


un Magazine — issue 10.1 
ISSN 1449-6747 (print) 
ISSN 1449-955X (online)

Published by un Projects Inc.

un Projects  
PO Box 24085, Melbourne, VIC 3001 
info@unmagazine.org 
www.unmagazine.org 

Editors 
Shelley McSpedden and Meredith Turnbull

sub-Editor 
Alana Hunt

AdministrAtor & mAgAzinE CoordinAtor 
Victoria Bennett

dEsignEr 
Brad Haylock (RMIT University)

Printing 
Printgraphics 

mAgAzinE Advisory CommittEE 
Ulanda Blair, Rosemary Forde, Aodhan Madden, Phip 
Murray, Lisa Radford, Mikala Tai, Nella Themelios, 
Amelia Wintata, Beth Caird and Eleanor Weber

mEntors 
Ulanda Blair, Rosemary Forde, Aodhan Madden, 
Shelley McSpedden, Phip Murray, Alana Hunt, Lisa 
Radford, Nella Themelios and Meredith Turnbull

boArd 
Annabel Allen (Treasurer), Ulanda Blair, Paul Davis, 
Rosemary Forde (Deputy Chair), Bill Gillies, 
Brad Haylock, Phip Murray (Chair)

© Copyright 2016 un Projects and the authors, 
artists, designers, photographers and other 
contributors. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced without permission from the editor and 
publisher. The opinions expressed in un Magazine 
are those of the contributing authors and not 
necessarily those of the editor or publisher. 

un Magazine is assisted by the Victorian Government 
through Arts Victoria, and by the Australian 
Government through the Australia Council, its arts 
funding and advisory body.

The editors would like to acknowledge the many 
Aboriginal nations across Australia whose land this 
issue has been produced on. We would also like 
to pay respects to the elders, past and present 
of these nations. Specifically, the production and 
editing of issue 10.1 has taken place on the land 
of the people of the Kulin Nation (the Wurundjeri, 
Boonerwrung, Taungurong, Djajawurrung and the 
Wathaurung groups) around what is now described 
as Melbourne and on Gija and Miriwoong country in 
the far north of Western Australia.

Shelley, Meredith and Alana thank the contributors, 
the board of un Projects and the un Magazine 
advisory committee, the mentors, Brad Haylock, Noel 
Turnbull, Ross Coulter and Roma Turnbull-Coulter, 
Chris and Jooloojigarri Griffiths, and John and Louis 
Vanzella

Cover image: 
Pia van Gelder, Theoretical Waveform Instrument for 
Earth Generation (detail) 2016, copper, paper, wire, 
carbon.



un Magazine Issue 10.1 Editorial

1

The co-worker is the maximum cohesion of the 
thing and its purpose. A collaboration between 
the material energies of humanity, technology 
and the spontaneous forces of nature. Boris 
Arvatov’s co-workers were electricity, radio, urban 
landscaping, Le Corbusier’s house as a ‘machine 
for living’. Our co-workers are multivalent. 
A co-worker is that, this, you, me. They are networks, 
communities, things, objects, artworks, matter, 
material, energy.

In 1925 Marxist theorist and art-critic 
Boris Arvatov identified, somewhat idealistically, 
the beginnings of a potential monism within 
culture, stimulated within the context of 
the collectivisation of American culture and 
capitalism.1 Arvatov’s text, Everyday Life and the 
Culture of the Thing (Towards the Formulation of 
the Question), explicates this monism as a sort 
of rapprochement between the natural world, 

everyday life and technology. A rapprochement, 
engendered under American capitalism, that 
could only reach its full potential under socialism 
and within the new socialist economy in Russia. 
A return, as art historian Christina Kiaer describes 
it, ‘not to craft art, but… to socially harmonious 
structures of making and using objects’.2 Things, 
and by extension objects, were the pivotal 
elements within Arvatov’s theory. Harnessed 
within these relations, things ‘became something 
functional and active, connected like a co-worker 
to human practice’.3 Despite his positive analysis 
of the permutation of production and the 
spontaneous forces of nature and humanity there 
is also a darker side to this rapprochement which 
leads inevitably — through market forces, the 
increasing individualistic, dynamism of human 
movement, combined with the collectivization of 
technology and the everyday — to a fetishisation 
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or abjuration of nature. A soullessness within 
culture that occurs when a thing’s ‘dynamic-
labouring structure and its living force are never 
simultaneously present’.4

un 10.1 takes Arvotov’s theory as a starting 
point to consider the instances of objects and 
things. The world of things, as Arvatov described, 
is inclusive of material forms and processes 
and the objects that can inhabit, articulate and 
expand these contexts through the coalescence 
of the ‘material energies of society and nature’5. 
We consider what defines and differentiates 
objects and things. How they intersect. How we 
might understand the world through ideas of 
relationality, engaging a range of philosophical 
frameworks from Bruno Latour’s actor-network 
theory, Gilles Deleuze’s work on the nature of 
becoming, to more recent discourses, including 
Object Oriented Ontology and New Materialism. 
Whether philosophy purports that matter is 
inherently active and agential — or enlivened by 
productive forces, nature or human intention — 
what 10.1 attempts to extrapolate is the potential 
of objects to effect social and political change. This 
issue reflects a persistent and collective concern 
with objects and their agency as an ongoing 
human preoccupation across cultures and time. 
This preoccupation elucidates an assiduous desire 
to order and reorder the world around us. This 
is a desire to comprehend and communicate 
through the work of objects enabling us to learn 
about ourselves and our shared histories. Equally 
it empowers us to consider what we might seek 
to change about our environment and contexts 
through the contemplation, creation and 
implementation of objects.

A significant number of contributions 
to un 10.1 ruminate on the myriad ways that 
contemporary philosophical discourses on the 
material world, and our relationship to it, feed 
into and are expanded on within the visual arts. 
Andrea Eckersley transposes Brian Massumi’s 
concept of ‘moreness’ to expound on the forces 
of materiality and the potentiality of objects 
activated within Susan Jacobs’ and Elizabeth 
Zvonar’s respective practices. Parallel concerns of 
thingness, transformation and the transcendental 
are evoked in commissioned artist pages by 
Isadora Vaughan and Jessie Bullivant, along with 
prose by Tom Melick and Saskia Doherty. Tristian 
Harwood meditates on the relational processes 
of becoming in his discussion of a number of 
works in the recent exhibition The Biography of 
Things at the Australian Centre for Contemporary 
Art, observing how they prompt a radical 
reconceptualization of subject-object dynamics. 
While Sophia Dacy-Cole’s interview with cultural 
theorist and political philosopher, Erin Manning, 
explores the artistic and political implications 

of the concept of the infrathin. Anatol Pitt and 
Emily Castle offer a counterbalance to some of the 
optimistic assessments of the recent artistic focus 
on the agency of matter, reflecting on how they 
might inadvertently obscure social and political 
responsibilities. Interviews with Indigenous 
curators and cultural workers, Glenn Iseger-
Pilkington and Tahjee Moar, foreground some of 
the cross-cultural considerations and challenges 
that arise when exhibiting and working with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artefacts, 
artworks and cultural materials. While Chris 
Griffiths’ reflection on the imbrication of objects 
and embodiment in the song and dance cycles of 
Miriwoong and Ngaliwurru countries remind us 
that humanity’s knowledge and employment of 
the productive forces of the material world has a 
long and continually evolving history.

The revolutionary censure of the logic of 
consumption underpinning capitalism finds 
renewed significance in our current times. The 
impact of our collective neglect of our natural 
environment in the age of the Anthropocene 
is the subject of a number of contributions to 
un 10.1. Richard Frater provides a sharp account 
of the ways that big business cynically co-opts 
growing ecological concerns to fuel new consumer 
markets, while Taloi Havini’s photographs of the 
Panguna copper mine in Bougainville, Papua New 
Guinea, powerfully convey the corrosive impact of 
our insatiable consumption of natural resources. 
Meanwhile, Natalie Thomas stages a tongue-in-
cheek rebuke of the encroaching influence of 
materialism in the art world itself.

Arvatov’s vision of the socialist object 
liberates it from the passivity of the static 
commodity, instead registering it as an agile and 
influential agent in our everyday lives. Such a 
vision is predicated on an optimistic belief in the 
potential of technological and design innovations 
to transform our understanding and use of 
objects, prompting new social formations and 
systems of exchange. A preoccupation with the 
transformative potentiality of objects remains 
a pressing concern today, as demonstrated in a 
number of contributions in this issue. Noting 
the rise of design as the subject of serious 
institutional consideration, Deirdre Cannon 
utilises local and international case studies to 
unpack the effectiveness of differing curatorial 
strategies to reckon with the dynamism of 
contemporary design objects. While Manon 
van Kouswijk’s drawings and photographs 
celebrate and mourn our habitual co-existence 
with, co-dependence on, and the loss of a range of 
objects in our daily lives. Ella Mudie examines the 

‘inter-agency of the biological, technological and 
energetic world’ explored in recent exhibitions 
by Nicholas Mangan and the collaborative 
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duo, David Haines and Joyce Hinterding. She 
considers the way that these artists’ speculative 
experimentations with energy currents, systems 
and circuits push us to think beyond the limits of 
an anthropocentric worldview. In a similar mode, 
Pia van Gelder presents us with a schema for a 
speculative instrument, what might be described 
as an intuitive communication machine fuelled by 
the radiant energy of bio-circuits.

As editors we embrace Arvatov’s enthusiasm 
for the expanded possibilities offered by 
technology and are excited to launch a new digital 
publication, un Extended, which runs in parallel 
with this publication. un Extended 10.1 presents 
articles, artworks and pod-casts commissioned 
to make the most of the unique capabilities of 
the online platform to further develop the ideas 
and concerns engaged with here. It includes 
an article by Julian Murphy and Matthew 
Taft on the increasing employment of digital 
media and technologies within contemporary 
gallery and museum contexts. You can listen 
to a pod-cast of Vincent Silk’s interview with 
Despo Debby from the Australian sex worker 
art collective Debby Doesn’t Do It For Free. 
Continuing our exploration of cross-cultural 
object ontologies, Dylan Rainforth applies Hito 
Steyerl’s concept of ‘material translation’ in his 
meditation on the curatorial strategies deployed 
in Encounters: Revealing stories of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander objects from the British 
Museum, and the accompanying Unsettled: 
Stories within, exhibitions recently presented 
at the National Museum of Australia. Mashara 
Wachjudy presents a series of artworks produced 
exclusively for un Extended 10.1, Saskia Doherty 
has transposed her prose text into an evocative 
sound recording and Melody Paloma explores 
the relationships between material, poetry and 
technology in her article The Materiality of 
Language. You will find numerous other audio 
and visual accompaniments to items from this 
print publication on the online platform. In this 
way the two formats are envisaged as co-workers 

— adapting, expanding and enriching the offerings 
presented in each.

un 10.1 co-editors:  
Shelley McSpedden and 
Meredith Turnbull

Notes: 1 Written most likely in response to 
Leon Trotsky’s essay ‘Proletarian 
culture and proletarian art’ in 
Literature and Revolution (1923). 
Arvatov, B., and Kiaer, C., (1997) 
‘Everyday Life and the Culture of 
the Thing (Toward the Formulation 
of the Question)’, October, Vol. 81 
(Summer, 1997), p. 119 (note 1).

 2 Kiaer, C., Boris Arvatov’s Socialist 
Objects, October, Vol. 81 (Summer, 
1997), p. 116.

 3 Op.cit, Arvatov., p. 126.
 4 Ibid., p. 128.
 5 Ibid.
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It’s early October and I’ve come to Bétonsalon 
Centre for Art and Research for the opening of 
Co-workers: Beyond Disaster. Three months since 
arriving in Paris, disaster is already decidedly in 
the air. The United Nations COP21 climate change 
talks (expected by most to be its own car crash of 
performative political inaction) are not far off, and 
there’s more attention than usual on the spiralling 
ecological crises unfolding elsewhere in the world, 
not to mention the human catastrophe heating 
up in refugee camps at the edges of Europe, in 
warehouse squats outside the Péripherique and 
along the banks of the Seine. This is, we’re told, 
the era of the Anthropocene (or if you prefer, the 
capitalocene or manthropocene), where moving 
beyond a point of crisis — one of ‘our’ own making, 
at least in part — is increasingly the subject, 
or project, of contemporary artistic practice. 
Here in the glass-fronted exhibition space at 

University Paris Diderot, a collection of ‘things’ 
are assembled that point outside, towards places 
and practices confronting shades of disaster in a 
variety of material-discursive reconfigurations.1 
Through them, and an associated program of 
events Dark Series, curators Garance Malivel 
and Mélanie Bouteloup want to address ‘the 
transformations and forms of collective action 
that disaster occasions’, taking the concept of 
a ‘common work’ as a way of rethinking how we 
construct and inhabit our environment(s).2

Emphasising speculative narrative forms, 
the show attempts to move away from an 
anthropocentric perspective to one accounting 
for other living and nonliving agencies, in which 
categories like human/nonhuman, fiction/
reality, and finite/infinite come undone. Directly 
applied to one main wall are a series of thirteen 
giclée prints by Brazilian artist Daniel Steegmann 

Collective objects of anxiety: 
Things encountered and 
enacted in Paris, Autumn 2016

Tessa Zettel
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Above and opposite:
Inflatable barricades by Tools for Action 2015
Paris, 12 December 2015
Photo credit: Mona Caron



un Magazine Issue 10.1 Article

8 / 9



Collective objects of anxiety Tessa Zettel

Daniel Steegmann Mangrané
Novos Estudos (detail) 2013
13 giclée prints on kozo paper
50 × 73 cm
Image courtesy the artist and Bétonsalon
Photo credit: Aurélien Mole
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Mangrané, Novos Estudos (2013), which sit 
precisely in this space of ambiguity. In black and 
white scenes of logged forest a swirling shape 
hovers as if conjured by nineteenth century spirit 
photographer William Mumler. Mangrané’s 
double exposures depict, however, a different 
order of deception, overlaying exponential 
Amazonian deforestation with pictures of a 
jellyfish taken by Brazilian multinational oil 
company Petrobras whilst inspecting underwater 
pipelines in the Gulf of Mexico. This imaginative 
disintegration draws on the radical multi-
naturalist world of anthropologist Eduardo 
Viveiros de Castro, in which all beings and matter 
share personhood, as well as the spectator’s 
own perceptual-intellectual encounter with the 
constructed image.3 In 16mm (2015), part of a 
compact solo show in the well-heeled Marais 
district that bears the official imprint of COP21, 
Mangrané further flattens the perspective of 
viewer, object and setting, filming with a modified 
camera a slow glide forward along a suspended 
track — the length of a standard 16mm reel — 
in the treetops of Brazil’s conflict-ridden Mata 
Atlântica forest.

Other layers of relational causality at work in 
such a geography are picked up by Paolo Tavares 
in the panel Urban Development & Climate 
Change in the Global South, part of the Dark Series 
set of workshops, conversations and assemblies, 
which includes speculative fiction writing classes 
and a working group, Seule contre l’Univert 
(‘alone against the universe’) led by curator Eva 
Barois de Caevel to share and develop responses 
to cases of urban conspiracy or municipal 
dissimulation. In his talk Tavares, reading the 
forest as architecture, describes what he calls ‘a 
botanical archeology of genocide’.4 By carbon-
dating sections of Amazonian forest, his research 
identifies a cartography of missing Indigenous 
villages, where younger trees have filled in 
territorial voids once home to other modes of life 
and being in relation to the land that are inimical 
to the project of (national) development. The 
memory of these ‘double disappeared’ political 
victims is effectively held in the trees and soil, 
which act as co-workers in revealing power as a 
geological force and the structural links between 
modernity and colonialism. As Tavares observes, 
it’s no stretch to extend this to the violence of 
displaced populations and climate refugees that 
make up the new geopolitical and geophysical 
conditions under which we are all living.

Decamping to the city’s north, the 
concurrent exhibition at Khiasma, Les propriétés 
du sol, approaches soil not only as the central 
actor in a thematic frame, but also a narrative 
space and dynamic political agent.5 Curated 
by Olivier Marboeuf, this immersive show 

proposes a political archaeology in which human 
conceptions of borders and acts of appropriation 
are complicated by the ‘story of stones’ and the 
soil’s own version of events. Works like Filipa 
César’s film essay, Mined Soil (2014), question 
how archives can be expanded to include 
other kinds of nonhuman histories, layering 
together different perspectives, time scales 
and methodological orientations. César’s film 
traces Guinean agronomist and political activist 
Amílcar Cabral through a reflection on mining in 
Portuguese-occupied Africa, projecting images 
onto figures reading source material in which 
soil shape-shifts between a site of neocolonial 
imperialism, a repository of memory and a 
ground for strategic guerrilla maps. Further 
on we find an installation by Vincent Chévillon, 
Metamorphoses (Scrimshaws) (2015). Here a neat 
cabinet of bones, butterfly specimens, diagrams 
and oddly melding artefacts — the artist’s own 
collected curiosities — revisit the interstitial 
wanderings of the eighteenth century whaler and 
the dynamic capacity of objects to destabilise 
stories of colonial encounter. Opposite this, 
Louis Henderson’s video All that is solid (2014), 
described as ‘an archaeology of the internet as a 
new space of exploitation but also a possible site 
of animistic power and anti colonial struggle’6 
spins out the material baggage of the Cloud to its 
back-end in illegal mineral extraction in Ghana 
and its eventual return as redundant e-waste, 
picked over by locals for remnant precious metals 
in a reversal of Western colonial exploitation. 
Presented as a desktop view in which layered 
clips (Henderson’s own or Google grabs) are 
visibly assembled, the work grasps the materiality 
of technology and its intimate entanglement in 
how we produce and perceive the world across 
different bodies and geographies.

Back at Bétonsalon there are other 
bodies literally at work in the room, a team of 
appropriated Formica Rufa ants quietly marching 
through the constructed ecology of gypsum 
(from the gallery walls) and White Sands from 
New Mexico that make up Melissa Dubbin & 
Aaron S. Davidson’s Myrmomancy (2015). The 
insects, fed milk and honey by gallery staff each 
night, refer to Ursula K. Le Guin’s short story, 
The Author of the Acacia Seeds, and are lit through 
garnets excavated by their own labour in the 
desert. They form part of a translation exercise 
in dialogue with Violaine Sautter, geologist and 
‘geolinguist’, on metamorphic stones that migrate 
from the centre of the earth. Sautter writes in an 
accompanying text of how the three minerals in 
an eclogite (also on display), including garnet, 
‘chose each other in an ultimate assembling. 
They tell us to think in reverse’. On another wall 
by the entrance, a series of digitised weather 
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reports from David Ohle’s 1972 dystopian novel, 
Motorman, deliver a stream of melancholic and 
slightly hallucinogenic forecasts, invoking the 
performative power of language against the 
spectre of ecological and political collapse:

Two suns cooling at the horizon, restless 
moons, animals should be sheltered, 
travelers are warned, all craft should return 
to port, possible flood on The Jelly … Seven 
oval spheres in Scorpio according to the 
charts, probable deadly Friday, chance of 
a two-Tuesday mock week…

Of course these words were chosen before what 
must be one of the most deadly Fridays that 
Paris has seen, that of 13 November 2015, when 
a handful of isis operatives killed 130 people 
and injured 368 in co-ordinated terrorist attacks 
across the city.

you can still see every detail clearly, but can’t 
grasp the meaning .7

We get ahead of ourselves. Co-Workers has a 
second part, opening a day later at the more 
imposing Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de 
Paris. The vernissage of Co-Workers: The Artist 
as Network has a rather different feel, with 
snaking queues to get in and the ambiance 
and paraphernalia of an upmarket trade fair 
or showroom. Holding my mini plastic cup of 
instant coffee, courtesy of Ryan Trecartin’s I-Be 
AREA (2007), the relations of objects and people 
here appear to be (net)working together in an 
altogether different mode, and towards other 
ends. Certainly the strategies and languages 
used are closer to corporate advertising and 
high-end design. There’s even a ‘trailer’ by New 
York collective DIS and Paris ASMR, You can 
relax now (2015), in which a smiling young man 
whispers to us from a flatscreen at the entrance 
about the offerings inside. This show is bigger 
than its counterpart, focusing on the new modes 
of communication co-produced by the internet 
and mobile technologies, the ‘internet of things’ 
now infiltrating every aspect of life, with its 
critical positions at times harder to distinguish. 
The works are mostly by post-internet generation 
artists trained in the 2000s, many following 
the shift from the dematerialisation of art to 
the rematerialisation of the internet. All have a 
similar slickness of production, set in an open 
plan environment designed by DIS to evoke a 
transit lounge or co-working hub, where images, 
objects, data (and presumably capital) might 
freely circulate. The collective is also responsible 
for ‘The Island (KEN)’, a concept space partnered 
with a kitchen/bathroom company that houses a 

central bank of screen works and hosts meetings 
and talks. If climate change is ‘a war on the poor’ 
led by Western consumption-heavy lifestyles, then 
we may here be comfortably occupied in the belly 
of the beast.8

After channel surfing through videos, 
installations and ‘immersive spaces’, I watch 
Hito Steyerl’s video Liquidity Inc. (2014) from 
its cushioned blue seating wall, a soft version 
of the tidal wave lurking at the edges of an 
instructional tale of trade, risk and fluidity. 
‘Empty your mind, be formless, shapeless, like 
water’, Bruce Lee coaxes from a mobile screen, 
on the big screen. Over in The Island, Andrew 
Norman Wilson’s Workers Leaving the Googleplex 
(2009–11) offers a drily funny take on class 
politics and the myth of transparency at Google, 
following his efforts to interview members of the 
elite yellow-badge tier (the scanners for Google 
Books) that resulted in the termination of his 
own employment there. The video went viral 
on its release, feeding back into the distributed 
system of ‘non-human scaled complexity’ that it 
critiques. The curators of Beyond Disaster write 
about our ambivalence towards an increasingly 
complex interconnectedness that enables new 
modes of exchange and of being, but also brings 
with it a loss of legibility, what artist Ian Cheng 
calls the most intimate crisis we face. Examples 
of non-human scaled complexity, ‘Y2K. The 
sprawling codebase of Microsoft Windows. 
The Amazon Rainforest. Climate Change. Big 
data. Anti-terrorism’, are things that cannot be 
‘metabolized by humans’, yet involve matrices 
of power and distributed violent repercussions 
that reach all of us in the end.9 Surrounded by 
the proposition of ambient intelligence on a 
second visit, I wonder about the net of relations 
and ‘deep causal chains’ linking rising global 
temperatures, drought and social upheaval in 
Syria with the ‘new normal’ condition of anxiety 
in Paris, stretching back to our dependence on oil 
and to the three Kalashnikovs found in a dumped 
car one street behind where my friends and I 
spent that night, talking over a radio stream of 
incredulous speculation.

