
and at times, the death knell of civilisation. The
ur-theatre of social life.

At moments of communal crisis it
dramatically and tragically radicalises its form.
Gossip condenses and re-emerges as rumour—
deliberate, focused, paranoid, instrumental—
modernist more than anything. And its art and
politics crystallise ironically into a ‘real’ Theatre
of Cruelty—where neighbours kill neighbours as
others turn mute spectator—and a few, behind
the scenes, rescue who is left.

Some people still insist we should rigorously
itself. Their thoughts have been blown away
(souffle) by words.

Don Miller is a Senior Associate in the
Political Science Department, Melbourne
University. His writings include The Reason of
Metaphor: a Study in Politics (Sage, Delbi,
1992) and be was Guest Editor, “Beyond the
Rushdie Affair” (Special Issue, Third Text, 11,
1990). His latest book is Neighbours and
Strangers, Rainbow, Delbi, 1999.

History, memory, politics

Perspecta 99 artist Elizabeth Gertsakis interviewed by Alex Gawronski

AG  Could you give some background to your
work?

EG  As a rule my practice is as diverse as my
working background. I was originally a lecturer
and academic. During this time I became
increasingly interested in and critical of
institutions and the frameworks that surround
them. For the last Melbourne Festival I was
asked to create an installation at the old
Melbourne Magistrates Court. It had recently
been shut down. It contained a multitude of
rooms as well as cells for the detention of
suspected criminals. The whole place was
imbued with indicators of hierarchical order. In
those days the law definitely came from the top.

AG  What did you do there?
EG At this site I stumbled upon a room

secretly divided in two. No one was aware of this
room’s existence amongst the group with whom I

visited the site. The antechamber of the room
was quite spacious and flooded with a blinding
light. Around the walls ran a line. I soon realised
it was the line used to measure the height of
suspects at a line-up. The other part of the room
was essentially a theatre for viewing those
suspects without being seen. The theatre was
painted an intensely vivid blue. I built a wrought
iron grid incorporated into which were the
latitudinal and longitudinal lines of the map of
Australia. In order to see from one space into the
other you had to literally see through Australia,
to see through the representation of a
superimposed rationality. The experience was
highlighted by the extreme contrasts of blue and
white the observer was exposed to while viewing
the work.

AG s this the work you will be exhibiting for
Perspecta?

EG  Yes, however in this case an entire room

of the exact same dimensions is being built in
the gallery. Those dimensions relate in a very
specific way to encoded architectural principles
of imprisonment.

AG Do you think you are creating a metaphor
for the hierarchies inberent within the institution
of the ‘art world’?

EG Not exactly, hierarchies exist
everywhere. Historically elites regularly replace
elites. As immigrants from northern Greece my
parents suffered as outsiders being
Macedonian in a predominantly Greek culture.
Growing up | often felt excluded due to my
heritage. Today I work in a corporate
environment where I am responsible for
dealing on a daily basis with art images
empowered with Anglicized national
mythologies. In this work environment | am
forced to be constantly creative. As far as I am
concerned it is possible to be as radically
creative in a corporate environment as it is to
be radically conformist in a supposed avant-
garde context, like that of the art world.

AG Recently I read a short story of yours

that appeared in Dialogue. In it memory
plays a pivotal role, in particular the role of
private memories versus the
commodification of memory as it occurs in
the commercial art environment. Do you
think memory contains an inherently
political dimension?

EG Yes. Memory is a form of knowledge.
Like knowledge, memories can suffer from
inaccuracies. Memory is constantly being
applied to things as well as situations. This
is the political aspect of memory, it changes
our experiences of places and objects,
making them our own. Experiences then
assume a unique relation to the subject. In
my work I hope to encourage—through the
overall ambience of my installations—
spaces that are obviously encoded with
knowledge yet which remain open to the
individual. Then the individual is able to
respond emotionally and to later recall the
tone of the work as they experienced it. It is
never a simple A to B proposition.
Memory’s political side exists in this
instance as an escape from any narrowly
instrumental or confining knowledge.
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Reconfiguring absence

The politics of public space envelops Alex Gawronski

Sydney is currently undergoing a rapid
transformation. The redevelopment of the city
raises a2 multitude of often alarming questions
that remain unanswerable. Many of these
questions concern attitudes to the city’s least
fortunate inhabitants, the homeless and destitute
whose public appearance for city planners is
becoming increasingly an issue of
embarrassment. Other groups affected by rapidly
changing trends in the use of public space include
artists. As volunteer operated gallery spaces
continue to decline, other artists seize the
opportunity to involve themselves in millennial
endorsements. The result is often a confounding
conundrum of public and private interests.
Furthermore the visibility of corporate influence
is helping reshape Sydney in the guise of a multi-
emerge questions of public identity as well as
endlessly cited economic stability. The Olympics,
whose spectre lurks behind much of Sydney’s
mutation, is publicised as being unquestionably
‘good for everyone.’ This assumption of the total
compliance of the city’s occupants is most
disturbing. It is an assumption around which the
most flagrant and visible transgressions of public
space are executed. The degree to which one is
inclined to believe stories of nocturnal demolition
and ‘accidental’ immolation of public buildings
represents also the degree to which an individual
is likely to subscribe to the Games’ homogenising
influence. At present the passing of
redevelopment proposals would appear to far
exceed their rejection.