Also tackling systems of knowledge beyond 
our own in Paris this eventful month was Hannah 
Hurzig & Mobile Academy Berlin’s Blackmarket 
for Useful Knowledge and Non-Knowledge No. 18: 
On Becoming Earthlings (Dialogues and exercises 
in shrinking and expanding the human). A dense 
theatrical spectacle seeking to collectively 
push the capacities and ontologies of the 
human, its first Paris iteration took place in the 
newly-renovated Musée de l’Homme, presenting 
as a strange hybrid of chess tournament, UN 
convention and human library. Over twenty-five 
tables, one-on-one conversations with ‘experts’ 
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Louis Henderson
All that is solid (detail) 2014
HD video
15:26
Image courtesy the artist
Photo credit: Tessa Zettel
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were on offer to ordinary punters with something 
to exchange, live broadcast to the headset-
wearing audience. I traded a little bag of ‘Holy 
Shit’ terra preta for my thirty-minute conversation 
with artist and activist Axel Meunier about new 
strategies for protest and a performative archive 
he made at Bétonsalon, channelling the views of 
a piece of concrete on a local urban development. 
On other tables, Bruno Latour revealed he has five 
sisters and a family-owned vineyard, while Yann 
Moreau discussed being a ‘catastrophologist’ and 
how in nature the only real catastrophe is loss of 
vitality, not loss of life, i.e. apathy over death.

Government relaxes moon control. Moons 
behave erratically. You are urged to stay 
indoors.10

In the wake of the attacks and the ensuing 
State of Emergency, much of the city shuts 
down, a response that many reject as playing 
into the routine narratives of terror (followed 
unsurprisingly by increased bombing in Syria). 
The first assembly at Bétonsalon, scheduled for 
that weekend, is postponed indefinitely, and the 
remainder of the program, events like Imagining 
the Post-Disaster with philosophers Mathieu Potte-
Bonneville and Pierre Zaoui, take on a sharpened, 
hyperreal edge. At the second assembly, For a 
Sustainable Future: Art and Culture(s) Facing 
Environmental Crisis, John Jordan of the 
Laboratory of Insurrectionary Imagination 
is talking cheerfully about civil disobedience, 
surveillance and the sea of international activists 
currently in Paris to disrupt the official climate 
change conversation, when a stream of armed riot 
police start filing in from the main entrance to a 
door in the back wall. Like some kind of feeble 
comedy routine, they keep shuffling past, one 
after the other to, as it happens, make use of the 
art centre’s toilet facilities. It’s been a long day on 
the deserted campus, with the university closed 
following student threats to occupy in protest 
against the unprecedented government ban on 
public demonstrations.

Though it’s suddenly an offence for more 
than two people to gather and express the same 
political views, the next day’s planned climate 
action to mark the start of the COP21 does go 
ahead, albeit in a modified form. I join the ‘human 
chain’ along Boulevard Voltaire — a way for 
people to show solidarity without constituting 
a throng — with my friends from the Vélorution 
bike gang. Afterwards we take a spontaneous spin 
towards the crowds now assembled, illegally, at 
Place de la République, homemade flags flapping 
behind us in the windy afternoon. Joined by a pair 
of undercover police whose phone cameras pan 
over everyone’s faces, our arrival is met with a 

rapturous applause quite unlike our usual shared 
rides through these manic streets.

be ready for the shocks 
have a shockproof portfolio. 
You’ve got to adapt to whatever happens, 
liquidity.11

At the close of COP21 the Climate Games Awards 
Ceremony takes place in a concrete block on the 
outskirts of Paris. Running alongside the official 
summit, Climate Games was a highly visible 
effort in mobilising the force of objects and 
networked technologies towards political and 
social change, bringing together ‘artists, writers, 
hackers, designers, translators, performers and 
money launderers’. The project was developed by 
the Laboratory of Insurrectionary Imagination 
(positioned strategically between art and activism 
to maximise resources and leverage institutional 
support), as an anonymous online platform 
for distributed nodes of climate justice civil 
disobedience across Paris and beyond. Receiving 
awards on the night were animal-suited flash-
mobbers who took over a string of corporate 
polluters’ headquarters (E.Z.L.N: Ensemble 
Zoologique de Libération de la Nature) and a set 
of giant inflatable silver cobblestone-barricades 
protecting demonstrators from police (Tools 
for Action). In increasingly regulated public 
spheres, such expansive and flexible frameworks 
may be particularly useful in enabling inventive 
forms of common work that effectively confront 
nonhuman-scale complexities like the apparatus 
of the state. Its slogan: ‘We are not defending 
nature. We are nature defending itself’, speaks 
to an emergent mode of collective action in 
which matter and bodies other than our own 
are acknowledged as active participants in ‘the 
world’s becoming’, suggesting new subjectivities 
and conceptions of agency perhaps better suited 
to the (un)becomings we now face.12

Tessa Zettel is an artist, writer 
and educator working in various 
collaborative modes between 
Sydney, Paris and Berlin.
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To be con-temporary does not necessarily 
mean to be present, to be here-and-now; 
it means to be ‘with time’ rather than ‘in 
time’… To be con-temporary … can thus be 
understood as being a comrade of time.1 

— Boris Groys

In his 1925 essay ‘Everyday Life and the Culture 
of the Thing (Towards a Formulation of the 
Question)’ Boris Arvatov announced the need to 
dissolve the dualism between everyday life and 
modes of production. Do this, he claimed, and a 
new system of exchange between modern citizens 
and the trappings of existence would ensue. The 
challenge? To make a thing that would function 
not as a commodity, but as a comrade.2 Examples 
of how that conceptual ideal was to be realized? 
Scarce.

However idiosyncratic his premise, the lure 
of this transgressive logic endures. The recent 
proliferation of curatorial departments and 
scholarship dedicated to design has engendered 
a renewed institutional interest in the cultural 
capital and discursive possibilities entrenched 
in quotidian objects. As such, Arvatov’s central 
thesis of the subject formed as much through 
the process of using objects in everyday life as by 
making them in the sphere of production is as 
pertinent now as it was in the Constructivist era.3

Boris Groys’ notion above can be used to 
repurpose Arvatov’s idea for critical means. Now 
that the display and interpretation of objects 
is increasingly at stake, how effectively do 
cultural producers ‘work with’ these items in 
order to communicate the impact they have on 
contemporary existence?

Simone LeAmon and Edmund Carter’s 
Design Wall: Design in Everyday Life in Melbourne 
Now (National Gallery of Victoria, 22 November 
2012 – 23 March 2013) and the Rapid Response 
Collection in All Of This Belongs To You (Victoria 
and Albert Museum, 1 April – 19 July 2015) 
represent the attendant tensions, oscillations and 
possible resolutions of exhibited responses to 
Arvatov’s proposition.

LeAmon and Carter’s flagship exhibit 
comprised 678 projects, many in multiples, 
originating from 21 Melbourne design studios. 
The curators hoped audiences would see these 

objects — which included footballs, eskies, 
sustainable coffee cups, satchels, wetsuits 
and bike locks — as they passed on their way 
into or out of the exhibition, in everyday 
life. This doppelganger effect was intended to 
communicate the local creative intelligence, 
emotion and resonance with the city of 
Melbourne with which these objects are imbued.4

The universal mounting system used 
to display these items brings a taxonomical 
approach to the integration of objects of 
consumption and production that Arvatov 
prescribes. A key passage of his text describes the 
various tenets necessary for a modern Western 
citizen to have a meaningful existence. Meaning is 
brought about by the fluid use of personal objects, 
like a cigarette case and cap (or in the case of 
Design Wall, centrepiece bowls and coffee cups: 
porte paroles for objects of consumption), as well 
as technological advances like the skyscraper 
and revolving door (or, tram grab handles and 
brooms: objects of production) in a seamless ‘new 
world of Things’.5 According to Christina Kiaer, 
Arvatov does not envision a one-way passage from 
the sphere of production into that of everyday life, 
but a more complex integration of the two.6 The 
formal assemblage of Design Wall reflects such an 
idyllic existence, as the seriality of luxury items 
blends seamlessly with the relatively mundane in 
an infinite number of combinations and patterns.

While LeAmon and Carter’s installation 
reflects Arvatov’s proposed integration, it 
falls short of acting on Groys’ advocation. It is 
illustrative in the sense that these items were 
selected because they garner meaning from 
their site of production and consumption: they 
were created in Melbourne, for Melbourne, by 
Melbournians. Design Wall frames its components 
as a hyper-local survival kit, where humble 
subject matter and functional appearance can 
belie innovative materials, a global demand or 
new attitudes to sustainability.7 Objects capable, 
as Kiaer points out, of responding formally to 
the ideal experience of everyday life in their 
portability, flexibility and transparency.8 The 
universal mounting system forms an integral part 
of this mechanism, bringing numerous visual 
triggers and possible lived experiences to the 
fore. But ultimately, as a sum of many so-called 
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everyday parts, Design Wall relied heavily on the 
logic of an ideal, design-conscious crowd for its 
curatorial objective to manifest.9

What becomes significant at this stage 
is Arvatov’s desire to rework the commodity 
fetish in order to return a kind of social agency 
to it. The impetus should not be on doing away 
with the object altogether but to reciprocate by 
working within its prevailing limitations. In other 
words, regarding it in socially productive terms 
by virtue of its material form and use value, rather 
than its exchange value.10 Stephen Duncombe’s 
notion of the ethical spectacle helps us picture 
such an object experience, and therefore, how 
Arvatov’s conceptual ideal could become an actual. 
Duncombe theorises that the ethical spectacle 
is achieved when the power of the commodity 
is retained but re-endorsed as a transgressional 
apparatus in order to achieve progressive goals. 
Similarly, the purpose of an ethical spectacle is 
to remind viewers of the spectacular nature of 
their conditions. This is done not as a form of 
critique that creates distance from the situation, 
but rather brings spectators back to the real 
conditions they are in.11

Through this prism, the accent Design Wall 
projects onto the commodity is unequivocal. 
Mobilising familiar objects in an unfamiliar 
gallery context encourages unadulterated 
enjoyment of formal congruence rather than 
reflection on the subject matter. Arvatov’s 
proposal demands more of LeAmon and Carter’s 
offering. Instead of bringing into focus the 
tipping points that exist within the commodity 
and spectacle that could be leveraged to create a 
productive camaraderie, a closed circuit between 
cultural capital and an audience assumed a 
priori is revealed. The ethical spectacle has not 
been achieved because its objects’ conventions 
have been reinforced rather than displaced by 
contingency.12

While the work that went into Design Wall 
didn’t ‘work’ towards reifying Groys’ retooled 
conception of the institutional comrade, the 
Rapid Response collection in All Of This Belongs 
To You might be considered a more robust 
attempt at reworking the conventional object and 
the subject’s relation to it.13

In his address at the University of 
Melbourne’s School of Design in August 2015, 
Victoria & Albert Museum curator Rory Hyde 
framed the exhibition’s title both as a generous 
invitation and gentle provocation: if all of this 
really does belong to you, what are you going to 
do with it?14 In contrast to Design Wall where 
the audience’s participation is a presupposed 
element through which meaning is transmitted, 
this exhibition title acknowledges that the 
public’s collusion in curatorial tactics is not a 

given. ‘All of this’ has a particular urgency when 
considering objects in the exhibition acquired 
under the museum’s Rapid Response collecting 
strategy. Signalling a new strand to the V&A’s 
collections policy, the Rapid Response Collection 
commenced in 2014 and allows curators to 
respond quickly to events relevant to design and 
technology.15

This agile approach to collection 
development was initiated after the museum 
printed a replica of Cody Wilson’s 3D-printed gun, 
The Liberator, and has resulted in the acquisition 
of the hard drives which held documents leaked 
to the Guardian newspaper by whistle-blower 
Edward Snowden, Katy Perry–branded false 
eyelashes manufactured in factories that 
contravene labour laws, and Lufsig, an ikea toy 
wolf that became a symbol of political dissent 
after being thrown at Hong Kong’s president, 
CY Leung (locally nicknamed ‘the Wolf’). Hyde 
has dubbed these items ‘vector objects’: agents 
that carry pressing social, political and cultural 
issues as a result of their very materiality, whether 
this be the intention of the producer or more 
likely, circumstantial use.16

These are objects that ‘do the work’ 
(another Hyde term), that are functional because 
they reel you in with a story or enact a social 
service, and, it could be argued, are ‘connected 
like a co-worker with human practice’.17 Having 
these objects in the museum forces a debate 
of this notion, supposedly activating the 
elitist structure of the museum as a locus for 
conversation: the hallmark of a truly ‘public’ 
space. Responsiveness is carried through in the 
exhibition of these items, which are uniformly 
displayed in functional metal cases with 
magnetic didactic labels that can be printed in 
the curatorial office, meaning the object can 
be acquired and installed within a matter of 
days. By circumventing the processes associated 
with conventional exhibition protocol, the 
activist qualities of these items are gainfully 
exploited by the museum and used to punctuate 
the permanent collection with their transient 
immediacy.

The traditional way that the V&A, indeed 
any institution, collects objects is based on the 
idea that an object would prove its value over 
time.18 But, according to Hyde, objects acquired 
under the rapid collecting scheme illustrate that 
the object itself provides a site for this debate 
to take place, reminding audiences that there is 
something physical predicating even the most 
ephemeral contemporary paradigms. Phillip 
Glahn’s theory that ‘in the digital era Arvatov’s 
thing-as-comrade has neither dissolved nor 
automatically come to fruition; it holds renewed 
promise amid an increasingly image saturated 
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Film still, The Art of Dissent 
(film still) 2015
Image courtesy Studio Praxis
Photo credit: Yoni Golijov

Bottom:
Cody Wilson / Defence Distributed
Liberator Gun 2013
Image courtesy Victoria and Albert Museum, London
Photo copyright Victoria and Albert Museum, London
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and technologically driven society’, adds a new 
dimension to Hyde’s speculation.19

Glahn’s assessment allows a threefold 
response to Arvatov’s challenge to emerge. 
Firstly, an attempt to convert objects’ orthodox 
conventions by declaring the ‘not unimportant 
culture’ of low tech or mass-produced items, 
according to their influence on or contribution 
to important contemporary events, is evident. 
Secondly, through their exhibition as a vestige 
of contemporary culture, audiences are 
encouraged to reconsider their relations to these 
objects. Lastly, the museum captures the way 
that technology and artists have outstripped 
accepted tenets of cultural production, for 
example, by acknowledging the gravitas of open 
source plan for a low cost, 3D-printed gun which 
demonstrates how sharing networks can trump 
traditional notions of individual ownership. 
Transgression has been put into praxis via the 
acquisition and exhibition of these ‘vector objects’.

In his interview for the exhibition, Julian 
Assange was asked what role state-funded 
institutions play in responding to contemporary 
issues. He replied that it should extend beyond 
creating a participatory democracy where 
institutions deal in the common good and, rather, 
the focus should be on the fact that ‘social and 
political spaces everywhere are being shut down, 
meaning that activists operating in the cultural 
sphere have migrated to calling themselves 
artists in order to liberate their practice under the 
guise of freedom of expression and censorship 
acts’.20 Almost as a response to Assange’s claim, 
Duncombe’s concept of an ethical spectacle is 
again useful in understanding Arvatov’s ideal 
as a contemporary actuality. To be politically 
effective, activists need to enter the realm of 
spectacle and moreover, spectacular interventions 
have the potential to be both ethical and 
emancipatory.21

This concept is poetically materialised in 
Jacob Applebaum, Ai Wei Wei and Laura Poitras’ 
Panda to Panda project. Wei Wei and Appelbaum 
stuffed twenty toy panda bears with public, 
shredded NSA documents that were originally 
given to Poitras by Edward Snowden. Inside each 
panda they placed a memory card containing 
a digital copy of the physical documents and 
sent them to fellow activists all over the world, 
in what Applebaum calls a kind of ‘distributed 
back-up’.22 Applebaum astutely notes that the 
safest place for these is a museum where this 
information trafficking is rendered an object that 
will be protected. The panda present in All Of 
This Belongs To You was given to Assange who in 
turn donated it to the V&A, thus giving all parties, 
most of whom are political enemies of their own 
countries, a presence in the room.

What is reflected in these rapidly acquired 
objects and dialogues is the demand, both from 
the producers of the objects and the institutional 
rationale guiding their acquisition, for new social 
formations and systems of exchange. Technology 
has simultaneously provided and precluded these, 
as evinced by Panda to Panda’s interlocking 
underpinnings of freedom of information and 
censorship. The V&A’s ‘activist’ acquisition of 
vector objects provides a model, albeit from 
a curatorial standpoint, for a reification of 
Arvatov’s ideal.

The ways in which these two exhibitions elicit 
Arvatov’s Constructivist idealism in the realm of 
the current everyday can be further précised by 
Groys, who intones that being ‘a comrade of time’ 
means:

…collaborating with time, helping time when 
it has problems, when it has difficulties. And 
under the conditions of our contemporary 
product-oriented civilisation, time does 
indeed have problems when it is perceived as 
being unproductive, wasted, meaningless.23

In this context, Arvatov’s theory encourages 
institutions to work in the space between, in 
order to remedy ‘unproductive’ time. Whilst the 
local example may have languished in such a 
state, its London counterpart’s triumvirate of 
explicit transgressive logic provides a particular 
institutional framework for communicating the 
importance of contemporary design objects 
as part of a critical and rigourous curatorial 
standard. Recognising the use-value of the 
resulting tensions or partial-resolutions of this 
universal travail, however, doffs a cap to the 
perennial quest of cultural institutions to achieve 
con-structive moments, that continue to form 
responses to Arvatov’s self-confessed, almost-
formulated question.

Deirdre Cannon is a writer and 
independent curator based in 
Melbourne.
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The life support of the brand

Richard Frater

A thin veneer of immediate reality is 
spread over natural and artificial matter, 
and whoever wishes to remain in the now, 
with the now, on the now, should please 
not break its tension film. Otherwise the 
inexperienced miracle-worker will find 
himself no longer walking on water but 
descending upright among staring fish.  

— Vladimir Nabokov, Transparent Things

More and more, consumer products are accessing 
the creative means necessary to undercut current 
ecological uncertainties. Ocean plastic trash is 
the latest gimmick to have found its way back 
into production lines and it shows us precisely 
how a core message like what is good for nature is 
ultimately good for consumerism too re-aggregates 
to promote plastic ergonomics.1 Recall the TED 
talk in 2012 ‘How the oceans can clean themselves’ 
by Boyan Slat, a mere teenager at the time. He 
designed a floating ocean-trash-net prototype. 
In this up-scaled upside-down bottom-feeder 
tonnes of surface level trash can be slurped up 
around the gyres.2 Last year ocean trash went 
viral — again. Adidas added fuel to the trend with 
a shoe collaboration made entirely from ocean 
trash. The key motif of the shoe design is an 
aqua-mesh stitch that up-cycles nets confiscated 
from illegal fishing vessels. They were proudly 
handed over by the infamous Sea Shepherds, 
an environmental activist group who identify 
themselves with the antics of pirates at sea. The 
company’s concept puns on real phenomena. 
In the mobile advertising space of a shoe it has 
found a way to promote corporate consumer 
ethics. It displays a very real tenacity of staying 
with subjects rapidly expanding online. We spend 
most of our lives ignoring contact with trash but 
it is always present in absentia, foregrounded 
in mere gestures or half sentences. That is, until 
companies like Ecoalf decide to complete a cycle. 
Their production methods feed off current misfits 
like plastic bottles and fishing nets to generate a 
whole new season range. One Ecoalf sleeping-bag-
with-a-conscience walks the talk here:

Today you  
are wearing  
80 plastic bottles  

and you look  
really cool! 
Don’t turn your  
back on the world.  
Natural resources  
are not endless.

Through the secondary function of the jacket to 
carry statements, an urgent attempt to translate 
the product from matter to language is dictated to 
us. The pragmatic purpose may well be to simplify 
a concept, so not to condescend the consumer but 
the affect is one of tautological reverb between 
forms of communication. What is legible is an 
overdosing on information at every stage of a 
product’s development. There is an uncanny 
sense of the inanimate object talking us through 
the steps of the product’s invention. Percentage 
profiles affirm that ‘you are wearing 80 plastic 
bottles’ and that ‘235 grams of fishing nets equals 
one meter of Ecoalf fabric’. These mechanics 
not only test an idea of the quantifiable self — 
if you can solve a few months of bottled water 
consumption — they disrupt the borders of private 
self-hood with information we weren’t necessarily 
conscious of using. Need we stake out what this 
entails: farming of private information, selling it 
on to public-relations engineers, and eventually 
selling it back to us, all from key word algorithms 
and data extracted from users’ private online 
accounts and social media devices. In this climate, 
we see as part of this narration overdose, Ecoalf 
has opted to play the fashion-and-accessories 
game open handed and lead the argument for eco-
friendly poly-fabric technologies on the surface of 
its garments.

In Ecology Without Nature Timothy Morton 
argues that statements that foreground a 
medium do not necessarily require speech. I am 
consequently tempted to read Ecoalf’s statement 

‘where other people see trash we see high quality 
materials’ as a thickening of the medium of 
plastic. It disrupts the presence of newness but 
without compromising its core attributes. We 
get a gross elaboration of the pun, a transitional 
site that intermedia objects are simultaneously 
occupying and creating. Morton invites us to 
consider the phatic lines, ‘Testing, testing’ and 

‘you’re on the air’, which point out the atmosphere 
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Johnson’s Seafarm ‘No Catch’ Cod packaging, Bryt
(Image sourced https://www.bryt.co.uk/recent-
work/no-catch/, accessed 01/02/2016)
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in which the message is transmitted, making 
present the space between the ‘electromagnetic 
field that makes it possible to listen to recorded 
music, or see a movie’. And statements do not 
need to be brought to our attention by phatic 
means. They also exist as what Morton refers to 
as the medial’s interrupting effects, observing 
that it is not until the ‘medium of communication 
becomes impeded or thickened [that] we become 
aware of it’.3 We are encouraged by Ecoalf not 
to ‘turn our back on the world’ because ‘natural 
resources are not endless’. But we are not exactly 
encouraged to turn to the deck of the vessel where 
masses of fish hopelessly fishtail about amongst 
plastic ocean trash. That would undermine the 
work of Ecoalf and Adidas who are looking for 
tasteful solutions to bring this uncanny object 
back into our homes. The challenge seems to be 
to hold the material’s endless possibilities where 
one plastic production becomes raw material 
for another as an ordinary fact of its existence. 
Our role as consumers is not to be surprised by 
plastics’ rebirths because nothing can be more 
astonishing than the fact that it exists at all. More 
on plastic another time, it’s enough to catch 
a glimpse of the versatile material and how it 
continues to im-mediate environmental politics 
and our opinions about its use value today.4 In 
fact, all we’ve really touched is the fishing net. 
Let’s meet the victims.

The territory of a staple commodity like the 
Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) includes pharmacy 
shelves across the globe. Cod has become a site 
of relentless commodification where a seemingly 
endless variety of roles are being extracted. 
Each day the cod’s migratory pattern subtly 
shifts in accord with a global community’s daily 
vitamin supplement routines. Retrocession is 
also common: a container of capsules travelled 
with me from Glasgow to Berlin and on to my 
family home in Orakei, Auckland, only to return 
to Glasgow at the end of the trip. Wherever the 
consumer relation is foregrounded, the ecology 
of the North Sea appears a distant mirage. And 
yet the fillet knife autopsy could open the cod 
up to other possibilities — to create lighter 
consumerables such as the cod-liver oil capsule. 
Until its preservation qualities manifested in the 
earliest of steeping techniques there was a latent 
capital pausing in saltwater. Soon we might see 
the leading role the fish must play for the organic 
brand No Catch, where we will encounter a cod 
mouth, so to speak, on the hook of a brand.5

The idea of the cod-liver oil capsule 
developed in nineteenth-century Europe when 
fishermen started collecting a rare yellowish film 
of ‘medicinal oil’ from barrels full of fermenting 
livers. Medicinal oil developed earlier in the 
fermenting process and was rarely collected 

due to the small quantities. It either merged 
or was mixed in with what Frantz Möller, in his 
book Cod-Liver Oil and Chemistry, notes was 
misleadingly labelled ‘pale oil’, a darker more 
visceral brown substance with a greenish glow 
that was commonly consumed.6 You can imagine 
that the name, pale oil, was perhaps a local 
effort to soften aspects of the oil’s production 
and appearance, in the same way that a coat 
of pharmaceutical nomenclature prepares 
the industrially processed oil for everyday 
consumption. Indeed, standardised industrial 
practice involves alkali refining, bleaching, 
winterisation and deodorisation. These processes 
remove enough of the precious fat-soluble 
vitamins that now it is common practice to 
introduce synthetic vitamins back into the mix.7 
The reconstituted, nutrient rich omega-3 cod-liver 
oil capsule reminds us that humans are hinged to 
these technological shifts that re-package cod as 
chemical derivate.

Today, as the cod’s various roles are 
intensified and cast into familiar scenes of 
over-fishing, it should not surprise us that the 
commodity cod is currently being commercially 
re-orientated to exploit diminishing supplies. 
This was the case with the twenty-five-year-old 
company Johnson’s Seafarm. Located in the 
Shetlands, off the coast of Scotland, the large fish 
farm successfully bred in captivity salmon, mussel 
and trout. Then it gambled on the North Sea’s cod 
numbers falling. Its new organic cod specimen 
was launched with a catchy multi-prize winning 
brand. No Catch would cater for 10% of Britain’s 
annual cod consumption.8 Its packaging shouted:

NO CATCH 
…JUST COD

TASTY, TOTALLY NATURAL 
FISH FROM SHETLAND, THE 
WORLD’S FIRST ORGANIC, 
SUSTAINABLE COD. GOOD 
FOR YOU, GREAT FOR FISH!

2 FRESH 
BONELESS FILLETS 
SUSTAINABLE 
ORGANIC COD

In 2008 the company was just beginning to 
deliver the No Catch product to Sainsbury’s 
and Tesco’s supermarket shelves, exploiting 
a new consumer niche inside the increasingly 
contaminated, overfished environment of the cod. 
No Catch cost roughly twenty pounds per kilo: 
one prime organic fillet for the price of two or 
three wild cod fillets. The price reflected organic 
production techniques that ‘ban routine use of 
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chemicals and medicines, or artificial feeds, and 
the heavy costs of opening a new hatchery and 
processing plant’.9 No Catch cod were fed on 
choice offcuts of mackerel and herring. The reality 
is that organic cod have expensive taste too and 
this would become more apparent when the 
company sank into administration with 40 million 
pounds of debt. The price of manufacturing a 
fish to be more organic than its wild rival, or the 
extent to which the company took the slogan too 
literally, proved too much to chew for the British 
consumer. But a similar attitude prevailed after 
the company liquidated when the patented brand 
became available for relicensing, packaged up to 
be sold off for a lucrative figure. In other words, 
eliminating the core commodity of cod simply 
revealed a lighter and more flexible product, one 
anxious to travel on and test its adaptability with 
other commodities.

Shell Petroleum knows these flexibilities 
all too well. They’ve accumulated a vernacular 
of loss and devastation within their ecological 
surroundings and they have responded with 
a chain of environmental proxies that do not 
conflict with onsite interests. Perhaps the most 
predictable metaphor is the green screen: 
initiating a web of environmentally friendly 
projects in alternative geographies — the oil 
company effectively keystones out geopolitical 
realities where threats of catastrophe lurk. Take 
a look at their environmental portfolio. One of 
their new combatants, Greenstream — a fully 
LNG-powered (liquefied natural gas) river barge 

— promises to ‘help its customers meet strict 
emissions standards such as those that are due 
to apply on the Rhine’.10 In this example a clearly 
benevolent engine has been superimposed onto 
a key European river to promote a clean green 
image in the Netherlands, Germany, Switzerland 
and Norway.

Rarely does Shell perform the virtuous 
act of breaking, pausing and after reflection, 
changing the course of its representation. Shell 
has raced ahead, taking the opportunity to 
radically increase the transmission of images and 
representation offered online. Their Facebook wall 
is a prime site for the contestation and cultivation 
of social symbolic capital. It is here that, in 
another briny example of public relations, Shell 
espoused the oyster’s ability to filter up to 22 litres 
of salt water an hour, further proclaiming:

See how Shell works with environmental 
organisations like TNC (The Nature 
Conservancy) to use these natural filters 
and find other ways of helping conserve the 
natural world.11

Not just a saltwater filter, you can hear them 

saying, an oyster reef erects alkaline curtains 
that, to an oblique degree, offset the company’s 
contribution to the rising acidity of the ocean. 
Acidity that, since the beginning of the industrial 
revolution, has increased by 30%, largely due to 
anthropogenic carbon dioxide emissions.12 One 
quarter of global CO2 is absorbed into the oceans 
in such a way that it can stay sequestered for up 
to five hundred years.13 This gigantic pulsing 
sink of carbonate chains, where alkaline curtains 
can emerge, is one of the keys to mitigating 
climate change. CO2 is absorbed into the ocean 
where its ions exchange in a series of mineral 
and metabolic processes. And yet adverse effects 
are emerging from the growing presence of CO2. 
Not least of all, lowering the pH level of seawater 
decreases the saturation zone where calcium 
carbonate bonds. The zone narrows and rises 
closer to the ocean’s surface. Consequently, the 
delicate balance for calcification (becoming solid) 
is upset. Dissolution writes over the precipitation 
process for existing marine organisms with calcite 
structures such as coral skeletons and shells. How 
do we then position the oyster’s blind occupation? 
Do we believe the oyster filters Shell Petroleum’s 
acidic ambitions? Believe it we must! Living and 
symbolic oysters join in the life support of the 
brand! Shell Petroleum observed that this flux 
of nonhuman agency could be co-opted into the 
composite shell of its corporate identity.

Richard Frater (NZ) is an artist 
and writer based Berlin.
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Display’, in The John Dory Report, 
issue 37a (2013).

 2 See: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ROW9F-c0kIQ.

 3 Morton, Ecology without Nature, 
p. 37.

 4 In a recent lecture at HKW, Berlin, 
by artist and writer Boaz Levin, 
‘im-mediate’ was used to define a 
paradoxical intimacy associated 
with the delay of media experi-
ences. It is also inspired by the 
line ‘when reading about the 
experience of reading, mediacy 
is experienced immediately’, 
from Ben Lerner’s recent novel, 
Leaving the Atocha Station, see: 
Ben Lerner, Leaving Atocha 
Station (United States: Coffee 
House Press, 2011).

 5 Bruno Latour, ‘Step Toward the 
Writing of a Compositionist 
Manifesto’, in New Literary History, 
vol. 41 (2010); 471–90.
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org/health-topics/ up-
date-on-cod-liver-oil-manufacture/ 
(accessed 1 February 2015).

 7 See: http://www.westona-
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1 February 2015).
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1 February 2015).
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(accessed 1 February 2015).
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infrastructure solutions intending 
these to become a part of the 
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engineers. See: http://www.nature.
org/about-us/working-with-com-
panies/companies-we-work-with/
building-a-case-for-green-
infrastructure.xml (accessed 
1 February 2015).

 12 Wikipedia offers a simple and apt 
video presentation of ocean acid-
ification here: http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Ocean_acidification 
(accessed 1 February 2015).

 13 See: http://harvardmagazine.
com/2002/11/the-ocean-
carbon-cycle.html (accessed 
1 February 2015).



‘Perhaps the ethical responsibility of an 
individual human now resides in one’s response 
to the assemblages in which one finds oneself 
participating’, writes political theorist Jane 
Bennett in Vibrant Matter.1 Such a de-centring 
notion of distributed ethical responsibility is 
especially prescient in light of the energy debates 
of 2015 which, at the level of politics, were 
characterised by contrast, radical reversals and 
unexpected convergences in policy — from the 
welcome reinstatement of a renewable energies 
agenda by Malcolm Turnbull, to an eleventh hour 
global consensus (of sorts) on climate action at 
COP21 in Paris. In the world of art, institutional 
and scholarly concern for artistic practices at 
the forefront of the geo-sciences continues to 
proliferate. Far from a sudden arrival, the pursuit 
of rigorous eco-aesthetical research-led practices 
is nonetheless assuming a heightened level 
of political resonance as we enter what is now 
contestably termed the age of the Anthropocene.

While unique in their respective realisation, 
two exhibitions presented in Sydney in the 
latter part of 2015 were linked by their shared 
engagement of the gallery site as an expanded 
field of energy sources. Both the presentation 
of Other Currents by Melbourne artist Nicholas 
Mangan at Artspace and Energies: Haines & 
Hinterding, a survey of David Haines’ and Joyce 

Hinterding’s solo and collaborative practices 
at the Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA), 
were notable for the extent to which energies 
functioned as co-producers of the works. In 
their redirection, transmutation and resonance 
of energy sources across the divides of the 
human and non-human, these works encourage 
a re-thinking of the concept of agency in more 
distributive terms. Following the polemics of Jane 
Bennett on vibrant matter and Bruno Latour’s 
actor-network theory, which emphasises the 
effective agency of human and non-human actants 
across a collective, it is possible to suggest that 
the work of Mangan, Haines and Hinterding 
embodies an ‘elemental materialism’ that enacts 
energetic agency as potentiality.2 In this way, their 
work conceives of art’s relation to social change 
in a productively open-ended fashion, gesturing 
towards the possibility of alternative futures and 
radical ecologies yet to come.

In a recent profile Max Andrews identifies 
a ‘fascination with the flow and conversion 
of energy’ as the common thread running 
through Nicholas Mangan’s distinctive oeuvre 
of mixed-media installations.3 To date these 
have variously spanned a fragmentary history of 
the South Pacific island of Nauru (Nauru, Notes 
from a Cretaceous World, 2009–10), a ruinous 
homage to the obsolete technology of the Walter 

Energy, agency and the 
elemental materialism of 
Nicholas Mangan, David 
Haines and Joyce Hinterding

Ella Mudie
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Left:
David Haines and Joyce Hinterding
Installation view, Energies: 
Haines & Hinterding, Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Sydney 2015
Image courtesy the artists and 
Sarah Cottier Gallery, Sydney
Photo credit: Christopher Snee

Below:
Nicholas Mangan
Ancient Lights 2015
Installation view of off-grid solar 
power supply, Artspace, Sydney, 
2015
Photo: Jessica Maurer

Previous page, top:
David Haines and Joyce Hinterding 
Geology 2015
Installation view, Energies: Haines & Hinterding, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, 2015 Real-
time 3D environment, 2 × HD projections, game 
engine, motion sensor, spatial 3D audio 
Image courtesy the artists and Sarah Cottier Gallery, 
Sydney
Photo credit: Christopher Snee

Previous page, bottom:
Nicholas Mangan
Ancient Lights 2015
Two-channel HD video with sound, off-grid solar 
power supply
Installation view, Artspace, Sydney, 2015
Photo credit: Jessica Maurer
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Burley Griffin Pyrmont Incinerator (Some Kinds 
of Duration (2011)), and a fictional archaeological 
excavation staged in Santa Fe, New Mexico 
(A1 SouthWest Stone (2008)), among other geo-
historical investigations into the transformational 
effects of matter. His solo exhibition at Artspace 
in 2015 re-presented Progress in Action (2013), 
the artist’s highly sensorial exploration of the 
provisional use of coconuts as an alternative 
biofuel source during the 1989 Bougainville 
Crisis in PNG, alongside a new commission, 
Ancient Lights (2015). A two-channel video 
work that ‘focuses on the sun as a metaphor for 
the transference of energy and power through 
history’, the installation was powered via a closed 
circuit energy system comprising an off-grid 
supply sourced from solar panels installed on 
the gallery roof.4 The work thereby marks a new 
level of complexity and ambition in the artist’s 
integration of autonomous energy production 
systems into his unique mode of ‘material 
storytelling’.5

Just as Mangan’s earlier Progress in Action 
incorporates a coconut oil–powered diesel 
generator sited in and as part of the installation, 
Ancient Lights saw the battery apparatuses 
powering the two video works incorporated into 
the installation. Housed in an industrial metal 
cage, their visible placement might have implied 
an environmental statement or activist gesture 
on the artist’s part. Yet this literal interpretation 
overlooks the more critical significance of the 
presence of the power supply as an actant in an 
assemblage in which the various component 
parts functioned collectively, in this instance 
to provoke a meditation upon the inherently 
transformational character of solar energy. This 
dialogical relationship between the off-grid 
solar supply powering the videos and the ideas 
explored in the films, both thematically and 
in the interrelation of energy and light in the 
cinematic medium itself, was most performatively 
manifest in the montage video work comprised 
of footage conveying the cyclical effects of the 
sun’s activity. Here, the steady clock-like rotation 
of concentric tree rings was suggestive of nature 
as both an archive of deep geological time and 
of climatic events. In another image, overripe 
citrus fruit hanging amid delicate stalactites of 
ice-like solar microcosms were juxtaposed against 
a sheet of newspaper indexing industrial share 
prices. The unexpected correspondences between 
these referents point to the entangled nature 
of modern economies of energy conversion as 
underpinning, on the one hand, the vital source of 
life’s sustenance and, on the other, the globalised, 
borderless commodities market that threatens its 
sustainability.

Whereas Mangan’s previous projects have 

largely been extrapolated from the intersecting 
social, political and environmental narratives 
attendant to specific sites, Ancient Lights marks 
a shift toward a more generalised dissection of 
the teleological rhetoric of progress and futurism 
underlying renewable energies innovation. The 
work incorporates footage filmed on a number 
of locations, including a haze-laden Mexico 
City, a tree ring research centre in Arizona, and 
a thermo-solar plant in Spain, where the use 
of new molten salt heat storage technology 
promises round-the-clock solar power supply. 
While the sites were linked by certain material 
or environmental conditions — hot climates, for 
instance, with an intensity of exposure to solar 
energy and its associated effects — a knowledge 
of the actual sites and their histories was less 
relevant to this complex cycle of temporally and 
geographically ambiguous imagery, drawing 
attention to the paradoxical role of solar as both 
the energy of the future and of the past. At an 
aesthetic level, the vast concentric configuration 
of solar panels around a central vertical tower was 
redolent of a 1970s Earthwork and, as Mangan 
himself acknowledges, not unlike ‘something 
Robert Smithson would make if he was still alive’.6

By contrast, the shorter video work in 
Ancient Lights captured a spinning Mexican 
ten-peso coin on a continuous loop in a 
more austere study of matter in perpetual 
motion. Considered collectively, the ‘elemental 
materialism’ at work in Other Currents was 
discernible at a mechanical, aesthetic and 
conceptual level. In their preoccupation with 
flows, conversions and transformations of energy, 
Mangan’s installations call into question the 
privileging of human-centred notions of agency 
that emphasise the intention and will of a human 
subject. To draw upon the terminology of the late 
eco-feminist Val Plumwood, the works embody 
a ‘reconception of nature in agentic terms’, a shift 
in relations that Plumwood argues is ‘perhaps 
the most important aspect of moving to an 
alternative ethical framework’.7 It is in this sense 
that Mangan’s elemental materialism gestures 
towards an ‘alternative ethical framework’ in 
artmaking, assembling contingent spaces wherein 
the distribution of energies across the human and 
non-human divide activates potentialities and a 
thinking beyond the anthropocentric limits of 
the present.

Closing just a few weeks before Mangan’s 
exhibition opened in late September, the 
presentation of the comprehensive survey 
exhibition, Energies: Haines & Hinterding, 
at the MCA was in many ways an overdue 
acknowledgement of the long-time solo and 
collaborative practices of David Haines and 
Joyce Hinterding. Yet to describe the staging of 
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Energies as overdue belies the extent to which 
its atmosphere was anticipatory in a manner 
that is unusual for a survey show. Reflecting the 
commitment of curator, Anna Davis, to preserving 
the deeply spirited engagement with science that 
motivates the artists’ practices, the responsive 
force fields that are so distinctive of their work 
rendered Energies markedly future-orientated in 
its execution and concerns.

Presented across the MCA’s ground floor 
galleries, Energies brought together a number of 
the artists’ iconic energy scavenging installations; 
including Purple Rain (2004), their seminal piece 
in Australian video art that reroutes live television 
signals to trigger the digital simulation of a 
torrential mountain avalanche, and Hinterding’s 
elegantly auratic resonant copper wire installation, 
Aeriology (1995/2015). Collectively, the works 
exhibited demonstrate Haines and Hinterding’s 
enduring concern for making manifest the unseen 
forces — natural, technological, electromagnetic, 
sonic, occult and otherwise — that animate the 
everyday beyond the realm of the visible. In 
addition to representative examples of each 
artist’s solo practices — from Haines’ work with 
aroma, electrophotography and hydrogen-alpha 
telescoped images of the solar choromosphere, 
to the vibrating objects, topographical loop 
antennae, listening devices, and tactile conductive 
graphite drawings of Hinterding — the exhibition 
also presented a new large-scale commission, 
Geology (2015). Evolving from the artists’ 
previous adaptation of 3D gaming technologies 
into responsive topographies, the real-time 3D 
environment of Geology utilised motion sensors 
and spatial 3D audio to immerse the viewer in 
a multi-levelled speculative geography. In this 
way, the work reflects what Andrew Murphie has 
identified as the pair’s ongoing concern to rework 
existing worlds into ‘more open ecologies of 
sensation’.8

On one level, this sensitivity to currents of 
energy, signals and vibrations, and the seductive 
manner in which Haines and Hinterding bring 
the viewer into contact with more open-ended 

‘ecologies of sensation’ has tended to encourage 
readings of their work that emphasise a sense of 
marvel or wonder at nature. Yet it is important 
to recognise that neither Haines nor Hinterding 
are ‘eco-artists’ in any conventional sense of the 
term. Rather, their works operate in the space that 
might more accurately be termed ‘post-nature’. 
It is precisely in the activating and remixing of 
the energetic currents of both technological and 
natural agents that the pair collapse distinctions 
between the categories of nature and culture to 
political effect. Writing about the critical import 
of a particular strand of elemental construction in 
the work of a number of Australian women artists, 

including Joyce Hinterding, Susan Best has 
suggested that ‘elemental’ is a useful descriptor 
as it ‘suggests a non-appropriative attitude to 
nature and substance and, most importantly, an 
involution or folding back of elemental substance 
into the way we think about the human’.9 In 
a beautiful suite of electrostatic photographs 
or ‘aura portraits’ of plant specimens, Haines’ 
The Wollemi Kirlians (2014), a ‘non-appropriative 
attitude to nature’ is present in the surprising 
revelation of the inherent electrical porosity 
of life forms. This recognition of the fallacy of 
inert matter calls into question our own bodily 
autonomy, encouraging awareness of the 
inter-agency of the biological, technological and 
energetic world.

There was a marked sense of timeliness 
in the close proximity of Other Currents and 
Energies: Haines & Hinterding in Sydney last year. 
Yet it is worth remarking by way of conclusion 
that the intersection of a certain geo-scientific 
turn in contemporary art with politically urgent 
energy debates and concern over the age of the 
Anthropocene also places such practices at risk 
of instrumentalisation. With this in mind, I have 
sought to contextualise the energy assemblages 
of Mangan, Haines and Hinterding in terms 
of their potential capacity to rework existing 
hierarchies of agency, the animate and inanimate, 
into more indeterminate relations. For to insist 
that artists working at the cross-section of art 
and the geosciences might offer solutions to 
the world’s environmental dilemmas is not only 
misguided but also misses their greater potential 
import to perform the deep-seated re-compositing 
of subject/object and nature/culture binaries 
required to even begin to pose the right questions.

Ella Mudie is a Sydney-based 
arts writer. She recently 
completed her PhD at the 
University of New South Wales.
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Art Matter / Art Objects / Art Things: 
Reject the commodity and perform. 
Materialism ain’t cool.

Natalie 
Thomas

Stuart Ringholt
Laughter Workshops 2012
public workshop, dOCUMENTA 13, Karlsaue Park,
Kassel, September 2012.
Courtesy the artist, Milani Gallery, Brisbane, and 
Neon Parc, Melbourne
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Meret Oppenheim made her furry-lined teacup on 
a whim. She made it quickly when she was young, 
then she spent a large part of the rest of her career 
trying to replicate its triumph. She was forever a 
slave to that early object’s success.

We saw David Byrne sing Burning Down 
the House some years back. He left it till the 
encore and the way he introduced it, we were 
left in no doubt that he was singing it for us, not 
himself. He, too, was a slave to his hit, but knew 
its importance to his audience. A song isn’t an 
object, it’s a thing. And this thing mattered to an 
awful lot of us. We wouldn’t have been happy if 
he hadn’t, and he knew it. He’s a pro and gave us 
what we wanted of him. The poor bastard. Fans 
make you pay.

Piero Manzoni filled tins with his own shit, 
then weighed up his turdies and charged 
collectors the equivalent cost in gold. It ended 
up being a complete steal for canny investors! 
I love this series of canned shit, because there’s a 
healthy disdain for the market built in to the work. 
The art market is so abstracted by shit, that it 
resists the normal logic of economics. Manzoni 
is saying: ‘my shits are worth gold, and you suckers, 
you’ll pay me in gold for them’. The art market 
mostly contains people from the elite, private 
school set. They love their pervy-poo jokes those 
boys. Stories like Manzoni’s cans of shit have your 
mums and dads scratching their heads about the 
state of art, and that’s a thing all artists should 
aim for when we can afford to head to the studio 
and try to make it. Art that is, not poo.

Making art objects is no problem. Finding a 
home for them to live, other than your own, 
that’s a problem. My house is a graveyard 

for art projects that couldn’t find a home to 
haunt other than my own. Even the laundry has 
paintings hanging on its walls. As I wash my 
family’s knickers, I gaze up at my art that hasn’t 
sold and wonder what I’ve done wrong. Every 
five years I need to freshen up my friendship 
pool, to have new folk to gift my art to. And let’s 
not think archive. An artist experiencing a 
career slump rapidly begins to look like one 
of those emotionally tortured creatures off an 
episode of Hoarders. A scatological, avant-garde 
intervention into my life, there’s art everywhere 
I look. But no career. Remnants in every drawer, 
I stumble into memory sticks full of promise. With 
nowhere to go.