One of the most visible of the city’s recent
redevelopments is the reshaping of the Central
bus terminal. Here flying angular planes of
glass that provide little real shelter from the
elements are surmounted by the spikily kitsch
neo-Gothic fantasy of the creative team. The
massively phallocentric totems are designed to
designate Sydney’s centre from afar. It is ironic
then to consider that for many years the city’s
‘central’ location, in the eyes of many
Sydneysiders, is in fact the vicinity around
Town Hall station. This site is notable for the
historic Town Hall and Queen Victoria
buildings representing alternately the city’s
traditional public meeting place as well as its
centre of trade and consumerism. With this in
mind, Central’s development functions on the
level of a superimposed narrative of centrality
enhanced by the construction’s sheer scale. Its
distancing effect is magnified through the slick
deployment of modernist combinations of glass
and steel. [Overall design, Noel Bell, Ridley
Smith Architects; urban design, Margaret
Petrykowski; tower ribbon concept in
collaboration with Merilyn Fairskye. Fairskye's

You can respond

Nicholas Tsoutas interviewed

The day before I speak with Nicholas Tsoutas at
Artspace, some 15,000 workers march through
Sydney demanding maintenance of workers’
seeks justice for miners whose $6m of
entitlements accrued over decades of hard work
has been lost by their bosses. After protracted
Sydney’s first official shooting gallery for heroin
addicts (with Jeff Kennett looking set to follow
suit). Public debate about the health system
rages—many letters to editors urging a small rise
in the Medicare Levy rather than the application
of means testing and up-front payments US style.
They propose an increase in taxation in order to
get decent services at the very same time the
federal government talks tax cuts (while
contrarily subjecting us to a GST). There’s a
palpable shift in mood, a move to action. But can
it be sustained? How visible is it? How audible?
How thought out? Or is it ultimately powerless

principal contribution was to the digitally
produced artworks in the pedestrian tunnel and
on the shelter walls not discussed here. eds)

Superficially the structure references, through
its dissecting fragmentation, certain
deconstructionist tendencies in architecture as
championed by the philosopher Jacques Derrida
and architects like Peter Eisenman and Bernhard
Tschumi. Though when compared with the work
of these architects, the Sydney site lacks any sense
of specificity or of a discursive unravelling of
place. The central redevelopment tells us nothing
about the site historically. Instead the bus
terminal becomes a mere testament to corporate
interest and an instance of physical domination.
The totems are likewise notable for their
sameness, a sameness overlaid with the most
innocuous of possible new age symbolism, that
of the elements. Even the universalism of such
discourse is undermined through the simplistic
identification of each element by a colour. Given
the limitations of this symbolism, the site could
have been marked by the use of light as a
spectral and evanescent phenomenon sensitive to
atmospheric alterations. Instead the work
appears rigid, atrophied and cold. The
incorporation of stainless steel bar seats upon
which to lean and upon which vagrants have no
hope of bedding down, serves only to compound
an uncomplementary combination of the
transitory and the immoveable. In this case
notions of shelter are undermined by an
emphatic encouragement of the sheltered to
move on. Here Sydney proclaims its identity as a
city of and for tourists.

Nearby, another of Sydney’s public artist-run
exhibition venues, South, comes to an end,
temporarily or not. Distinguished by its
dedication to inclusiveness, South was a venue
where the most vital contemporary art could be
seen. Such organisations function on the innate
narrative possibilities of a site, providing a much
needed arena for the presentation of otherwise
dormant ideas. The physical location of South
gallery, tucked away on the 6th floor of a
building largely dedicated to the area’s clothing
manufacturing industry, meant visitors had to
consciously seek it our. This encouraged loyalty
amongst guests and exhibitors that, rather than
contributing to the formation of a self-regulatory
clique, offered instead a sense of community and
belonging.

In the past under similar circumstances, a
gallery had the option to move on to new
premises, vaguely secure in the knowledge tiat
there was something else ‘out there.” Today
however the situation is more anxious. The

against capitalism’s ever increasing capacity to
absorb and neutralise opposition? And what
about the arts, where in recent years artists have
been forced onto the back foot, defending hard
won territory, rarely espousing vision or calls to
collective action?

Nicholas Tsoutas is feeling consternation over
Perspecta 99's art and politics theme and it’s
driven him to action. “The more | thought about
it, the more impossible it became to curate
something labelled as a political project. So |
undermined the very process of curation for
Artspace and constructed a statement (see page
7) with a certain political merit which anybody

.and everybody can respond to. We'll put all the

responses into the space here—faxes, email
printouts, letters—and on the website where
more discussion can go on. Then we can see if
there is a debate happening about art and politics
in our culture and, in its absence, if it can be
provoked.