I haven’t had a studio visit from a curator in four 
years. There’s so little curatorial interest in what 
I do I’ve taken up curating myself. It’s the only 
way I can get a gig. The art world is so complex 
it’s not even a conflict of interest to curate an art 
show and put yourself in it. Conflict of interest 
doesn’t even exist in the artworld. The more 
conflicted you are, the better you’ll do. As the 
artist/curator, you can give your art first dibs 
on position, and the cover of the catalogue. That 
you’ve written yourself. The art gig is so conflicted; 
I don’t trust that my curator self will be fully 
honest with my artist self if my work is looking 
crap. It’s hard talking to artists about their art 
when you want to show it.

Sustaining an art career past your youthful, 
optimistic, ‘buff you all’ phase is a problem. 
Even if you only churn out highly-prized fodder 
for a group of collectors your dealer put in a 
stranglehold some time back, it’s always a difficult 
gig to sustain. The ideas aren’t difficult, the 
money’s difficult.
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Top:
Sue Dodd
Reality TV Tour (Detail: ‘Starfucker’), Canberra 
Contemporary Art Space, Canberra 2005
Courtesy the artist and Anna Pappas Gallery, 
Melbourne

Bottom:
Sue Dodd
Watch Me Buy Me, ACMI (Live at the Studio) 2009
Courtesy the artist and Anna Pappas Gallery, 
Melbourne
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I love art collectors. Art collectors have more 
belief in art than artists do. Very committed 
they are. I think it’s the money they’ve spent. 
Almost exclusively, collectors believe in the 
rarefied art object. The painting (I mean product, 
I mean object) should be just rare enough to 
still be identifiable by the wealthy collector’s 
wealthy and envious friends and family. Think 
a Howard Arkley large iconic canvas of the 
suburban Australian house. That’s a highly 
coveted trophy right there. Literally and 
metaphorically. For one of the great things 
about these works is that Howard plugged into 
our future and saw the great Aussie dream of 
home ownership slipping away, before it even did. 
That’s what he’s really painting: the mundane 
becoming the unreachable goal. The young 
being sold a lie and the men in the banks rubbing 
their greedy little hands together in glee at what 
we owe them for the rest of our lives.

One way to get ’round the I have no space left 
to make art, because collectors and curators are 
denying my clear and obvious genius, is to reject 
the commodity and perform. Materialism 
ain’t cool. I care what people think, not what 
they own. Great art challenges the way we 
think. The classic ‘a child could paint a Colin 
McCahon’ is a reaction (albeit a dumb one). 
To be a good art audience you’ve got to be on 
the look out for the stuff that can shift what 
you think, even fractionally. It’s big work and 
many, maybe even most people, don’t have the 
energy or the space left to do that. They’re too 
busy servicing a mortgage to live a conceptually 
rigorous life. Who’s got the time left for that 
crap? I would broaden my mind, but it’s cheaper 
to watch The Block and pick up tips on throw 
cushion design.

Performance as a site for discomfort is 
interesting. There’s a lot of theory surrounding 
the art of performance, but in a nutshell, 
performance gets people talking. An audience 
debriefing about what they’ve just seen 
together, that’s important work. If you share an 
experience with someone, that’s good for any 
relationship. Other art forms (like painting and 
cute little sculptures), especially the ones popular 
at Art Fairs, close conversations down with their 
passive aggressive manners. You don’t go to 
an Art Fair to talk, you go to shop. It’s a Direct 
Factory Outlet strip mall for art, rather than 
underwear and trainers.

Performance is always a favourite with we 
feminists, so that’s a plus too. Performances 
that people aren’t even sure are performances 
are a personal favourite. What’s Cool about 

Performance? The temporary is more easily 
mythologized than the permanent. Your audience 
is more naturally effusive about performance 
than any other art form. Use your audience. You 
can make up better stories to piss off your pals 
about how important what they missed was. The 
temporary is more easily forgotten too, and after 
some performances, that’s just as well.

Remember, anti-heroes age better than heroes.

There are performances being performed at 
every art opening you attend. Everybody is 
acting. The art audience stands round, passively, 
surveying the drama of the occasion. Who’s 
there, who’s wearing what, who’s chatting up who, 
who’s being introduced to who, by whom. It all 
means something. You can watch the sycophants 
bust out their best moves in their noble quest to 
prosper. It moves closer to the Hollywood-style 
casting couch every time you look. I love watching 
the big wigs arrive at an opening, quickly 
surveying the room with an exaggerated sweep 
of the head. Prioritizing down from most to least 
important guest. It’s a scale of who to talk to and 
when, and there’s a sense of urgency because no 
one is sure when anyone else might get it into 
their head to up and leave. The money people are 
approached first. Patrons, sponsors, collectors 
follow, then fellow arts bureaucrats. Artists are 
right down the ladder. Unless it’s their opening or 
they’ve done something notable in recent memory. 
Like winning a big prize or getting a major new 
public art commission. Public Art is the worst 
performing of all the art forms; I think it’s the 
safety issues that do it in.

Speaking of business, artists do the worst 
business deals of any group I’ve ever witnessed. 
Exposure is valuable to an artist, or so we’re 
always being told. A Fashion House that’s run 
out of fashionable new ideas, can do well 
for themselves by pilfering an artist’s visual 
language and calling it a collaboration. The 
fashionistas use the best images of the artist’s 
work on their t-shirts, their scarves, their rugs. 
The artist gets paid for their work with a couple 
of pairs of jeggings and a share on Facebook. The 
farce is marketed as an exciting cross-pollination 
of ideas and support for the arts. The ‘ripping 
the piss’ part repackaged as a prestigious 
opportunity for artists and they are falling for it. 
Artists signing away their best work to appear 
on a tea towel. That’s more bullshit right there. 
Merchandise is very seldom art. It is more likely 
over priced, twee, mildly amusing merchandise 
for people with more money than sense. Artists 
don’t need to be exploited, we’re so lacking in 
confidence, we’re happy someone/anyone is 
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taking an interest in what we do. We sign on 
the dotted line to be exploited. I think that’s 
dangerous. Unfortunately, a lot of artists think 
it’s very exciting.

Art is as linked to fashion as everything else. 
Colours, forms, materials, ways of thinking. 
They’re in fashion, and then they go out of fashion. 
Then it’s all repeated. It’s very fashionable to be an 
artist now.

Art and design are related and easily confused. 
Design is so big in art now, especially amongst 
artists who aren’t that creative. What? Can’t you 
take a joke? It’s OK. I’m just being mischievous, 
trying to get a conversation started. Maybe even 
a debate! Maybe even a heated debate! Carpet 
and wallpaper are so big in art right now 
you’d think they were art! Even bathroom 
tiles can seem like art. If you know the right 
tiler. Indoor plants exhibited in art galleries 
doesn’t make them art, even if they’re presented 
in macramé hanging baskets. That’s retro-design. 
The 70s are very big (beards, folk music, cults). 
If you were paranoid, you could think that design 
being substituted for art is a diversionary tactic 
for institutions seeking to deny reality. Reality 
being, that planet earth is presently in a frightful 
mess and that a number of key indicators point 
to the high probability that we may well be 
doomed. Interior decor perversely fetishized 
at a time when increasing numbers of people 
have nowhere to live. The petite bourgeoisie 
prioritizing taste over substance. Who cares if 
a rug is crap? Nobody. You can save yourself a 
whole lot of heartache by filling art galleries with 
design and calling it art.

Writing is art as surely as a painting is art. 
Well-crafted words can squirrel and fester in the 
brain of the viewer just as surely as paint applied 
to canvas can. The carbon footprint of words is 
less. With words, you take down a quick sketch, 
catching thoughts out of the air. Sometimes you 
can get them down just right. Other times you 
need to edit the shit out of them. The process is 
just like art. It’s at the unfinished phase that an 
artist is most vulnerable to outside influences, 
so be careful who you show your shit to before 
you’ve decided to abandon it as finished. The eyes 
and ears of children and smart people untrained 
in the arts are your best chances of insight.

The main thing for any artist is that you’ve got 
something to say and have developed a style 
of your own with which to say it. You study the 
style of others, and steal the good bits from your 
heroes. Anton Chekov’s short stories are classics 
and it cracks me up that he always wanted to write 

a novel, but couldn’t. We always yearn to do what 
we can’t do, rather than enjoy what we can.

If you must read a complex and bloated artist’s 
statement to decipher what an artwork means, 
then is the meaning of the work still there, if you 
choose not to read the accompanying text? Or is 
the meaning more in the artist’s head than in 
their art?

Art is worth what someone is willing to pay for 
it. I’m not a fan of objects that are a slave to 
materials. I don’t care what a work is made from. 
I care about what it means. What it’s made me 
think about. That’s what good art does, and it 
does it more effectively than fashion, than design, 
than architecture.

If artists want to be honest about the beast 
we are in bed with, they should attend an art 
auction and see it for themselves. At one of the 
many auction houses who sell-out artists and 
art annually. Do an art swap with another artist 
today. Not tomorrow. An artist must develop and 
maintain a positive relationship to their art.

As for me, I’m bored with saying stuff; it’s too 
much like hard work. I’m going to have a holiday 
now, and hide behind abstraction. Get absorbed 
in colour and line and form. What a doddle. 
Success for an artist might not be acclaim. 
Continuing to practice making art is the 
success in itself, isn’t it?

Natalie Thomas is a Melbourne-
based artist and writer, and 
publishes the arts opinion blog 
nattysolo.com
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shEllEy mCsPEddEn & mErEdith turnbull:  
Russian Constructivist theorist, Boris Arvatov, 
promoted the potential of ‘things’ to act as 
dynamic agents for social and political change. 
Does such a model of objects have relevance to 
the work that you do?

tAhjEE moAr: Boris Arvatov’s notion of 
‘co-worker’ and the potential of ‘things’ to act as 
dynamic agents for social and political change 
does have some relevance to the work that I do. 
Like Russian Constructivism, which promulgated 
the notion that art, design and architecture had a 
function in everyday life, art in its visual, oral and 
performative forms has always been integral to 
Indigenous culture and identity.

In terms of the function of cultural objects, 
historically, objects have been collected from 
Indigenous people for anthropological purposes. 
Collected objects included weapons, ceremonial 
objects and body adornment. As Indigenous 
artists and cultural workers, we use these objects 
to learn about our people and our culture. We are 
reinterpreting and recontextualising their stories, 
re-examining and addressing colonial histories, 
which in itself is a political act. When an audience 
experiences Indigenous art, they are listening to 
Indigenous stories — our stories — and just a small 
encounter can in some way change the way they 

think about Indigenous people, which positively 
contributes towards a discourse of enacting social 
and political change.

sm & mt: Although still in the early stages of your 
career, you have worked in a number of cultural 
institutions, as both a Gallery Educator at the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales (AGNSW) and an 
Indigenous Art Consultant at the University of 
Technology’s Sydney Gallery. What are your views 
on the role that cultural institutions and art more 
broadly can or should play in the cultural and 
political empowerment for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people?

tm: Cultural institutions are contexts of state 
and national significance for presenting various 
canons of Australian and international art 
that are of art historical, cultural and social 
importance, however, they often lack diversity in 
terms of gender and non-Western representation. 
Indigenous art and culture should indeed be 
celebrated and given pride of place in cultural 
institutions, and we, as Indigenous people, have a 
right to tell our stories through exhibitions of our 
art and cultural material.

Further empowerment of Indigenous people, 
art and culture within these spaces could be 
improved by having greater representation of 
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Indigenous curators, and Indigenous people 
in public programs, and all aspects of cultural 
institutions throughout Australia. Cultural 
institutions could be engaging more meaningfully 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people and communities by establishing more 
collaborative approaches with Indigenous artists 
and arts professionals outside of those working 
within the institutions. Also, as publically-funded 
institutions that hold collections of cultural 
objects and works of art, cultural institutions 
should be made more accessible to Indigenous 
people and communities as well as the general 
public, so that we, as well as non-Indigenous 
people, can learn more about our cultural 
practices and our shared social histories.

sm & mt: While working at AGNSW you have 
undertaken research into the Gallery’s collection 
of Torres Strait Islander art and resources. What 
are the most striking things that you have learnt 
about the significance of these cultural materials 
during this research?

tm: Undertaking research into the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales’ collection of Torres Strait 
Islander art was a project that spanned over more 
than three years. It involved travelling to different 
parts of the country and interviewing Torres 
Strait Islander artists and researching exhibitions 
and collections of Torres Strait Islander art and 
cultural material. Some of the most striking 
things I learnt were in relation to the lived 
experiences, stories and perspectives of the artists 
themselves and the ways in which they contribute 
to the ongoing discourse of Torres Strait Islander 
cultural practice. One of the most important 
things that I learnt was the fact that the personal 
is inherently political, and the ability of art which 
is based on lived experiences to tell us about our 
social, cultural and political contexts.

One of the artists who I interviewed whose 
lived experiences, stories and perspectives spoke 
to me was Destiny Deacon. I think it was because 
she is a person who is of Torres Strait Islander 
descent who has lived in Melbourne for most 
of her life, and has made an immense impact 
within the Indigenous and non-Indigenous arts 
community. When you are a Torres Strait Islander 
residing outside of Queensland, chances are 
you exist as a minority. From my experiences of 
living in the south-east region of Australia, Torres 
Strait Islander issues are often forgotten about, 
and when it comes to people’s understanding of 
Torres Strait Islander culture, there is very little 
knowledge outside of areas where larger Torres 
Strait communities have been established in parts 
of Queensland.

I appreciate the ways in which Destiny’s 

images provide an insight into her family life and 
reference Torres Strait Islander culture against 
a domestic or suburban backdrop. Much of 
her artistic output references her personal and 
cultural identity in a humourous way, that at 
the same time comments on issues surrounding 
race relations in Australia. I admire the ways in 
which she uses elements of her personal life in her 
practice to draw attention to social and political 
issues from an ‘urban’ Torres Strait Islander 
female perspective.

sm & mt: One of the things that you have 
repeatedly advocated for is the importance of 
mentoring and intergenerational exchange in 
developing strong Indigenous communities. 
What do you think needs to happen to ensure 
such relationships can be fostered within cultural 
institutions and society more broadly? What role, 
if any, do cultural objects and artworks play in 
such exchanges?

tm: There are a number of things that could be 
done to ensure that mentoring relationships 
are fostered within cultural institutions. There 
could be more strategic planning in terms of 
recruiting Indigenous professional staff to 
deliver Indigenous and non-Indigenous content 
alongside senior Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
staff, and collection and exhibition-based 
programming that fosters intergenerational 
dialogues. In terms of cultural objects, the 
production of new collaborative projects that 
respond to works and objects held in collections 
in cultural institutions are a great way of 
facilitating intergenerational dialogue.

A recent example is Shimmer (2015–16), 
a project that Tess Allas, Director, Indigenous 
Program at UNSW Art & Design, Darrell Sibosado 
of Lombadina on the Dampier Peninsula, and 
I developed for Wollongong Art Gallery. It 
was an exhibition that explored historical 
and contemporary notions of shell-based art 
from key Indigenous regions across Australia, 
which included a variety of historical objects 
borrowed from museum collections, and newly 
commissioned works by artists who work with 
shells as part of their medium or reference shells 
in their practice.Tess, Darrell and I worked on 
the show in a collaborative fashion, bringing 
knowledge and community connections from 
the diverse areas in which we have each worked; 
Darrell has strong connections to shell artists in 
Lombadina, which is located north of Broome in 
Western Australia, Tess has connections to artists 
from La Perouse and along the South Coast, and I 
have experience researching collections of Torres 
Strait objects and working with Torres Strait 
Islander artists. The ways in which we developed 



un Magazine Issue 10.1 Interview

46 / 47

Shimmer strongly revolved around interactions 
with artists and people with whom we had met, 
and bringing these voices together to create a 
show that explored what they all had in common.

The development of Shimmer was an 
intergenerational dialogue, as I became part of 
the project when I was a student at university 
and while I was undertaking training at the 
Art Gallery of New South Wales in an industry 
introduction program. I had completed Tess’ 
course at UNSW Art & Design (then known as the 
College of Fine Arts, or cofa), and since then Tess 
has become a mentor of mine. When researching 
works to include in Shimmer, we were visiting a 
number of institutions, looking at collections and 
meeting visiting artists, while discussing ideas. 
It was a wonderful opportunity to learn from 
someone who has had a long career working with 
Indigenous artists. For me, personally, it became 
the difference between working within the 
insularity of an academic context and being part 
of a broader conversation.

sm & mt: You were co-curator of Blak Wave, the 
keynote initiative of the 2014 Next Wave Festival, 
which entailed an exhibition program and a 
collection of writings and images by 28 Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander artists, writers and 
performers. In the introduction to the Blak Wave 
publication you and co-curator, Emily Sexton, 
envisage a future art scene full of powerful 
Indigenous curators, artists and administrators 
running their own careers. In such a future 
how would you hope the general public’s 
understanding of, and relationship to, Indigenous 
art and culture would be altered? What impact 
might this have on how we engage with and 
conceptualise the world around us more broadly?

tm: From my own experiences, I have observed 
that people’s understanding of, and relationship 
to, Indigenous art and culture is changing in 
that there is a growing acknowledgement of 
our shared histories and a greater awareness of 
current social and political issues. A lot of this 
is due to the internet and social media, where 
discourses surrounding racism, whether localised 
or transnational, are being brought to people’s 
attention.

At large, however, there is still a lot of 
ignorance in this country and we do have a long 
way to go in terms of how we deal with racism 
and the ways in which Australia acknowledges its 
colonial history, and its past and current policies 
towards Indigenous Australians and immigrants. 
I hold a strong opinion that in Australia, 
multiculturalism is tokenistically bandied about 
but not fully embraced by all.

In terms of the impact this might this have on 

how we engage with and conceptualise the world 
around us more broadly, Indigenous art contains 
an immense amount of cultural knowledge. It has 
the potential to teach us about notions of Country, 
and the ways in which we conceptualise notions of 
Country in tangible and intangible ways through 
storytelling and songlines; important local and 
national shared histories and our national politics. 
Most importantly, however, it encourages us to 
conceptualise the world through an Indigenous 
perspective, and not purely from within the 
dominant Western paradigm.

sm & mt: Given your experience as a writer and 
editor, Australia’s shared cultural history, and 
recent events such as Aboriginal Minister Bess 
Nungarrayi Price having her request to speak 
Walpiri in the Northern Territory Legislative 
Assembly denied, how do you think language can 
act as a co-worker to human practice? What is the 
potential agency of language and how might this 
be employed for social and political change?

tm: As Frantz Fanon states in the text Black Skin, 
White Masks, ‘to speak a language is to take on 
a world, a culture’. When we speak a language 
we are assuming a culture. Our mother tongue 
almost becomes a lens through which we view the 
world, as we perceive the world through it.

Language is unique to every culture. The 
ability to speak your own language is one of 
the most empowering ways of reclaiming your 
cultural identity. I think the maintenance and 
revival of Indigenous Australian languages is 
one of the most important ways in which we 
as Indigenous people can reclaim our cultural 
heritage as well as create a space for political and 
cultural empowerment.

In regards to its potential agency in 
contributing to social and political change, I think 
that the push towards teaching Indigenous 
Australian languages in some schools is a 
very important one. Not only does it help in 
maintaining Indigenous languages, but it also 
educates students, both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous, about Indigenous culture, which 
leads to a better of understanding of our shared 
cultural histories. More importantly, it gives us as 
Indigenous people a sense of pride because we are 
able to speak our own language. With knowledge 
of your own language comes knowledge of your 
own cultural heritage, and to be able to own that 
is a very powerful thing.

Tahjee Moar is an artist, 
curator and educator. She is 
a descendant of the Meriam, 
Barkindji and Malyangapa 
people.
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 — Der Unterricht

In German bread is brot
and butter is butter
I know this because I’m Toaster
In German toaster is toaster — 
kitchen is küche
that’s where I live and work
mornings mostly
in between Wasserkessel
who’s desperate to please
and Mauer
who never speaks or moves

What respect I have for Mauer!
Blank and sturdy Mauer!
Not a peep
nor a grimace
even with visits from nail and hammer
In German hammer is hammer — 
nail is nagel
I wonder, does Mauer know this?
Or, perhaps Mauer doesn’t care to know

I’m sorry to say
Wasserkessel is very stupid
constantly bored
speaking wet breathy nonsense
In German nonsense is unsinn — 
speaking is sprechen
to which big flat Mauer never responds
not to taunts
nor to whistles
not even to false praise

Not a word from you today, Mauer?
Wasserkessel will sometimes goad
and I say yes! not a word
In German silence is stille — 
word is wort

I’ll never admit it to Mauer
but this silence, cool and vertical
burns me up inside
You see, I know about the horror — 
horror is entsetzen
taking place behind the calm
I know about the stinking sadness
piling up on the other side

I’m furious and aroused
but what can I do?
Silence is Mauer and Mauer is
silence. And so, back to our lesson
In German crumb is krume — 
burnt is verbrunnt
And water? Well, that’s easy! wasser
But I dare not sip
for fear of becoming Wasserkessel

 — The Ancients

It’s a hot day in late August, 79 AD
I watch as peas follow each other
into the pot

spiders abseil down crevices
 between
  stove
  and
  counter
  table
  and
  wall

the ants are here
contending with trapped gunk
in a broken exhaust hood
but I get distracted listening to a story
told by a cockroach
which I can’t recall

 and a century goes by

It’s true what they say
I was there when the roof

fell in
became the floor

when the peas overcooked
the crevices foreclosed
the ants turned into gunk

What else can I tell you
that you haven’t read online?

Time’s clumsy foot couldn’t
squash the cockroaches
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 who continue to meet

happy scholars of the floor
feasting during and after
their nightly symposium
and teaching each other
300 million-year-old lessons

such as

1) reject the comforts of nihilism
2) openings are for entering
3) it’s possible to live without a head

and

4) try to avoid those who would
prefer to see you

 exterminated

 — The Moon

I do not, do I? Need to tell you

 that life is not easy

for a sponge

I do not need to tell you

that knowing is not the same as

understanding

that submersion is not the same as

swimming

No, you don’t need me going on about

how miserable life is — 

  a wet accumulation of filth

And what happens to this filth?

It expands inside you

filling every pore

until you’re

squeezed, rinsed, wrung out

 left to harden, but weirdly

in a shape you could never predict

over
and over
and over
and over

this happens

until you’re

done, overcome, destitute

but you don’t need me to tell you

Instead,

I would like to show you

before it’s too late

 this big ball of wobbling light

reflected in this sink

 — Work

The 3am buzz comes not from
the oven or the pipes or the fridge

this buzz — sometimes a whistle
comes not from the boiler or
the broken faucet or the power sockets

this buzz, a fizz — almost a sputter
that began yesterday or the day
before or after

when the spaghetti was cooked
and they ate it, delirious and muzzy
squabbling and complaining

not knowing that the buzzing
had stopped or that daylight had come
and gone and come

they searched for it, long and hard
hair was lost, faces wrinkled,
necks drooped towards the earth

Maybe it’s me?
Unlikely
Could it be a rattle in my chest?
Unlikely

And so they kept working
dishes not cleaned, emails unanswered
tea towels oily and brown

There’s a rattle in my chest
It’s just a buzz
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It rattles when we work
It’s just a buzz

Until, it was a Monday, the coffee
had gone cold and the buzz became
a gasp

 — Acta Diurna

If I were different I would be
very different, more clever

you would look at me and say

You’re so well-informed!

and I would say

You’re low on milk!

I would read the papers every day
and exclaim

Such dribble — what fools!
I wouldn’t be confused, either

Rather, I’d be eloquent and
argumentative

writing letters to editors and
belittling dinner guests with facts

June 28, 1914
August 13, 1961
February 11, 2016

I would also notice what’s overlooked
in the papers

such as last Tuesday when
it was not reported

that rubbish burst from the bin

that the sink rebuked the drain

that a walnut cracked itself

that a banana had a panic attack
and slipped out from its skin

On that particular Tuesday
not one paper covered

the percolator’s lecture on
Mount Vesuvius

nor
poor Protagoras of Abdera who

 chopped his thumb clean off

 cutting parsley

And all of this happened just before
the air soured

and the water became so sharp
it cut every glass in the house

The following Tuesday, a new order?
No!

If I could speak I would have said

There’s no orange juice!

Or, by the third century AD

That piece of chicken may have
salmonella!

Rome was serviced by eleven aqueducts

The celery is floppy!

bringing water from distant places

The lettuce is past its use by date,
so probably slimy!

into the city for bathing, drinking
fountains and latrines

 — Sardines

If I’m in brine, am I to assume we’re
all in brine?

If I’m cramped, am I to assume we’re
all cramped?

If to live is to know what is not living
can the not-living know what it is
to live?

Have we not met before in a dense shoal
many years ago?

If I have a question for you on my left
I must have a question for you on my right:

What new sea is this?
What new seas awaits us?
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Public Share is a New Zealand–based collective 
of seven artists (Monique Redmond, Harriet 
Stockman, Kelsey Stankovich, Deborah Rundle, 
Mark Schroder, Joe Prisk and, until recently, 
Kirsten Dryburgh) founded in 2014. Their work 
involves nuanced conversations embedded in 
acts of making and sharing. With a keen interest 
in participatory happenings, Public Share’s work 
has occupied allotted break times in different 
contexts where they play the role of host. This 
usually includes an object (cup, mug, stirrer, 
plate) made by hand from clay to accompany 
some kind of beverage or meal.

It’s hard to find Public Share’s work unless 
you are privy to an arts symposium or festival. 
I enjoyed it twice last year during the ST PAUL 
St Curatorial Symposium and again at the Whau 
Arts Festival 2015. At the ST PAUL St event they 
provided hospitality during scheduled breaks 
throughout the day. I saw their work Carried 
Forward on the schedule and wasn’t too sure 
what to think. I was slightly reluctant, yet the 
work functioned differently to what I imagined. 
Participatory art practices require a degree of 
co-creation with their audience. There’s a sense 
that to engage you have to ‘do’ something. Public 
Share needed me to participate, and at 9am with 
a day of symposia to brace myself for, I didn’t feel 
like becoming an artwork. But the clay ‘mugs’ 
Public Share had on offer on this particular 
morning were beautiful! I wanted the glazed beige 
cup with brown speckles and large dark slightly 
sharp obtrusions, so I obliged in a tea. To my 
surprise they actually didn’t expect any more 
from their co-creators (aka audience) than to 
slow down, drink a tea and keep their cup. Their 
work consciously forced symposium participants 
to slow down as a means to reinstate formalised 
breaks and encouraging the discussion and 

networking that occurs in these spaces. Public 
Share utilised the space of given breaks within 
this environment to talk about those who don’t 
receive the same privileges. I didn’t get the sense 
there was anything political in this encounter with 
Public Share. And, actually, I assumed it entered 
into a very tired dialogue of social practice — with 
the likes of Rirkrit Tiravanija — of generating 
social interactions within isolated art spaces.

I encountered Public Share again, a month 
later, at the Whau Arts Festival, still ignorant of 
the depth of their practice. For this work, A Right 
Stirrer, they were removed from their usual 
allocation of fixed break times. Instead, they 
occupied an open shipping container for four days 
with tea constantly on offer, as well as gingernut 
biscuits and a clay stirrer emblazoned in gold with 
the collective’s logo. This participatory artwork 
was an endurance performance that required 
the artists to constantly engage in passing 
conversations. Through the change in format from 
temporary to permanent, they became a constant 
fixture among a diverse multi-day festival line up. 
Amongst an immense flurry of activity, they once 
again offered space for people to slow down and 
gather.

As I engaged in more conversation with 
Public Share, I came to learn that there was more 
than conviviality driving their practice. There are 
an unbelievable amount of co-workers in Public 
Share. Beyond the collective’s core members, 
their collaborators extend to the audience and 
symposium convenors, and most interestingly to 
employees of the large infrastructure construction 
company, Fulton Hogan.

The clay Public Share use to craft their 
objects connects their work to site.1 Originally 
Public Share contacted Fulton Hogan to explore 
the possibility of using their excess clay, which 
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Page 52:
Mugs made by Public Share for Irregular Allotments 
(and part of the takeaway information flyer)
Image courtesy of Public Share

Above:
Fulton Hogan staff enjoying morning tea during 
Irregular Allotments
Image courtesy of Public Share 

Opposite:
The clay site at Fulton Hogan in Te Atatu Peninsula, 
Auckland
Image courtesy of Public Share
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would usually end up in landfill, and they obliged. 
Members of the collective then went out to visit 
the collection site for their first haul of clay, which 
was used to make plates for A break in proceedings 
at the Engaging Publics/Public Engagement 
Symposium at Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, 
2014. For part two of Allotted Break(s), Public 
Share hosted a morning tea called Irregular 
Allotments at Fulton Hogan with 60 or so of their 
staff members.

Allotted Break(s) alludes to the changes in the 
break time regulation, highlighting the shift from 
fixed to irregular break times. In 2015 workplace 
rituals in New Zealand were threatened when 
the law around the ten-minute break, or ‘smoko’, 
changed. Previously the government enforced 
regulated break times, but today the employer 
regulates them. This puts the employee in a 
vulnerable position.

The collective asked Fulton Hogan what 
clay object would be most beneficial to their 
employees during their break and soon Public 
Share organised a morning tea at Fulton Hogan 
with mugs crafted from their own clay. It was a 
moment of reciprocity. Fulton Hogan’s staff saw 
another use for their otherwise wasted clay and 
Public Share were able to acknowledge and thank 
them as collaborators in the artistic process. This 
simple, shared moment strengthened an unlikely 
relationship between the artists of Public Share 
and Fulton Hogan’s construction workers. The 
clay used for their latest project, A Right Stirrer, 
was gifted to the collective after Construction 
Supervisor Scott McDonald got in contact to say 
that a new seam of clay had been found that they 
might be interested in.

Public Share moves within public and 
private space freely. However both spaces call 
on very different intentions and strategies from 
the collective. Within the symposiums their work 
is publicly accessible and sets up conversations 
of social practice, participation and object 
making while inviting us to slow down, share and 
converse. As David Hall writes ‘art can function 
as an active political intervention, as a magnet for 
surges of political sovereignty…. But it will more 
than occasionally be disadvantaged by precisely 
those qualities that make it art…’.2 He goes on to 
discuss how art is constantly hostage to theory, 
and the symposium space that Public Share often 
occupies encourages this kind of discussion. The 
work is suspended from reality and the ideas 
around labour reform aren’t as prominent, in 
complete contrast with the work in the context of 
Fulton Hogan.

Public Share have a strong relationship 
with Fulton Hogan, who undoubtedly influence 
the practice of the collective both in their 
relationship to worksite and clay site. It would 

be easy to vilify this big corporation for reasons 
relating to economy and ecology. But their close 
relationship allows Public Share to highlight them 
as collaborators and individuals with a bond over 
shared production. The strength of this bond 
further emphasises Public Share’s need for Fulton 
Hogan to provide clay but also to provide context. 
However the key to the relationship is not with 
Fulton Hogan Head Office but with the individual 
workers they encounter.

On the other end is the third co-worker, the 
audience — the artwork-finisher. Integral to the 
collective’s participatory interests, the only thing 
the audience is made implicit in is concluding the 
work. In their own words Public Share say they 
are interested in,

…the workplace ritual of the ‘break’ and 
the implied relations, social and political, 
that pausing for a 10-minute ‘cuppa’ brings. 
Our projects embrace the ‘everyday’ as a 
means through which to engage in making 
and sharing. Site, place and production are 
interrelated and culminate through a series 
of exchanges — discussion, negotiation, 
collection, testing, making, sharing — to 
form, in essence, a small revolt: a free 
offering and an invitation to stop work.3

Perhaps the reason why I felt no obligations to 
Public Share was because the artwork didn’t 
actually ‘need’ me to do anything except to briefly 
stop work. Public Share build relationships with 
integrity and exciting dialogues about social 
norms and workplace practices that many of us 
overlook — the need for a break. Their subtle 
engagement with labour reforms has led them to 
create some of the more genuine social practice 
interventions in New Zealand today. Their work 
is informed by a respect for collaboration, the 
process of production and act of sharing. ‘The 
easiest route is to simply refuse any ontological 
separation, to take the artistic and the political 
as instances of the very same thing.…’4 One day 
soon, Fulton Hogan’s motorway will be complete 
and these clay sites will be buried. Public Share 
will no longer have access to this precise and 
poignant context. Yet workers, artists and the 
public alike will still be yearning for a ten-minute 
break.

Lana Lopesi is a writer, designer 
and social practitioner working 
out of Auckland, New Zealand.
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Notes: 1 The clay Public Share use to craft 
objects to date has been collected 
from two Auckland sites: the 
Fulton Hogan SH16 Northwestern 
Motorway Interchange site 
in Te Atatu Peninsula, and 
Well-Connected Alliance’s 
Alice motorway tunnel site at 
Waterview. This highlights an 
interest for the collective in land 
displacement and also creates a 
locality for the objects themselves. 

 2 David Hall, ‘Sensing Sovereignty: 
On What’s Real About Emergency’, 
in Jon Bywater et al. (eds), 
Reading Room: A journal of Art 
and Culture, Auckland Art Gallery 
Toi o Tāmaki, 2015. pp. 8–29.

 3 Author’s email correspondence 
with Public Share, February 2016.

 4 David Hall, op. cit.
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The recent exhibitions of Melbourne artists 
Benjamin Woods, Georgina Criddle and Helen 
Grogan, consecutively programmed at West 
Space in 2015, can be seen to crystallise certain 
tendencies in contemporary local spatial practice.1 
The current conversation around these projects 
centres on how they bring to the fore the dynamic 
but overlooked relations between objects, bodies 
and forces within the space of the gallery through, 
for example, open windows, a ‘wall clock’ or 
shifting bags and buckets. In focusing on these 
practices together rather than individually, how 
might we interpret a repetition or consolidation 
of certain gestures? Taking feminist and 
queer theorist Sara Ahmed’s understanding of 
‘orientation’ alongside political theorist Chantal 
Mouffe’s concept of the political role of art, this 
essay seeks to elaborate the possible limits of 
this collective emphasis on process, embodied 

attention and pluralism in order to interrogate 
their political effects.

The first of the three overlapping exhibitions, 
Helen Grogan’s THREE ADJOINING SPACES 
WITH MANIFOLD EDGES (29 May – 4 July) 
spanned three galleries and included a shifting 
field of sculptural elements: steel frames, black 
floor matting, draped plastic sheets, a large 
mirror, and the gallery windows — usually closed 
and opaque, now open. Propped against the wall 
or on a trolley, two video monitors displayed 
long takes of the subtle shifts in light and 
shade across the gallery space and adjacent city 
buildings. A month later, Georgina Criddle’s 
Before Too Long (10 July – 26 September) enacted 
a transformation of the Back Space into an 
L-shaped corridor. On returning towards the end 
of the ten-week long exhibition, the viewer found 
that Criddle had been marking time by gradually 
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removing sections of the structure to reveal the 
interior spaces of the wall — now home to an array 
of beer cans, banksia flowers, concrete slabs and 
various other objects — with a weekly newsletter 
documenting the artist’s activities, research and 
everyday encounters. Walking into Gallery 2, 
an A4 text stuck to the wall invited the viewer 
to borrow one of the red or blue bags dispersed 
with other small sculptures across the floor of 
the space; this comprising one part of Benjamin 
Woods’ that which enables and constrains what 
can and cannot be done or said (21 August – 
26 September). Turning around, a circular cut 
in the wall revealed an otherwise hidden interior 
window and, in the adjoining room, a small book 
of text and collages sat near a video of buckets 
being moved around the gallery floor.

Across their specific materials and methods, 
the projects collectively seek to rearticulate the 
space of the gallery as a site of process, plurality 
and what writer Sarinah Masukor terms an 
‘embodied observation’, working to ‘direct the 
viewer to elements of space that frequently go 
unnoticed’.2 By attuning our perception to the 
shifts occurring in and across the architecture, 
the artworks reveal that the gallery space cannot 
be figured as the passive or static backdrop to the 
activity of art, but is itself a material constantly in 
process. In addition to continually altering and 
reinstalling the physical components of the work, 
the artists aim to remain open to the dynamic 
interplay and agency of a multiplicity of objects 
and nonhuman forces; among which the viewer 
is figured as an active and embodied participant. 
Given these ongoing changes, the document 
in its various forms is key to how the work is 
accessed, and is actively enfolded into the present 
experience of the project.

The accumulation of these gestures can be 
thought of as forming a certain type of orientation. 
The effect of their repetition orientates us, artists 
and viewers alike, toward particular ways of 
inhabiting and attending to space. Turning to 
Ahmed, the question then becomes, what is this 
specific orientation — in what ways have bodies 
and spaces been aligned within these exhibitions? 
When a certain orientation becomes habitual, it 
can cease to be an object of our perception, and 
so it is important to remember that ‘what we 
face can also be part of the background’ — that 
these tendencies depend on taking certain points 
of view as given.3 As any direction is taken at 
the exclusion of possible others, what might 
have to fade from view behind these artworks in 
order to develop this shared orientation toward 
space? What bodies are able to extend into these 
spaces and control the action that takes place 
there? Through a focus on specific aspects of 
their practices, I hope to draw out the political 

nature of this collective orientation, and to begin 
questioning how our attention is directed toward 
certain ways of understanding and occupying 
space at the expense of others.

To begin, we can look at the specific role 
of the artist that is being put forth in these 
projects. In positioning the artworks as a 
catalyst for the dynamic interaction of human 
and nonhuman forces, the artists call upon a 
notion of practice as an openness to pluralism, 
such that the artist takes on the role of ‘an 
accommodator and participant simultaneously, 
rather than as a director or instructor’.4 From 
the acknowledgements (Thank you…) of friends 
and collaborators in the expanded titles of 
Woods’ collages, to the accommodating nature of 
Georgina Criddle’s work — a ‘glorified storeroom’ 
in which miscellaneous objects ‘just accumulated’ 
or ‘made their way’5 — the artist is framed as just 
another participant in the making of the work. 
However, this pluralism can be contested and 
the latent agency of objects undermined by the 
need for ‘Example Action Sessions’ (Woods) or 
‘concerts’ (Grogan) to embody and activate them. 
It is implicit that the artist still delimits the field of 
possible action and only some bodies are allowed 
to complete certain actions: Criddle is ‘shocked’ 
when someone rolls one of her objects into 
another artist’s space, and only Grogan has the 
authority to open (or close) the windows of the 
gallery.6 Pluralism is espoused — yet only so long 
as the artist is present to condone it.

In their preoccupation with the framing 
and duration of experience, the artworks rely 
on ‘a theatrical effect or quality — a kind of stage 
presence’.7 In Grogan’s exhibition, the recurring 
open rectangular form and endless re–inscription 
of documentary traces reduce the spatial 
installations to a mise en scène of two dimensional 
framing devices arranged for the camera. This 
primacy of vision is replaced in Criddle’s work 
with the authority of the newsletter, which frames 

— or scripts — the movements and meanings of 
the objects and participants therein. Further, if 
the room is ‘already already performing’8 then 
far from de-accentuating the role of the artist, 
this again only brings them to the fore. The 
logic of each work as it unfolds in a continuous 
present (always ‘doing’ never fully ‘done’) and 
so requires the almost constant presence of the 
artist to keep updating it. In this way, the artist is 
the manager of the performance — directing the 
action, capturing the space at its best angles and 
deciding which aspects of the room’s performance 
will be represented to the viewer.9 This is not just a 
matter of what Elena Betros describes as ‘bringing 
the details of what was already there forward 
and into view’,10 as the act of framing is neither 
casual nor arbitrary but rather the outcome of 
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Above:
Benjamin Woods
that which enables and constrains what can and 
cannot be done or said 2015
Installation view
Image courtesy the artist and West Space
Photo credit: Christo Crocker

Page 62, top:
Georgina Criddle 
Before too long 2015 
Installation view week ten 
Image courtesy of the artist and West Space
Photo credit: Christo Crocker 

Page 62, bottom:
Helen Grogan
THREE ADJOINING SPACES WITH MANIFOLD EDGES 
2015 
Installation view 
Image courtesy the artist and West Space
Photo credit: Christo Crocker
(Note: This work was exhibited concurrently with 
Geoff Robinson’s project room overlay / 5 weeks /
thursdays 6–7pm / accumulation visible in this 
photograph as acrylic painted pine timber and 
loudspeakers)
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precise decisions made by the artist regarding 
the presence or absence of certain bodies, 
objects and actions in the space. Accordingly the 
question becomes, rather than simply opening 
up new perspectives, how could this paradigm 
of exhibitions that change constantly through 
intense artistic labour align with the neoliberal 
imperative of unceasing performativity?11

This practice of management involves not 
only directing and facilitating participation 
but also minimising risk. Across the three 
exhibitions, signs of conflict are evoked and 
aestheticised — Woods’ circular cut in the wall, 
for example, recalls the formal aspects of Gordon 
Matta-Clark’s Conical Intersect (1975) without 
bringing forward any of its associated artistic or 
political risk. Rather than a potential tension, the 
opposites at play in the title of Woods’ exhibition 
(simultaneously enabling and constraining) seem 
to express the utopic attempt to encompass all 
options — for an endlessly open spatial practice. 
Grogan’s titles display a similar ‘insistence on 
plurality’, and the newsletter Nods All Round, 
where Criddle celebrates the consensus of a group 
of artists discussing a social issue, is an example 
of the artist’s consistent politics of welcoming. 
Although each artist points to the non–
containment of the artwork by institutional space, 
in what more profound ways could they expand 
beyond the limits of the gallery walls? Although 
I agree with Woods that ‘practice is inherently 
collaborative and local within a community’,12 it is 
important to ask who is the public that the work 
could call into being beyond this community, as a 
public that this work inherently must address.

This is where the political implications of 
these works can no longer be ignored, for while 
plurality is no doubt as necessary to artistic 
practice as it is to social struggles, Mouffe insists 
that it can never be reconciled into a ‘harmonious 
and non-conflictual ensemble’.13 As a form of 
public and therefore political discourse — a terrain 
of conflicting desires where different forms of 
articulation strive to become dominant — artistic 
practice cannot elide the inescapable moment 
of decision, of choosing a certain orientation at 
the exclusion of others. Critical art, according to 
Mouffe, can function to challenge and transform 
normative understandings of material and 
social relations, and in doing so offer ‘spaces for 
resistance that undermine the social imaginary 
necessary for capitalist reproduction’.14

The crucial question then concerns possible 
forms of critical spatial practice. Each project 
raises compelling questions regarding the 
possibility of an embodied engagement with 
space within and beyond the gallery, but it is 
necessary to interrogate how these intentions 
are enacted. If destabilising the authorial role of 

the artist is a collective concern, then how might 
these practices engage the participation of others 
beyond an invitation to borrow a bag, watch a 
video or read a newsletter? If spatial practice 
considers itself open, how might artists call into 
question the limits of access and control to spaces, 
objects and discourses across a multiplicity of 
sites? Spatially oriented art practice can be a 
debate about possible alternatives to conventional 
understandings of the relation between space, 
artist and viewer, but this requires a critical 
interrogation of what is being challenged — and 
what is being risked.

Emily Castle is a writer and 
artist from Melbourne.
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Notes: 1 More broadly, spatially oriented 
practice describes a move away 
from the traditional field of 
sculpture towards an emphasis 
on installation, embodiment, 
temporality and materiality.

 2 Sarinah Masukor, catalogue text 
for Helen Grogan’s exhibition 
at Gertrude Glasshouse POEM 
(with insistence on plurality), 
17 October – 7 November 2015.

 3 Sara Ahmed, Queer 
Phenomenology, Duke University 
Press, 2006, p. 37.

 4 Benjamin Woods, Becoming 
becoming open all around, 
pp. 36–8.

 5 Georgina Criddle, Newsletter 10 – 
Inventory 05/09/15 and 
Newsletter 2 – Nods all round 
12/07/15.

 6 Criddle, Newsletter 7 – Incident at 
West Space, 08/08/15.

 7 Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood: 
Essays and Reviews, University of 
Chicago Press, 1998, p. 155.

 8 Grogan’s Instagram tags include 
#theroomisalwaysalreadyperform-
ing and #sculptureisperformative.

 9 At a panel discussion at 
C3 Gallery on 17 June 2015, 
Grogan described routinely filming 
in the space in the early morning 
to get the best light.

 10 Elena Betros, THREE ADJOINING 
SPACES WITH MANIFOLD EDGES, 
un Magazine, issue 9.2, 2015, p. 111.

 11 In The New Spirit of Capitalism, 
French sociologists Luc Boltanski 
and Ève Chiapello outline the 
ways that artistic critique has 
become an important element 
of capitalist productivity, 
arguing that the artist is not 
exempt from the neoliberal 
ideal of self–management (the 
regulation of the artist’s and 
artwork’s performance), the 
non–hierarchical exigency (the 
plurality of participating forces) 
and flexible casual labour 
(the ongoing indeterminacy of 
‘process’). However, this does not 
mean that every critical gesture 
is inevitably recuperated and 
neutralised by capitalism — on the 
contrary, artistic practice plays 
a decisive role in challenging and 
rearticulating the dominant order.

 12 Woods, Becoming becoming open 
all around, p. 78.

 13 Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics, Verso, 
2013, p. 3.