“It’s not just a matter of arguing but of

discussing how we value cultural ideas and how
we debate them and how they work in the

suitable space and significantly
increased rents—a question of
whether such institutions
remain viable. Vacated gallery
space is more than likely
transformed into ‘permanent’
living quarters for prospective
tenants. The apparent shoring-
up of the possibilities offered
by artist-run spaces not only
alters the practices that occur
within spaces but conceptions
of the value of private versus
public space. An alternative for
venues such as South would be to relocate to the
city’s peripheries, accelerating the perceived
marginalisation of contemporary visual practices,
undermining the morale of those willing to invest
their time and energy establishing public venues
and, in the eyes of the public, to de-siting
contemporary practices so they appear merely
marginal and ultimately expendable.

Between the flagrantly corporate and the
community conscious are visual practices that
seek to utilise millennial potential for their own
ends. The benefits for the visual artist in this
respect are manifold: a large audience is assured,
monetary gain is likewise guaranteed. An artist
working in the business dimensions of art knows
full well how to operate in the spaces of business.
By appearing to take control of public space the
artist hopes for increased professional credibility
as well as general public acceptance. Herein lie
problems relating to overexposure as well as to
the de-politicising of art’s potential through
catering to the demands of powerful
intermediaries.

In her multi-site project, Quivering Daun
Streets, Sydney artist Lisa Anderson has
disseminated a poem throughout the city. It has
appeared in bus shelters and on billboards. A
series of silk-lined matchbooks was also issued
bearing the work’s title. These separate
manifestations were harnessed in anticipation of
Anderson’s major work, a large pink neon text,
once again bearing the work’s title, mounted at
the intersection of George and Market streets in
the vicinity of the Town Hall and the Queen
Victoria building. Above this sign on a large
billboard the remainder of the text is mounted.
Indeed for an artist there could not be a more
visible ‘point of sale.” Yet what does this text tell
us, on what level does it function? The answer is,
the most populist. The text weaves itself as an
indeterminate tribute to the city as a site of
dreams, purely in terms of the known: a poetic
cliche. While the poetic has an inherent political
dimension inasmuch as it has the potential to
ignite individual imagination, Anderson’s sign
appeared a sign amongst signs, eloquent on that
level. Its conceptual invisibility served as an ironic
counterpart to the undistinguished gloominess of

cultural domain. There’s still the feeling in
Australia that art isn't part of the political
domain, especially in the visual arts—
unfortunately the brand of 80s postmodernity
that survived in Australia was a very reactionary
one. We can't sustain a culture that doesn't
understand its political imperatives; we can't
dialogue something if there’s nothing to
dialogue.™ If we don't dialogue, says Tsoutas,
“We constantly absent ourselves from
responsibility. It feels as if culture sits on the

precarious edge of total disappearance.”

This is a disappearance too of opposition:
“Capitalism has proven itself to be avant garde and
highly adaptable; it creates its own space for ideas
and absorbs them. It becomes almost too difficult
to think of a space of opposition.” Tsoutas says
that we have to ask ourselves what constitutes ‘the
political’ and ‘opposition’ “at the end of a century
in which art was seen as inherently radical, a re-
thinking of forms and ideas. We have to
renegotate the terms of reference and that’s where
this project is placed. 'm not arguing for a return
to 70s radicality but I'd like to think that art sull
has the capacity to be radical, even though I've got

Central bus terminal, Sydney
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Alex Gawronski

her city posters. The matches were as disposable
as their use suggested, their metaphoric content
as predictable as their function. In the instance of
Anderson’s work, public space becomes a space
of the ever transparent, the invisible. At the same
time her professional confidence appears
consummate and heightened.

On the one hand the pure visibility of public
presentability is underwritten by a largely invisible
private and multi-national sector. On the other
hand the individual as the site of difference and
subjectivity is encouraged to read changes within
the city as necessarily being for the best. All of a
sudden gone are the dirty disused warehouses.
Facades are fetishised as the face of a privileged
national heritage stripped of its spatial dimension.
Sites like the prodigiously cluttéred Darling
Harbour compete for the prestige of market
success. Every available space is filled to the brim,
every surface offers readings and counter readings
in a dissimulation and excess.

Empty space has become a threat, as have
spaces between things that grant sites their
discursive dimension. Empty space has become
wasted space. The development adjoining the
Sydney Opera House has replaced the emotional
exhilaration of the vista for the economically
useful compression of the market place. The
point here is not to argue for blind preservation,
an ultimate conservatism, but to expose the
conservatism of much redevelopment and the
philosophies that underlie it. For example the
entropic potential of Sydney’s mass reshaping
has been ultimately ignored. What happens to
that which is demolished; where is the waste
headed? Empty space is the space of thought
without which engagement with a metropolis
becomes strained, requiring vigilance. For an
artist today, riding the lucrative wave occasioned
by Sydney’s metamorphosis offers as many
potential pitfalls as conceding to the possible
triumph of private sector domination. The
challenge for the artist is to rethink strategies
and modes of operating while remaining
committed to the preservation of practices
designed to challenge dominant discourse.
Exactly how this is done is a question being

answered now.

this feeling that it hasn't now.” He makes it clear
that he’s not arguing for overtly political works, but
ones informed by a knowledge of the workings of
ideology and ones that are open to discussion,
rather than to being exhibited, forgotten, made

invisible.
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