 14 Ibid, p. 88.



AlAnA hunt: You’ve worked extensively with 
Aboriginal art at major institutions in Australia, 
including the Art Gallery of Western Australia, the 
National Gallery of Australia and, presently, in the 
New Museum Project at the Western Australian 
Museum. During this time you have maintained 
an ongoing focus on Indigenous objects in your 
work as a curator. I’d like to speak with you about 
the cultural nexus that exists between objects, 
institutions and communities, and your views on 
the relationships between cultural institutions 
and Aboriginal communities.

glEnn isEgEr-Pilkington: My own heritage as 
an Aboriginal man led me to work with Aboriginal 
art and objects, so for me the nexus between 
these cultural objects began as an incredibly 
personal one. Culture, whether it be ephemeral 
or material was always something I was drawn 
to. From childhood through to adulthood, I had 
a curiosity about how things were made, but 
even more compelling for me was understanding 
why they were made, and what they meant. After 
completing my fine arts degree, and moving into a 
profession within the cultural sphere, I was given 
the opportunity to engage more rigorously with 
cultural materials and expressions. Interestingly, 
this fostered a shift in the relationship I had with 
objects and culture. Rather than become one 

of two points in a dialogue, I became a conduit 
between community and institution, a mid-way 
point between object and collection; object and 
display; object and publication. Having trained as 
an artist, this was a strange space to find myself in, 
and one that came with an overwhelming sense of 
cultural responsibility, a self-generated pressure 
to ensure that everything was done the ‘right way’.

When I think about collections, for me 
they really are the keeping places for moveable 
(and collectable) culture and heritage. Of equal 
importance is that they are places resourced with 
the people, expertise, knowledge and connection 
to community, that enable the object to retain 
a life within its own cultural framework; to be 
engaged, reengaged, revitalised and reanimated 
through a series of public and private activities, 
some community-led, others initiated by museum 
or collection. This activation of an object, whether 
by exhibition or display, or through cultural 
retrieval by community in the privacy of a 
collection store, ensure that the object retains its 
identity and sense of place in the world.

These open relationships between Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities and 
museums/collections are central to ensuring 
that museology continues to progress, and that 
cultural agency and authority aren’t confused 
with professional expertise and acquired 
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knowledge. Cultural agency and authority 
belongs with community, and is directly aligned 
to cultural hierarchy, societal structure and 
worldview. These are structures that one is born 
into, or adopted into, but cannot be acquired 
through study in formal systems of non-
Aboriginal pedagogy. The expertise one acquires 
professionally is, of course, instrumental in the 
sharing of culture, and there are many Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people, like myself, who 
have acquired knowledge through both streams 
but it is my own thinking that professional 
expertise should take its lead from those with 
cultural agency; from community.

This trend of shifting agency and authority 
is unfolding within museums around the world, 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, and is 
also being used as a tool for engagement across 
many industries. It is very exciting to be working 
on the New Museum Project, working alongside 
departments who are committed to these values 
being reflected in all of the work that we do with 
Aboriginal communities.

Ah: un Magazine 10.1 is focused on the idea of the 
co-worker and examines some of the evolving 
relations between people and the material world. 
How would you describe your relationship with 
the objects you work with?

giP: I have often thought of objects as cultural 
talismans, physical manifestations of the 
ephemeral and spiritual worlds, of knowledge, 
ritual, ceremony and the everyday. That being 
said, I have always been drawn to objects, not 
just things, but objects that carry with them 
memory and personal meaning. Being born into 
a family of European migrants on one side and 
Aboriginal Australians on the other, I was always 
surrounded by objects that were revered, whether 
by my parents or grandparents. These objects 
served so many functions for both sides of my 
family. From Scottish silverware and tartans, to 
Dutch delft blue china and hand-carved clogs, 
from hand-carved emu eggs to vibrant Aboriginal 
paintings, there has always been a sense of 
reverence and importance placed on objects in 
my family. They were beacons of identity, symbols 
of faraway homelands, and reminders of family 
and community. Working closely with art and 
artefacts over the past decade, I have tried to 
bring that same reverence to my approach, 
treating objects with respect and delicacy while 
trying to always stay true to the intent of the 
maker, especially in the interpretation of objects. 
Too often we see layers of meaning applied onto 
objects by onlookers.

Within the context of our own personal 
response and interpretation as a visitor, these 

responses are important and often greatly 
insightful, but we as curators and interpreters, 
the caretakers of other people’s cultural material, 
need to take great care that we create inroads 
and understanding, without projecting meaning 
onto the object which might be incongruous with 
the culture from which that object heralds. These 
objects have great power to activate new ways 
of thinking and to build greater understandings 
of humanity with audiences, however placed 
within an alien context, or repurposed in a way 
that doesn’t honour the maker’s intent and the 
cultural worldview of the maker, devalues the 
object, shifting it from object to cultural currency.

Working with people and communities, and 
sharing stories in their own voices, allows us 
to present stories in a deeply personal way and 
provide access to the intended meaning, story and 
or significance of an object, and this is very much 
in keeping with the approach the New Museum 
team are taking in developing content and 
engaging with communities.

Ah: Through your work as a curator you bring 
together diverse cultural contexts: major 
institutions and Aboriginal communities (those 
in the cities and more remote regions). Can you 
tell me about the values that communities and 
institutions hold towards cultural objects and 
material? What are some of the departures or 
intersections of these values?

giP: Value is such a subjective term, especially 
when we think about culture and museums. 
Community value on art and objects always make 
for interesting debate. Many objects which have 
functional purpose in community life are often 
framed as purely functional, utilitarian objects. 
Yet within many Aboriginal worldviews, objects 
don’t exist within a purely functional space, they 
hold within them culture, lore and custom.

This notion of secularity of the object for 
me has always felt like a kind of artifice, actively 
removing layers of cultural complexity and 
sophistication which exist within Aboriginal 
people, objects, Country and community. An 
object may simply be a ‘basket’, but the basket 
is a receptacle, contained within are layered 
knowledge systems around ecological knowledge, 
gender roles and responsibilities, Indigenous 
pedagogies and important cultural narratives 
surrounding creator ancestors, significant sites 
and the rules by which people must live.

In the present day, with museums being far 
more aware of and engaged with the complexities 
of culture and worldview, we are seeing more 
discussion, consultation and dialogue resulting 
in meaningful collaboration. Museums are 
embracing the value systems of other cultures, 
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and building these into their content, and also 
into the visitor experience, creating resonance 
for Aboriginal visitors which align to their 
own unique ways of knowing, and this is really 
important.

Ah: How does the meaning and value of an object 
shift across the different contexts you engage 
with? And what have you discovered about the 
role of translation in this process?

giP: Meaning, context and value are each 
interpreted individually and often rather 
personally. When we take an object from an 
original context and place it within a new one, we 
have to make sure that the object’s identity, and 
place in the world isn’t lost. A perfect example of 
this is the presentation of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander art and culture within the fine art 
context.

The ‘white cube’ certainly isn’t the natural 
setting for an ornately carved woomera, an 
engraved pubic ornament, a ceremonial 
headdress or a dancing board. Each of these 
objects has a home, a place and context to which 
they belong. Yet they take on new presence and 
meaning within these stark and often minimal 
spaces; comprised of polished marble floors, large 
white walls and often sparsely furnished with 
black leather Corbusier furniture.

In these spaces, an object’s value, 
importance and cultural significance can be 
greatly elevated purely by the surrounding 
environment, something simple, functional, yet 
still inherently imbued with culture, can take 
on significance beyond that of its value within 
a community setting. To negate or balance this, 
the interpretation offered to a viewer needs to be 
crafted in such a way that the object is located 
geographically, socially and culturally, while also 
giving rationale for its display.

Within an art world context this might 
focus on materiality, aesthetic beauty, technical 
complexity and craftsmanship, and within a 
museum environment, the focus may include all 
of the elements I have mentioned but also layered 
information about society, culture and custom.

Ideally, all of this information should be 
offered regardless of what kind of museum or 
space this is being presented in, after all, these 
mirror the understandings and interpretations 
of the object within its original cultural context. 
Many curators engaged in curatorial ‘practice’ 
actively work interpretation or intentionally omit 
it, as a way of shifting focus onto, or away from 
the object, but for me, the focus has become 
much more about being a conduit, than being a 
‘curatorial practitioner’.

Ah: The New Museum Project is a major 
redevelopment of the Western Australian 
Museum, that works towards very meaningful 
forms of community engagement, collaboration 
and ownership. What projects are you currently 
working on in partnership with the Western 
Australian Museum and Aboriginal communities 
in WA?

giP: The New Museum will share stories from 
around Western Australia, of our people and our 
place from the past, present and future. It’s an 
exciting project that allows us to work directly 
with individuals and communities to share stories 
in their own voices.

At the moment we are connecting with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 
around the state, from the Kimberley in the 
north, to the desert Country of the far east of 
the state, down to the far south, and as many 
places in between. We have been speaking with 
people about the potential of the New Museum 
project, evaluating our content ideas as we go, 
and spending time familiarising ourselves with 
the amazing projects that are happening across 
the state and talking with people about their 
experiences, aspirations and concerns. WA is 
huge, so this will take some time.

The next stage will be working closely with 
communities to strategically develop formal 
partnership and projects of all scales, some 
of which will end up having a home in the 
New Museum and others which will have a place 
within the community. 2016 is going to be a busy 
year with our team travelling to all corners of 
the state, and towards the end of the year, we 
will begin working with community on exciting 
co-creation projects.

Glenn Iseger-Pilkington 
is Curator of Content 
Development at the New 
Museum Project at the Western 
Australian Museum.
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Boris Arvatov’s understanding of the object as 
co-worker, in which the object is regarded as more 
than just passive matter, is reflected in various 
contemporary philosophical discourses including 
Affect theory, Object Orientated Ontology, 
Speculative Realism, and New Materialisms. Each 
of these discourses rejects the idea that matter is 
a mute or passive substance that force enlivens, 
that matter is nothing til force acts upon it. What 
Arvatov and contemporary material thinking 
have in common is the contention that there is 
something more in matter than mute substance. 
Interest in the potentiality of objects — in 
what objects can do and not just what we do 
to them — invokes an agency or mystical force 
inherent in matter. This makes matter alchemical 
or hylomorphic, where the divine is impressed 
on being in its very materialisation. Metaphysical 
experience of the object is one of the conditions 
of what the philosopher Gilles Deleuze calls 
transcendental empiricism. Transcendence is 
not to be understood here in the normal sense 
of the word but instead describes the distinctive 
capacities expressed in the object. Philosopher 
Brian Massumi writes:

every experience is immanently self-
transcending — to the exact extent to which 
it is lived qualitatively. Transcendence 

is done away with — but not the lure of a 
moreness to life that makes the idea of 
transcendence compelling.1

All objects have this ‘moreness’ that exceeds 
their use value, or our understanding of what 
objects can do. Artists are intensely familiar 
with the force of materiality, its aesthetic 
affordances. These affordances exceed ‘objective’ 
properties such as colour or weight, or shape 
or size, as well as the ‘subjective’ affordances of 
an object’s representational profile, to include 
matter’s esoteric, atmospheric or intensive 
elements. This suggests that every work of art is 
a co-constitution that involves both the material 
affordances of the object itself and an array of 
human and non-human agencies that function 
to hold a work together. It is a basic tenet of 
actor-network-theory that objects are held 
together in relational arrays whereby certain 
relations have to hold together for the object 
to remain stable. Canadian Elizabeth Zvonar 
and Australian Susan Jacobs are two artists 
whose work explores the affordances of material 
properties and the relational arrays that hold 
objects together.

Based in Vancouver, Zvonar’s practice 
regularly engages with metaphysics and 
mysticism. Notable works include Until Then 

The artist as transcendental empiricist

Andrea Eckersley
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Above and page 71:
Elizabeth Zvonar
Sign of the Times 2006
Serpentine stone
20″ × 23″ × 42″
Courtesy the artist and Daniel Faria Gallery
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Then (2006), in which the future of Voyager One 
and Two was read by psychics and astrologers 
and then mapped and etched onto two round 
mirrors which then repeatedly reflected each 
spaceship’s future into infinity, as well as her 
many large digital inkjet prints of hand-cut 
collages facetiously exploring figures from fashion 
magazines, National Geographic and the occult 
all at the same time. However, it is Zvonar’s 
Tiny Devotion, featuring bronze and antique 
ivory devotional beads, from her exhibition 
The Challenge of Abstraction at Daniel Faria in 
Toronto (2015), that is most pertinent to mention 
here when discussing the metaphysical moreness 
described by Massumi. The work features bronze 
casts of two fingers laying alongside cast bronze 
fruit pits (including those of date, cherry, apricot, 
peach and nectarines), teeth, marijuana buds 
and hash balls, which are threaded with antique 
ivory beads to create the shape of a necklace 
presented as a snake. Whether viewed as prayer 
beads marking mantras or as meditating worry 
beads, these talismanic objects evoke the 
vital potentiality of matter. Zvonar may just 
be counting how many teeth she still has, the 
joints she has smoked or the summer fruits she 
has feasted on, but she may also be warding 
off evil spirits. The disembodied fingers in 
this arrangement remind us of our role in this 
assemblage. The fingers are a recurrent motif for 
Zvonar, presented in porcelain in There Are No 
Rules/History of Art at Western Front in 2009 and 
also in Sign of the Times for Exponential Future 
at Morris and Helen Belkin Gallery in 2006. Sign 
of the Times is a black stone sculpture of a hand 
with the index and middle finger raised whilst the 
other fingers are held to the palm by the thumb. 
The gesturing of the large mass of serpentine 
carved stone invokes either the universal sign of 
peace, or alternatively it could be enacting the ups, 
a gigantic ‘fuck off’.

With this two fingered salute, Sign of 
the Times draws our attention to the magical 
potentiality of the object. The green black 
serpentine stone used in the work comprises a 
group of related minerals, including Antigorite 
and Chrysotile, which are believed by some to 
arouse kundalini energies to aid in enlightenment. 
Just as the peace sign can convey either an insult 
or symbol of defiance, the stone’s spiritual nature 
is equally uncertain and ambiguous. This is the 
moreness that Massumi describes capturing the 
immanent nature of transcendentalism, such 
that all objects may be characterised by their 
plenitude, their virtual potential; the potential 
in reception, in use and misuse in projection, 
appreciation and enjoyment, in rejection and in 
abandonment. This virtuality charts the object’s 
affects, sensations, qualities and forces. In What 

is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari clarify the 
relationship between materiality and sensation by 
noting how ‘sensation is realized in the material’.2 
They go on to reveal how material becomes ’the 
sensations themselves to the point of being part 
of them or indiscernible from them’.3 However, 
they also add that ‘in principle at least, sensation 
is not the material… Sensation is not realized 
in the material without the material passing 
completely into the sensation.’4 Philosopher 
Joshua Ramey highlights the magical inclinations 
of this formulation when he writes ‘while art 
deals in sensation, the virtue of art … is that art 
unleashes the forces of a becoming-imperceptible, 
a knowledge that is at once a sorcery’.5 Becoming 
imperceptible is what art objects do. This is the 
moreness or potentiality that is slowly revealed as 
Zvonar’s tiny devotions pass into sensation.

Susan Jacobs’ HD video, Prospects (wizard 
melt), also explores the sensational affordances of 
objects. Exhibited in 2015 at Ballarat Art Gallery 
as part of the Guirguis New Art Prize, the video 
was displayed alongside a drilled aluminum glove 
and a fibrous lead wire with crushed magnetite 
on it. The film shows part of a thumb repeatedly 
rubbing a small silvery wizard gripped carefully 
by the pads of the pointer and index fingers 
of the left hand. Running for 11:11 minutes, the 
film is cropped closely, showing only the fingers 
massaging the wizard with glimpses of the 
interior of a building including a person passing 
by on a bridge in the darker background. Over 
the course of the film the thumb appears to be 
working towards a goal of some sort as it erodes 
the wizard. Sparkly flecks can be seen on the pads 
of the fingers with the top half of the small wizard 
being slowly excoriated away. Soon the fingers 
swivel the wizard around to focus on the lower 
half of the mystical figure. The fingers work hard 
at abrading the metal and I wonder what they are 
trying to achieve? Is this a new form of alchemy 
by abrasion? As the metal begins to chafe off, 
discolouring the fingers, one begins to wonder 
if this is the point where the material passes into 
sensation? The wizard, Jacobs informs me, is cast 
in Gallium, a soft post transition metal with a 
melting point sitting around room temperature 
on a Melbourne summer’s day. She goes on to say 
how Gallium was initially discovered by chance in 
research in spectroscopy (the study of interaction 
between matter and electromagnetic radiation) 
which once again points to the intensive character 
of matter and what objects can do.

Jacobs has previously used wizened 
Merlinesque figures (i.e. long hair and beard with 
flowing robes definitely not short haired, scar on 
forehead, boy wizards) in her exhibition Hard Age 
New Edge at Sarah Scout Presents in 2010. Jacobs 
turned the magic on itself by melting pewter 
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wizards alongside pewter cups and daggers. 
She then used this material to fill in gaps, or to 
magically hold up sticks. Here Jacobs repositions 
the pewter as if the shamanic figure of a wizard is 
working the magic, inviting you to suspend your 
judgment of what the object can do. One may 
speculate that Jacobs’ interest in the potentiality 
of the materiality of metals is a further instance of 
Deleuze and Guattari’s claim that:

what metal and metallurgy bring to light is 
a life proper to matter, a vital state of matter 
as such, a material vitalism that doubtless 
exists everywhere but is ordinarily hidden 
or covered, rendered unrecognizable, 
dissociated by the hylomorphic model.6

Ramey adds that ‘in metals more than any 
other sphere it is unclear where a potency ends 
and a form begins’.7 Invoking vitalism once more, 
Deleuze and Guattari note how ‘an energetic 
materiality overspills the prepared matter, and 
a qualitative deformation or transformation 
overspills the form’.8 Materiality overspilling 
matter, a qualitative transformation overspilling 
form: magic happens. This is the transformative 
potential of art as it is expressed in Zvonar’s and 
Jacobs’ practices.

Andrea Eckersley is an artist and 
writer who lectures in Fashion 
Design at RMIT and is the art 
editor at the Deleuze Studies 
journal.

  A collaborative companion video 
work to this article titled Wizard 
Rolling (2016) by Andrea Eckersley 
and Susan Jacobs is available 
online as part of un Extended 10.1.

Notes: 1 Brian Massumi, ‘Virtual Ecology 
and the Question of Value’, forth-
coming in On General Ecology: The 
New Ecological Paradigm in the 
Neocybernetic Era, ed. by Erich 
Hörl (Fordham University Press, 
forthcoming).

 2 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, 
What Is Philosophy?, Columbia 
University Press, New York, 1994, 
p. 193.

 3 Ibid., p. 166.
 4 Ibid., p. 166–7.
 5 Joshua Ramey, Gilles Deleuze and 

the Powers of Art, PhD Thesis, 
Villanova University, 2006, p. 159.

 6 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, 
A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia, Athlone Press, 
London, 1988, p. 411.

 7 Joshua Ramey, The Hermetic 
Deleuze: Philosophy and Spiritual 
Ordeal, Duke University Press, 
Durham, 2012, p. 156.

 8 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, 
A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia, Athlone Press, 
London, 1988, p. 410.



Becoming together:  
subject–object encounters

Tristen 
Harwood

Above:
Brook Andrew
Harvest, 2015
Victorian redgum, carbonised Victorian redgum, 
glass, brass, neon
150 × 406.5 × 65.5 cm, neon 400 × 60 cm
Courtesy the artist and Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne
Photo credit: Andrew Curtis

Opposite:
Camille Henrot
Grosse Fatigue, 2013
Video (colour, sound)
13 mins
Courtesy the artist, Silex Films and Kamel Mennour, 
Paris
Photo credit: Andrew Curtis



un Magazine Issue 10.1 Article

76 / 77

The ornate floral display of Drakaea confluens; 
the hammer orchid mimics the appearance 
of the female Thynnid wasp in an evocative 
display. When the male wasp observes this 
sensuous flower it tries to mate with the orchid 
and so transfers its pollen. With this intimate 
inter-species encounter the wasp and the orchid 
become entangled in one another’s stories of 
reproduction. The wasp and the orchid ‘become 
together’ in a reciprocal action that happens 
between the two, more than just a joining 
of insect and plant, the wasp and orchid are 
produced anew.1

The encounter is a becoming across 
difference, where entities communicate and come 
together in new compositions. Like wasps and 
orchids, human-subjects encounter objects and 
the two become entangled. I centre this article 
on subject-object encounters that occur when 
human-subjects are attentive to the embodied 
narratives and histories of objects. I recall my 
encounters with objects at The Biography of 
Things at the Australian Centre for Contemporary 
Art (acca), emphasising the storied lives of 
these objects. The exhibition opens a space 
to encounter the agency of objects. Its title 
emphasises the liveliness and life narratives of 
objects. It is this storied mode of encountering 
objects that allows us to hold open simultaneously 
a range of interpretations, temporalities and 
possibilities. By inquiring into the biographies, 
narratives and histories of objects we become 
attentive to the agency of objects, the intricate 
webs of interaction they are enmeshed in and how 
they relationally shape our subjectivities. These 
encounters with objects produce new possibilities 
for understanding them as co-producers of 
meaning in our shared spaces.

The Biography of Things is an exhibition that 

delves into the storied lives of objects. It brings 
together international artists who trace the 
narratives of objects through their work, offering 
us encounters with the topologies, histories and 
relationships of these objects. Camille Henrot’s 
Grosse Fatigue (2013) engages with objects from 
the Smithsonian Institute to re-tell a creation 
story; Narelle Jubelin’s Case No: T961301 (1998) 
draws our attention to the stories of mundane, 
everyday objects; and Brook Andrew’s Harvest 
(2015) demonstrates the relational process that 
we undergo with objects when telling these stories. 
These artists, along with the others included 
in the exhibition, bring together an array of 
objects, weaving their lively stories through new 
connections with human-subjects. In the spatial 
arrangement of the gallery the object and subject 
are reproduced anew as they become entangled in 
new narratives encompassing places, people, life 
and loss.

The Biography of Things is a contact zone, 
a space for subject-object encounters that allow 
new assemblages and stories to emerge. The 
encounter adds sentences onto the biographies 
of objects and subjects. Take the stainless steel 
and silver cutlery on display as a part of Jubelin’s 
Case No: T961301. The highly stylised cutlery 
began its life in commodity form — its value 
derived less from its utility than from what it 
communicates about its consumer’s social status. 
In Case No: T961301 the biography of the cutlery 
is reconfigured as it is placed alongside court 
records from the Ploughshares Four case. The 
case involves four activists who in 1996 broke 
into a Lancanshire manufacturing plant and 
used everyday tools to significantly damage a 
Harrier jet destined for sale to the Indonesian 
government, which was intending to deploy 
the jet against East Timor. The activists were 
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acquitted, as it was proven that their destructive 
efforts were an attempt to prevent genocide. In 
this new assemblage the cutlery and the mundane 
objects used by the four activists interact and 
intertwine. Like the re-purposed tools, the cutlery 
becomes entangled in a new narrative. The 
encounter reshapes how we view both the subject 
and the object.

The multiplicity of possible configurations 
that arise from the subject-object encounter 
cannot be exhausted. Henrot’s ever-ramifying 
13-minute video work, Grosse Fatigue, is an 
example of the lively web of interactions that 
objects weave through encounters with other 
objects and subjects. Made while she was on a 
residency at the Smithsonian Institute, Henrot 
delves into both virtual and actual archives 
to provide a hyper-taxonomy of ‘the universe’ 
that unfolds and enfolds as images ripple out, 
creating a dense layering of pop-up windows on 
a computer screen. The viewer’s perspective is 
collapsed into the first person perspective of the 
artist, seemingly placing them at the computer. 
At other moments throughout the video the 
viewer is placed inside the Smithsonian Institute. 
An archivist opens a drawer to reveal a collection 
of flattened toucans, recalling Jean Epstein’s 
theory of photogénie: ‘summoning objects out 
of the shadows of indifference into the light of 
dramatic concern’.2 Epstein argued that film 
could transcend its photochemical foundations 
when deployed by the right person, becoming 
art; in Grosse Fatigue a multiplicity of objects 
are summoned ‘out of the shadows’ and into a 
loquacious composition, achieving just this.

Grosse Fatigue brings the viewer face-to-face 
with the homogenising force of museological 
efforts to categorise and contain the natural 
and human-made world. Birds, insects, cultural 
artefacts are categorised and contained as objects 
from which human-subjects can force knowledge 
and meaning. The footage in Grosse Fatigue is 
accompanied by a poem, delivered by Akwetey 
Orraca-Tetteh, which conflates a conventional 
Western scientific conception of the universe 
and lineal time with indigenous, religious and 
hermetic knowledges and creation stories. As 
the visual and aural momentum moves towards 
narrative resolution, Grosse Fatigue finally realises 
the impossibility of its own project. The universe, 
its encounters, entanglements, flows are always 
in excess. Each event is neither singular nor 
exhaustive, in that it extends beyond the actual 
occasion or instance and facilitates the object and 
subject’s relationship to other objects and other 
subjects.

Henrot plays with histories and worldviews. 
The dominant Eurocentric narrative inherited 
from the history of Western philosophy that 

takes nature and objects to be fixed, containable 
entities is undermined.3 In this mode the human-
subject is the sole producer of knowledge and 
objects are intentional nullities. Grosse Fatigue 
gives way to a heterogeneous array of objects and 
their embodied stories, which pullulate in spite of 
the normalising narratives that attempt to contain 
them as inert. In the Smithsonian a petrified bee 
livens, it interacts with other images and objects 
in the work; its biography lengthens, interweaves 
and becomes muddled with our own. The subject 
is no longer the sole producer of knowledge 
and meaning as the objects emerge as active 
participants enmeshed in their own complex 
pasts and presents.

In contrast to Grosse Fatigue’s dense layering 
of objects Andrew’s Harvest is seemingly free 
of objects. Harvest is a multi-faceted object, 
simultaneously functioning as a vitrine, a 
crystal-like sculpture, a museum display case and 
a tomb — reminiscent of the pyramids of Giza.4 
Devoid of actual objects, the empty crystalline 
cabinet sits amid uncertainty, supported by burnt 
wooden legs. Like detritus, these carbonised red 
gum legs recall the excess and precariousness 
of museological practices of acquisition and 
categorisation, and their colonising heritage. 
While Grosse Fatigue communicates the 
uncontainable excess of the universe, Harvest’s 
charred legs embody the destructive force of 
attempts to contain this excess.

Harvest — an object in itself — denies any 
final constitution. The quiet audacity of the empty 
vitrine renders it all the more evocative as the 
viewer is provoked to perform the psychic action 
of placing virtual objects in the display case. But 
the emptiness of the case persists, negotiating a 
space for the viewer to reflect on the process of 
becoming with the object. I imagine the vitrine 
filled with the petrified animals and insects, 
which have taken flight from Henrot’s work. 
The imagined objects simultaneously manifest 
and disappear in the living present of the empty 
vitrine. The persistent absence of display objects 
reveals that subject and object are entangled in 
a relational process of constructing one another. 
Harvest, a fibrous and connective object entangles 
and engages objects and subjects, revealing the 
constant process of becoming that they undergo 
together. Objects encountered in Grosse Fatigue 
stay with me, they have become a part of my 
narrative and are reproduced anew in different 
encounters with other objects.

Harvest provides a space in which object and 
subject interact and entangle each other. It reveals 
the relational processes of becoming that happens 
with each occasion that we encounter an object. 
Subjects and objects are not static entities but are 
produced and reproduced through interactions 
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and interpretations. Michael Halewood, following 
Gilles Deleuze, writes: ‘social, physical, and 
historical’ [and I would add cultural] forces define 
subjects and objects.5 It is through encounters, 
intersubjectivity, our interactions with and our 
interpretations of events, living and non-living 
entities that we produce and reproduce our 
subjectivities. The reciprocal exchange that takes 
place between object and subject is like that 
between the wasp and the orchid. Like the orchid, 
Harvest is shaped by the viewer’s response and 
like the wasp the viewer is shaped in response to 
Harvest — the two become together.6

A petrified bee goes on weaving new flight 
paths, it rests for a moment in the vitrine and then 
zigzags through other encounters and so meaning 
unfolds. The object-world you took to be inert 
livens. Objects become fibrous and connective 
entities that possess agency and force, interact 
and entangle. Deeply enmeshed in the world of 
objects, nature, animals, human-subjects become 
permeable. We open to the plane of possible 
moments of becoming together with objects 
that transcend the limits of our porous bodies. 
The density of Henrot’s work, the emptiness of 
Andrew’s, or the mundane in Jubelin’s are shared 
spaces for encounters to occur. Subjects and 
objects are made and remade in poetic formations 
that respond to the now. These encounters allow 
us to become attentive to the relational acts 
of becoming, of meaning making, which take 
place across the permeable subject-object divide 
and ultimately blur that divide as our storied 
lives entangle.

Tristen Harwood is an 
Aboriginal person writing, 
studying and living in 
Wurundjeri Country.

Notes: 1 Donna Haraway, When Species 
Meet, University of Minnesota 
Press, Minneapolis, 2007, p. 208. 
Also see Carla Hustak and 
Natasha Myers, ‘Involutionary 
Momentum: Affective Ecologies 
and the Science of Plant/Insect 
Encounters’ in Differences, Vol 23, 
3, 2012, p. 74–118.

 2 Robert Farmer, ‘Jean Epstein’ 
in Senses of Cinema, Issue 57, 
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jean-epstein/, n.p.
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Contemporary Art, Melbourne, 
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 5 Michael Halewood ‘On Whitehead 
and Deleuze: The Process of 
Materiality’ in Configurations, 
Vol 13, No. 1, 2005 p. 74– 75.

 6 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 
A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia, University of 
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 
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I’ve come across a set of Tarot cards. Part of 
British artist Suzanne Treister’s larger Hexen 2.0 
project, this 78 Tarot deck decodes seemingly 
heterogenous histories surrounding post-WWII 
government military and scientific programs, 
countercultural movements, and cybernetics.1 
Dreams, strategies and responses linked to 
these histories are given over to agents, objects 
and things linked symbolically rather than 
iconographically to each card. The cards have 
been used to perform collective readings for the 
state of the world. I am reading them. They are 
designed to be read.

From card game to fortune-telling device 
to tool primarily for meditation and reflection, 
the modern Tarot posits a series of relational 
thematics between the Self and Non-Self, acting 
each time as a kind of connective tissue or 
communicative topology. Take The Chariot. 
According to poet and mystic A E Waite, author 
of the key twentieth century Waite-Smith deck, 
this card designates conquest over nature, all 
things external and not internal, and the rational 
in opposition to the mystical. Here, liberation 
will always be in thrall to the logical plane. 
In Treister’s Hexen 2.0, The Chariot is given over 
to the father of cybernetics, the mathematician 
and philosopher Norbert Wiener, whose theory 
of messages described communication and 
control in both machines and human beings 
qua machines.

Treister’s extremely dense work is an 
induction to knowledge-formation working over 
several planes: the occult symbolism of the Tarot 
itself, the historical information which forms the 
content of Hexen 2.0, and their heuristic pattern-
forming intersections. As I do a Celtic Cross 
reading, I move around the central Situation 
(Card 1) posited by the querent; each card I 
turn over finds meaning through its internal 
symbolism relative to its place in the topology. 
The Situation is covered by its Complication, 
and expands out to cards 3–10, which relate the 
Conscious, Unconscious, Past, Future, Querent, 
Environment, Hopes/Fears, and Outcome back 
to the Situation (Card 1). The reading becomes an 
event anchoring itself in the natural movement 
of space and time (diagnostically taking it as 
content) while simultaneously rupturing its flow 

(in order to transform it). Norbert Wiener is the 
first card, our Situation.

World-outlook and world-feeling

Complication (Card 2): the Five of Chalices 
typically denotes inheritance, legacy, and 
testament. In other words, a gift. In the Waite-
Smith deck it is represented by a cloaked figure 
beside five chalices (fig. 4). In Treister’s Hexen 
Tarot, this card depicts the opening passage of 
American fantasy author H.P. Lovecraft’s The Call 
of Cthulhu, from 1926:

The most merciful thing in the world, 
I think, is the inability of the human mind 
to correlate all its contents. We live on a 
placid island of ignorance in the midst of 
black seas of infinity, and it was not meant 
that we should voyage far. The sciences, each 
straining in its own direction, have hitherto 
harmed us little; but some day the piecing 
together of dissociated knowledge will open 
up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of 
our frightful position therein, that we shall 
either go mad from the revelation or flee 
from the light into the peace and safety of a 
new dark age.

One year earlier, in 1925, the Russian socialist 
theorist and art critic Boris Arvatov wrote 
that by discovering the underlying ‘relations 
between people and things, knowing [their] 
socio-historical substratum’, we could direct the 
developmental tendencies of material culture.2 
The Present utilises the Past. The Past shifts the 
Present. Touches the Future (Card 6): Arvatov 
wanted to see the Thing transformed into a 
co-worker of human practice, liberated from its 
former relations to production and consumption 
partly through the discovery and analysis of 
these relations. Rupture the flow in order to 
transform it. Marx too implores me to ‘leave this 
noisy sphere, where everything takes place on the 
surface’, and move underground, from symptom 
to underlying cause.3

Still, Lovecraft’s warning echoes in my ear: 
there is danger in an over-saturated connectivity 
matrix. Our minds tend towards cross-referencing 
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and pattern-making, meaning that any web 
of heterogenous facts expansive enough to 
comprehend our informationally-dense world 
must be structurally unstable. Madness or a 
new dark age are lying in wait. Treister chooses 
another path, bringing the hidden to the surface 
encoded in a mystical system. The terrifying light 
of reality is occulted, to be decoded through the 
topology and temporality of the Tarot.

Secrecy, message-jamming, bluff

The Querent (Card 7): Us. The human machine 
might be a fine decoder, but it faces a structural 
problem: our minds will seek a solution to any 
rebus of information, even when there isn’t 
one. We risk creating a paranoid code that sees 
everywhere hieroglyphs needing to be deciphered. 
During WWII, Norbert Wiener instrumentalised 
this weakness for pattern-formation by mixing in 
with legitimate messages ‘a message that cannot 
be decoded; a non-significant message, a mere 
assemblage of characters’.4 The madness-making 
function of the connectivity matrix. In William 
Gibson’s sci-fi novel Pattern Recognition, 
paranoia and conspiracy theory are described 
as fundamentally egocentric, because both 
aggrandise the believer. Yet the veil between 
cybernetic and paranoid codes is thin and the 
theoretical jump from everything is connected 
to everything is controlled seems almost natural. 
Can we really tell legitimate messages from 
apophenia?

Environment (Card 8): In Hexen 2.0 
The Devil is given to Control Society, in which 
human creativity and desire become potential 
raw materials to be instrumentalised. The 
environment not as a cybernetic net but 
spider’s web. Conspiracy theory, then, may 
be a particularly skittish reaction to the quite 
acceptable idea that we exist in osmotic relation 
to our societies. And yet despite its revelatory 
and egocentric nature, conspiracy theory is not 
easily dismissed, partly because conspiracy itself 
is not a fiction. There are very real webs of control 
occulted from public view and, as Gibson’s 
characters are fond of saying, even paranoid 
schizophrenics can have enemies. In fact, the 

‘conspiracy theory’ label has become a rather 
convenient modern pejorative. For anarchist 
musician and essayist Lawrence Jarach, it is a 
linguistic tool used to discredit certain ideas a 
priori as dangerous (yet risible) fantasy.

If the doors of perception were cleansed

Hopes and Fears (Card 9): Jarach takes the role of 
Hexen 2.0’s Knight of Chalices, a card signifying 
a dreamer, but one haunted by his visions. How 

to connect a dense matrix of information whilst 
avoiding quasi-messianic decodings, egocentric 
apophanies, or flight into the bliss of ignorance? 
We might start by displacing our individual 
selves from the centre. In other words, we 
might try thinking cybernetically. The Hexen 2.0 
deck is designed to be read for the state of the 
world and not for an individual querent, unlike 
ordinary Tarot. A collective rather than individual 
exercise, a Hexen reading posits no special 
agency. What’s more, its structure ultimately 
mirrors the profound inner logic of its content, 
as an elaboration of the mystical thinking that 
permeates histories of modern science and 
technology. It allows us to link the seemingly 
dissociated knowledge described by Lovecraft in 
a remedial way. Without turning a blind eye.

Or being blinded by complexity. For the 
early twentieth century Russian theorist and 
critic Victor Shklovsky, it is habituation that 
prevents us from experiencing the world in its 
fullness. Habituation devours what might appear 
otherwise as strange and surreal. For Shklovsky, 

‘art exists that one may recover the sensation of 
life; [it exists] to make the stone stony’.5 Encoding 
technological and countercultural histories in a 
ludic process that borders several non-rational 
planes, the Hexen Tarot acts as an antidote 
to more extreme permutations of pattern 
recognition. And as an artwork, it transforms 
linked knowledge into a technique of its own 
perception. If its historical content is too dense 
to be understood all at once, the structure of 
the Tarot allows a smaller number of discrete 
phenomena to come into play and new, often 
unexpected, connections to be continually formed.

Hunches, lateralisms, frank anomalies

A code, a project, a game. A serious one. 
Beginning in 1950s the CIA, in collaboration with 
over 90 American institutions, ran experiments 
with hallucinogenics under the umbrella 
project codenamed MKULTRA. Timothy Leary, 
who would become a leading figure of the 
counterculture and, according to Richard Nixon, 

‘the most dangerous man in America’, started out 
as one of the psychologists working with LSD at 
Harvard. Ken Kesey, author of One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest and head of the Merry Pranksters, 
first took LSD as an MKULTRA test subject. 
Kesey was friends with Stewart Brand. And Brand 
created the Whole Earth Catalog, the conceptual 
forerunner of the WWW. The Hexen 2.0 deck has 
cards dedicated to Timothy Leary (The Magician), 
MKULTRA (Three of Swords), Steward Brand 
and the Whole Earth Catalog (The Hanged Man, 
Seven of Pentacles), and even one for LSD (Nine 
of Wands).
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Not all of the aforementioned historical 
connections are fleshed out in the Hexen cards, 
but that seems to be the point of Treister’s work: 
to engage an alternative mode of connecting 
and meditating upon knowledge that privileges 
the heuristic process over the presentation of a 
pre-synthesised totality. Treister problematises 
the rational form as the only sufficient or suitable 
means to engage with history. If the Hexen 2.0 
project links larger governmental, military and 
scientific strategies to collective and individual 
responses — as movement in general and 
movements in particular — it does so in order to 
engage with everyday life as it is given, and to 
render perceptible the historical connective tissue 
that we don’t see. Habituated as we are to the 
Things that surround us — communication and 
surveillance technologies, cybernetics, the History 
of the 1960s — we do not necessarily have access 
to the forces and movements that shaped their 
current forms.

In one of the tarot readings led by writer 
and musician Mark Pilkington at the ICA in 2015, 
Treister said that by isolating particular temporal 
points in relation to computing technology, ‘you 
could actually imagine going back to that time 
and then going off in a slightly different direction’.6 
For those despairing of the current socio-political 
state, the Hexen Tarot might seem a cold comfort, 
with not much in the way of an identifiable 
politics. If Treister likes or dislikes the objects 
she treats, it’s hard to tell. Paradoxically, this 
ambiguity makes Hexen 2.0 eminently political. 
The multiplicity of stances contained within 
its constellation lends it a certain impartiality. 
Seeing the organic movement of a Thing can 
defamiliarise it enough to make us aware of it, 
able to see its latent possibilities for the first time. 
In the discovery of these affinities and affiliations, 
we are not told how to think. Curiosity is its own 
virtue. But eventually — as all oracles know — we 
must choose and act. So we set off, steering a path 
between madness on one side and the peace and 
safety of a new dark age on the other.

The Outcome (Card 10) is, as always, yet to 
be revealed.

Deborah Birch is a researcher 
and poet interested in the 
crossover between rational and 
mystical systems of knowledge.

Notes: 1 Suzanne Treister, Hexen 2.0, 
London, Black Dog Publishing Ltd, 
2009–2011.

 2 Arvatov, Boris, ‘Everyday Life and 
the Culture of the Thing’, trans. 
Christina Kiaer in October 81, 
Summer 1997, p. 121.

 3 Karl Marx quoted in Fredric 
Jameson, The Geopolitical 
Aesthetic; Cinema and Space 
in the World System, London, 
BFI Publishing, 1992, p. 15.

 4 Norbert Wiener, The Human Use 
of Human Beings; Cybernetics and 
Society, Free Association Books, 
1989 (1952), p. 79.

 5 Viktor Shklovsky, ‘Art as Technique’ 
in Russian Formalist Criticism, 
trans. Lee T. Lemon and Marion 
J. Reis, Lincoln, University of 
Nebraska Press, 1965, p. 12.

 6 In relation to the card Computing 
1957–1986 (Nine of Pentacles).



The deep clap of bronze against bronze reverberates 
over a stretch of space.

Areas can be observed to stir, inhabitants rustled 
by the tongue’s shudder cast through the air. 
Even if this movement is not perceived aurally, 
it registers as an attunement of bodies.

The narrator makes a low, thick noise — 
indecipherable.

Morning time.

A phone begins to vibrate on a small wooden 
table. It makes the sound of a cricket, rubbing 
its phantom hindquarters together, blissfully 
unaware of its embarrassing incapacity. For a 
second she thinks she is in a field: pale yellow light 
blinds the eye, sun pouring, limbs outstretched, 

surrounded by wheat obedient to the wind. 
Tractor whirr. Eyes adjust and light floods in.

Move now.

The clock has been ticking for one hundred and 
seventy-six years, sitting where it always sits, 
outside the rooms where great atomic truths are 
decided.

As the reels spin, catching the radio waves in 
their magnetic writing, her low and even voice 
remembers the bird at Allanbank. Itself a kind 
of playback device, she recounts its concert 
heard through the bushland. Those methodical 
ascending scales imported from the European 
continent that it advanced, and was to become the 
antecedent for generations of inhuman timbres 
defiantly improving upon the formula.

The deep clap 
of bronze 
against 
bronze 
reverberates 
over a stretch 
of space

Saskia 
Doherty
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As someone reads a book, a manual of some 
kind, these words enter their head: You can 
salt the tongue in brine, keep the tongue in it for 
7 days. The page flicks and rests upon the body 
of the book, falling to an inaudible thud upon 
the mass like a supine muscle in soft repose. 
They look up from the tome as another person 
ushers them into a small room containing a large 
mechanical structure. Placing headphones over 
the reader’s ears, they are coaxed to lie down on 
a horizontal surface.

Speak.

A close-up of feathers and bulbous throat that 
promises air. Jaws cocked, beak parted, what 
issues from the bird’s mouth is not what we 
expected.

As the body is slowly fed into the tight, circular 
tunnel — very slowly, ever so slowly — a loud 
sound like a jackhammer emits from it, rhythmic 
as a military march, and the body feels an odd 
sensation dance about its skin, starting at the feet 
and moving progressively upward. Like needles 
made of air.

Atoms dance, their forms lurching to the attention 
of an invisible force as they align into a single 
axis. Regimented, unable to disagree, their 
poles sit side by side with each one pointing 
straight upward. Suddenly their will is returned 
to them and they bounce around in a great 
rabble, eventually re-forming in a heterogeneous 
arrangement. Some take longer to become 
stationary, whilst others settle in quickly. They are 
afforded a brief rest before they are once again 
called to action.

Someone looks at a screen behind glass, an image 
of some kind. These words enter their head:

Break. Fracture.

Through greenery and a bed of fallen eucalyptus 
leaves, the air is still. On a fallen tree trunk the 
bird with the fantastic plumage can be seen. 
A chainsaw sounds, and then the same sound 
again in flawless repetition, although no tree can 
be heard to hit the ground.

The metal layer is lifted upward by its top and the 
core is left behind, baked loam resting heavy on 
the pressed ground, bestowing no sound, a solid 
mass that absorbs all notes.

Lost in a daydream on the train and hearing 
the faint bleed from two sets of equidistant 
headphones, she drifts back to the sun-drenched 
field. She is underslept. The sound of several 
bronze bells ringing in unison jolt her out of her 
daze and these words enter her head:

You’re late.

So improbable that its furry paws could grip the 
rope. Nonetheless, the creature grasps the cord 
between its pads and draws down. Royal blue, 
black lines, brown, and the kind of red that you 
see in the cave churches.

A man in simple clothing is walking along the 
boundaries of a field. With each step, he solemnly 
sounds a small metal structure held in his right 
hand. As the metal tongue hits its container 
he sees ghostly bodies rising from the fields, 
vanquished like smoke from a burning liquid.

Go like the clappers.

In this case a fact is omitted; the chainsaw sound 
does not originate in nature but in the panda 



The deep clap of bronze against bronze Saskia Doherty

enclosure. The misnamed bird hears the nearby 
space of segregation go up, and when it re-tells 
the story it does so with a series of hammer hits, 
drill charges, and saws cutting through wood. 
The occasional camera click.

Thick with a promise of longueur, the magnetic 
field becomes focused on the tongue it is fed. 
Spine-down entering the oracular cavern, the 
body feels a mild level of claustrophobic panic as 
the outside world — only scarcely audible before 

— becomes completely muted by the sharp racket 
of rhythmic radio waves and the cracking spikes 
of the blown headphones. A complete sensorial 
bombardment, the otic passages fill with ringing 
as the air-needles do their work.

Remain silent.

Back and forth, back and forth, the clapper strikes 
the copper piles, providing just enough charge to 
continue its own movement. It’s been doing this 
for a while now; no one truly knows why, but it 
perseveres like the changing of the seasons. More 
a bell of constants than of beginnings or endings, 
of plague or pestilence. It lives in voicelessness 
behind two layers of glass: silent metronome, it 
may outlive us all.

A pair of hands applying a slick of dazzling metal 
to the outer surface of a small bell, easy enough 
to grasp and ring with one hand. The warmth of 
copper embraces the simple iron curve of its new 
armature, a kind of mummy-wrapping. It is left 
to cool and later taken with great care to its final 
resting place. The bell is retired here, placed in its 
purpose-built shrine and left to endure old age 
unseen, unheard.

The tune amongst the trees hints at the call of 
birds, the hum of mosquitos, the light notes of a 
flute. It suggests a dance for tiny insect bodies and 
they oblige, unknowingly.

Rest.

The backlit horizon-scape adorning the roof is 
shot through with brilliant purpley-blues, but the 
perspective’s all out; from this vantage, the sky 
splits in two.

A meniscus snaps into place as the structure is 
lowered into the water, sealing the two bodies into 
a suspended breath. Their oxygen circulates a 
closed loop as they fall deeper. They hear lapping 
outside the walls in their descent, pushed down by 
the heavy metal roof.

Heart racing, a repetitive beat reaches her ears 
but it is not apprehended.

Stop moving.

The ears sway in the wind as the sun falls behind 
the hill in the distance, and the hum of many legs 
can be heard, vaguely biblical, vaguely menacing. 
Something carries on the breeze: a footstep, and 
then another. The faint tinkle of a bell.

The deep clap of bronze against bronze reverberates 
over a stretch of space.
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  An audio artwork and reading 
of Saskia Doherty’s The deep 
clap of bronze against bronze 
reverberates over a stretch of 
space is available online as part 
of un Extended 10.1.

Notes:  The bell’s peel has been a director 
and narrator of human activity for 
immense swathes of time. Used 
variously as a voice of power, it 
has been utilised as a time-keeper, 
a marker of death, a call to 
prayer, a signaler of disease, 
an insurance policy against evil 
spirits, a delimiter of boundaries, 
and a dictator of when (and when 
not) to speak. The parts of a 
typical bronze bell include a body, 
a canal, and a tongue or clapper.

  The Oxford Electric Bell, or 
Clarendon Dry Pile, resides out-
side the Clarendon Laboratories 
at Oxford University. It started 
its stalwart ticking in 1840 and 
continues to this day. Its exact 
mineral composition is unknown, 
however it is composed of two 
dry pile batteries made of metal 
between which a pendulum 
swings, creating the requisite 
charge for it to continue. It is 
completely inaudible, displayed 
behind two layers of thick glass.

  On June 29, 2007, Apple Inc. 
released the first version of 
the iPhone. At its release the 
iPhone offered 25 ringtones, 
including the digital playback of a 
cricket’s mating call, and that of a 
bell tower.

  The iron Bell of St. Patrick’s Will 
was considered too holy for sight, 
and so was coated with a layer of 
copper in order to shield it from 
mortal eyes.











We don’t create our song and dance like the way 
a rock ’n’ roll muso creates theirs. Our song and 
dance are given to us in two ways. They come from 
family, like an inheritance we become custodians 
for. And they come fresh in our dreams from 
spirits and Country.

You know when you wake up from a dream 
and you speak to someone about it and that 
dream disappears from your mind. These dreams 
are not like that. The dreams that give us song 
and dance, they stay with you. They become 
embedded in you. These dreams are flooded with 
sounds, echoes, visions, rhythms and stories. 
When these things come through your body and 
mind, again and again, your hair stands on end.

There are lots of different kinds of song 
and dance cycles. We call these different styles 
joonba, moonga-moonga, balga, janba, marndiwa, 
wangga and lirrga. Each style has different 
rhythms, different body paint, different songs, 
different artefacts, different instruments and 
different dances. These are the things that special 
people are given in their dreams. They’re also 
inspired by the Ngarranggarni (Dreaming), and 
the knowledge of the old people. It’s part of our 
tradition, and we’re holding on to it today.

My father has two song and dance cycles, but 
they are both connected. One has been passed 
on from his grandfather, and that one is a joonba. 

The other is a balga that came to my Dad in a 
dream, and he calls this the Bali Bali Balga. Both 
of these song and dance cycles are based on 
real events that happened to my Dad and my 
great-grandfather, although decades apart. They 
are both about children who go missing in the 
bush, taken away by a spirit. But in both stories 
the kids are eventually tracked down, found and 
brought back to their family who smoke them. 
The reason they are smoked with leaves from 
the dimalan tree, is to protect the kids from evil 
spirits. When the spirit of old Mundy Moore tried 
to take my sister when our family was on a fishing 
trip to the spillway, my father didn’t only smoke 
my sister, but he smoked all of us kids. I was only 
a baby then.

Our song and dance are connected to us 
and that connection comes from Country. The 
song and dance brings us and our Country alive. 
It wakes us all up, tells us who we are and where 
we come from. These stories teach us. But we 
wouldn’t have any of these stories, none of these 
songs or dances, none of the artefacts or body 
paint without our ancestors, our Ngarranggarni 
and our Country.

My Dad, Alan Griffiths, explains more about 
how our song and dance are passed on and learnt:

If that dead man might got a son, daughter, 

Sharing one cup

Chris Griffiths
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Sharing one cup Chris Griffiths

Above and page 93:
Photographs: Alana Hunt and Graeme Griffiths, 2016
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grandkid. If he give it to his grandkid or son 
or daughter, that’s right. But if he can’t give it, 
well he’ll give that corroboree to another man. 
That ’nother man might say, ‘Hey, your father 
been give me corroboree in the night time. 
Good one too. Well put him on.’ They used to 
put them on. They used to go for weeks and 
weeks. Take ’em all over, like a winan.1

This time now, they got a mobile phone 
or they got a thing to record it, people singing. 
Well, when they finish singing they go back, 
they put it on. We fellas learn that way, see. 
Get that thing on a dvd or video or cassette. 
Before we used to get it straight out, you know. 
When people want to get that corroboree 
or wangga, you gotta take him and show 
him, sing it bat him,2 and give him a hand to 
sing him.

One water, one tea, two fellas drinking. 
That’s the way he gets that knowledge from 
that bloke singing that wangga. By water and 
tea. When you get a drink from that grandpa, 
grandpa gammin’ drink that water,3 he drink 
that water and he wash his mouth, chuck him 
back la that cup. Spit back in the cup and two 
fellas drink that water. And all that knowledge 
go into that little fella. That’s how it used to be, 
but we don’t do that now.

People might ask why we don’t do what my father 
describes now. We’ve been shifted off our Country 
too many times, gathered up like bullocks in a 
yard and forced to live in townships. That’s now 
our way of life. We’ve drifted away from many 
of our own traditions and way of doing things. 
But we still hold on to everything that we can in 
our hearts and in our minds. And like Dad says 
although we haven’t shared cups of water or tea 
for a while, we do have our videos and mobile 
phone recordings. Recordings of our song and 
dances spread in our own communities like wild 
fire. And who knows, maybe this year two fellas, 
one old and one young, will start drinking from 
the same cup again.

Chris Griffiths is a Miriwoong/
Ngaliwurru man living in the 
East Kimberley. He is the son of 
Alan Griffiths, a renowned artist, 
respected law man and recipient 
of the 2015 WA State Living 
Treasure Award.

Notes: 1 Winan is a traditional form of 
trade that takes place across 
different Country.

 2 Bat is a Kriol word that changes 
the verb to mean ‘continuous or 
habitual’.

 3 Gammin’ is a Kriol word that 
means to pretend or lie about 
something.



Installation view, Technologism, Monash University 
Museum of Art, Melbourne, 3 October – 12 December 
2015, with Hito Steyerl, How not to be seen. A fucking 
didactic educational .MOV file 2013, HD video, colour, 
sound, single screen in architectural environment, 
14 minutes. Courtesy of the artist and Andrew Kreps 
Gallery, New York
Photo credit: Zan Wimberley
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Contemporary art discourse is increasingly 
embracing recent theoretical trends that call for 
a focus on materialisms and material ontologies. 
In Melbourne in the last year alone we have seen 
the Transversal Practices conference on New 
Materialisms (and its satellite projects) alongside 
large institutional exhibitions that included The 
Biography of Things (2015, acca), Technologism 
(2015, muma), and Pierre Huyghe (2015, 
TarraWarra Museum of Art). All of these are 
underpinned by an ethos to take the dynamism 
and importance of the non-human world seriously. 
An umbrella term for this movement is the 
‘material turn’ (MT): a rejection of the linguistic 
focus of Modernism and Postmodernism, as well 
as a destabilisation of the human exceptionalism 
of Humanist thought. While the ‘material 
turn’ is more commonly used to refer to the 
emergence of material culture studies, it is used 

here to gather together theoretical trends such 
as New Materialism, Object Oriented Ontology, 
Speculative Realism and Post-humanism. Within 
the MT, I find the ecological and relational 
perspectives most productive because they seek 
to capture the entangled, mutually dependent 
web of relationships that surround us. Examining 
the particularities of this connective tissue 
opens up a rich field of possibilities for making 
and thinking about art. Yet in applying these 
theoretical perspectives to artistic discourse 
there is a tendency to rely on, and become 
trapped by, categories that prevent a deeper 
poetic and critical discussion. By unpacking the 
terms ‘materiality’ and ‘agency’ we can see how, 
although sometimes useful, their overuse can 
obscure the multiple layers of relationships, social 
and non-social, that pervade our experience of 
the world.

Material co-existence:  
beyond materiality and agency

Anatol Pitt
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Top:
Installation view, Technologism, Monash University 
Museum of Art, Melbourne, 3 October – 12 December 
2015, with Aleksandra Domanović, From yu 
to me 2013, HD video, colour, sound, 34 minutes 
33 seconds. Courtesy of the artist and Tanya 
Leighton, Berlin
Photo credit: Zan Wimberley

Bottom:
Kirsten Pieroth
Conversation Piece, 2010
30 jars, liquid from boiled newspapers
dimensions variable, shelf 30 × 270 cm
Courtesy the artist and Galleria Franco Noero, 
Torino
Photo credit: Andrew Curtis
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Following Materials

‘Materiality’ is widely used within artistic 
discourse to refer to the physicality of things, to 
capture a kind of productive force that material 
things share. Such a broad meaning allows for 
parallels to be drawn between many different 
kinds of things, be they physical objects or digital 
media. It is the state of physicality, rather than the 
specifics of a particular material, that therefore 
foregrounds translation and transformation. It 
becomes useful to think through the simulations 
of digital media: for example in the way images 
and objects circulate and transform in Hito 
Steyerl’s video, How Not To Be Seen: A Fucking 
Didactic Educational .MOV File (2013), as part 
of the Technologism exhibition. The boundaries 
between the physical and digital worlds blur, a 
situation emphasised in Technologism, where the 
video extends into sculptural installation. Yet the 
tendency to rely on materiality as shorthand for 
physicality can homogenise the vast variability 
of the material world. For the anthropologist Tim 
Ingold, speaking through ‘materiality’ abstracts 
away from actual physical experience, leading to 
the invisibility of the qualities and properties of 
material themselves.1 Materiality is something 
‘out there’, formless and separate from its 
interactions with the world. Ingold argues that 
this perpetuates the divide between the mental 
and the physical, emphasising the consumption 
of static objects rather than the production and 
fluidity of things.2 To counteract this view, he 
advocates a language that attends to the materials 
themselves first, a perspective that views the 
world as ‘an ocean of materials’, continually 
moving, changing and forming.3 Here materials 
aren’t static or ahistorical, they are always 
caught up in entangled relationships of change. 
He encourages thinking like a craftsperson, in 
which new forms emerge, not from imposition of 
design onto inert matter, but from a ‘process of 
correspondence’ between materials and humans, 
a push and pull, an entanglement.4 Ingold’s 
writing provides an important reminder that to do 
justice to the physical world, artistic discussions 
need to privilege the phenomenological 
way in which we, as humans, experience our 
environment and the materials of the world.

Kirsten Pieroth’s boiled and bottled copies 
of The New York Times, in her Conservation Piece 
(2010) in The Biography of Things, embody this 
material and relational perspective. The viewer 
is presented with a deconstructed language 
through physical reorganisation of the newspaper. 
Laid out like a school science experiment, the 
social and symbolic power of The New York 
Times becomes so fragile, with different issues 
and opinions only manifesting in the colour 

of the liquids. The newspaper is no longer a 
singular object, but a material state, one possible 
structure. Things are never finished artefacts 
but bundles of materials that interact with 
other bundles. From this perspective, talking of 

‘materiality’ moves the conversation away from 
a direct experience, as well as the properties of 
materials themselves. While ‘materiality’ can 
be a vehicle to capture a particular mode of 
representation, it can get lost in a miasma of 
abstractly speaking of the ‘thingness’ of things, 
without a specific understanding of what this 
means. This perpetuates a stasis and can also lead 
to a reductive application of ‘agency’ onto things 
and objects.

Agency

things are active not because they are 
imbued with agency but because of ways in 
which they are caught up in these currents 
of the lifeworld
— Tim Ingold5

A central task of those associated with the MT is 
to describe an active world, in which humans are 
not alone as actors. Theorists like Bruno Latour 
have popularised the notion that the material 
world has agency alongside — and with — that of 
the social world.6 Yet, while a deep analysis of the 
entangled connections and correspondence of 
actions that includes nonhuman alongside the 
human is important, the concept of ‘agency’ has a 
tendency to become a homogenous category that 
doesn’t necessarily allow the quality and form 
of these influences to become obvious.7 This is 
because agency is not a uniform ‘thing’ that can 
be held, but a particular kind of interaction. This 
notion of agency emerged from the social sciences 
in the mid-twentieth century to describe the way 
in which individuals can or cannot choose to act 
within the wider social and cultural structures.8 
Emphasising questions of freedom, free will and 
choice, it has, at times, been criticised for being 
closely related to Western notions of autonomous 
individuality.9 This is important because it 
shows that agency is a culturally specific frame 
of reference not a neutral description. To 
speak then only of the ‘agency’ of objects and 
other non-humans gives an overly broad and 
limited understanding of the multiple forces 
that channel actions. While it is not uncommon 
for objects to act as social persons in certain 
situations, conceptualising matter in terms of an 
autonomous actor can have wide ramifications.10 
Using agency broadly, and without differentiation, 
not only simplifies narratives, but can also 
hide the social inequalities built into the 
contemporary world.
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The material world channels human actions, 
but ascribing agency to matter can also conceal 
the kinds of social relationships that are held 
within things. Alf Hornborg, an ecological 
anthropologist, uses the term ‘technofetishism’ 
to argue that the personified representation 
of technology works to perpetuate embedded 
economic and power structures.11 This highlights 
that presenting things as having agency is not 
a radical departure from modernist thought. 
Hornborg draws on Marx’s definition of the 
fetish within capitalism, which describes the 
objectification of human relations: a way in 
which the social relations built into a commodity 
are obscured.12 A classic example is the way in 
which money materialises a social relationship, 
or the way that this laptop I’m currently using 
is the product of a highly complex assemblage 
of social, economic, infrastructural and 
geopolitical relationships. Hornborg argues 
that, not only are social relations objectified 
by technological commodities, but those 
commodities are personified and represented 
as having autonomous agency.13 This goes back 
to the roots of modernity, where histories of the 
Industrial Revolution focus on the adoption of 
fossil fuels and other natural forces but forget 
the fundamental role of global, social and 
political structures.14 Technological progress 
is imagined as an objective progression above 
and beyond social and political arrangements; 
a natural phenomenon reliant on ingenuity 
alone.15 Such representations slip into obscuring 
the ways in which technological progress 
relies on institutions, infrastructure and power 
relationships. Aleksandra Domanović’s from yu 
to me (2014), recently shown in Technologism, 
presents a path toward capturing such an 
entanglement. Through a documentary-style 
form of film, it dissects the confluence of different 
factors that surrounded the Yugoslavian internet 
domain name .yu in the midst of the country 
tearing itself apart. It brings to light the women 
computer scientists who worked to bring about 
and maintain the collective domain name. In 
presenting the convergence of different factors 
that marked the emergence of a global internet, 
technological transformation is not a totality, 
rather it is grounded in the particularities of the 
social, cultural, historical and political climate. 
From yu to me wonderfully describes the variable 
emergence of the Internet and how it becomes a 
material force in and of itself.

Divergent Paths:

the art historian’s goal is to provide readers 
and viewers with conditions for more 
open-ended hermeneutics or interpretive 

play, postponing the final displacement of 
the visual by the verbal’.
— Ladislav Kesner16

The condition of art writing feels like one of 
perpetual failure, of hoping to capture something 
about an artwork without reducing it to that 
description. With this struggle though comes 
the possibility of opening up an artwork to 
a broader set of perspectives, of forging new 
connections. On a large scale, my concern with 
labels like ‘materiality’ and ‘agency’ is that they 
can replace other descriptive modes, locking 
artworks into a particular theoretical perspective 
and displacing the artwork itself. In particular, 
this is exacerbated when the labels themselves 
work against the intentions of the artwork or 
discursive argument. These terms do not capture 
the interconnected multiplicity of the material 
world; they can flatten the small narratives and 
differences, the push and pull of materials. In 
doing so they stop the search for new and more 
poetic forms of description, a restless attempt to 
understand the dynamism of our entangled lives.

Anatol Pitt has a degree 
in anthropology and art 
history from the University 
of Melbourne and is a fine art 
undergraduate at the Victorian 
College of the Arts.

  The companion piece to this 
article Moss, thoughts on 
entanglement, representation and 
the material world, that imagines 
the relational intersection of self, 
moss garden and artistic practice 
is available online as part of 
un Extended 10.1.
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Peoples’ plumbing:  
objects and pipes in 
Sean Peoples’ recent work

Helen Hughes

Above:
Sean Peoples
I want to Believe: Ghosts before 
Breakfast 2016
Still from digital video
Image courtesy the artist 

Right:
Sean Peoples
Irrational ~ Non-cartesian ~ 
Emotional 2015
3D-printed plastic, sticks, 
branches, plumbing, garden 
matter, miniature furniture, found 
objects, screws, paper
120 cm × 80 cm × 40 cm
Image courtesy Christo Crocker 
and the artist
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Melbourne artist Sean Peoples’ recent work 
can be characterised by its numerous gestures 
of forced — even dubious — connection. For 
the last two years, the artist’s studio at 
Gertrude Contemporary has been abuzz with 
the continuous hum of multiple 3D printers 
producing grey plastic piping that he has 
designed using cad modelling software to connect 
different, vaguely cylindrical objects. For his 2015 
Studio 12 exhibition, Sorting Demon, Peoples 
presented two wall-mounted works that detailed 
an elaborate circulatory system: the 3D-printed 
pipes sprung out of the wall then began to 
connect the most unlikely objects to one another. 
A bottle of shaving cream was plugged into a 
can of Mother energy drink was plugged into 
a crusty baguette was plugged into a bottle of 
tomato sauce was plugged into deodorant spray 
was plugged into a tin of spam was plugged into 
a pump bottle containing women’s moisturiser 
(all substances that go in or on the body). For 
his contribution to the annual Gertrude Studios 
exhibition later that year, Peoples used the 
3D-printed pipes to join a number of sticks that 
he had collected from the streets surrounding his 
home in the Dandenong Ranges, fashioning them 
into a single, uninterrupted line that emerged 
from the ceiling, ran the entire width of the 
main gallery across a horizontal beam, before 
disappearing into the front-of-house area.

Peoples’ idiosyncratic plumbing system 
connotes the digestive system of the body, as 
well as the water and waste removal systems 
of buildings. (That the tubes are related to 
waste removal is further suggested through the 
modified plastic waste bins that the artist has 
also made, in which small sculptures are nestled 
into the bins’ walls as if enshrined in a grotto.) 
Emerging from the wall, Peoples’ tubing system 
reads as if it were all-of-a-sudden exposed: no 
longer concealed beneath the skin of a body or 
the wall of a building. It suggests a revelation 
of how things really work, the unveiling of an 
alternate reality or other dimension, or perhaps 
merely a different perspective on the organising 
principles that structure our consumerist lives — 
for the connections that the plumbing produces 
infer an interchangeability of age, financial value 
and provenance, despite how contradictory such 
equivalence may, in fact, be.

For an upcoming exhibition at TCB Art Inc., 
Alien Antique, Peoples will again use his pipe 
system to create three-dimensional wall-based 
assemblages comprising of wallpaper-covered 
composition boards, twigs, readymades, and 
affirmative slogans printed in faux-vintage or 
‘handwritten’ fonts. The word ‘MEMORIES’ is 
printed as though a fading passport stamp, 
whilst ‘TRADITIONS’ is designed to appear as 

if engraved on a metal plaque screwed into a 
wall. Peoples uses the term ‘alien antique’ to 
identify this confused combination of temporal 
and material signifiers in certain objects and 
images. He coined the term specifically to 
describe a particular genre of homewares that, 
he believes, are endemic to certain Australian 
suburban ‘old-timey’ gift shops — such as those 
he is surrounded by in the Dandenongs (the site 
that underpins all of the works in the exhibition).1 
For Peoples, an alien antique is something that 
has been manufactured to look old, even though 
it is new. It is a contemporary object that has been 
filtered through a warped historical — or more 
specifically, a Victorian-era — lens. (No, not lens 

— but 3D printing machine! Like the alien Biltong 
replication machine in Philip K. Dick’s 1956 
short story, ‘Pay for the Printer’.) Indeed, an alien 
antique is not totally unrelated to the science-
fictional subgenre of steam punk, which mixes 
nineteenth-century industrial design aesthetics 
with futuristic technologies. An example of an 
alien antique could be a motivational message 
on an old decoupaged piece of timber, or a rusty 
metal tree branch with photographs nestled 
inside it. Like the objects connected by pipes in 
Peoples’ recent Gertrude works, the temporalities, 
materials and sentiments of alien antiques are 
forcibly connected. The effect of these connections 
is one of quaint internal disharmony, not 
dissimilar to the cut in collage.

Whilst outwardly concerned with typologies 
of contemporary kitsch, Peoples’ practice is 
actually based in extensive research. He has 
racked up hours studying local history in the 
Belgrave Library, and even more on the internet, 
piecing together information about local alien 
and UFO sightings. The most famous local UFO 
sighting, indeed one of the most renowned and 
best documented in the world, is the alleged 
sighting and abduction of the 27-year-old 
woman, Kelly Cahill. The abduction is said to 
have occurred as Cahill drove home with her 
husband and three children on Belgrave–Hallam 
Road, through the foothills of the Dandenongs, 
in August 1993. Cahill claims to have spotted a 
UFO hovering just above the road shortly after 
midnight. The UFO quickly zoomed off, only to 
reappear as an unbearably bright light, after 
which an hour or so’s worth of Cahill’s memory 
was wiped completely from her mind. When she 
finally returned home that night, Cahill noticed 
a ‘strange triangular mark’ on her navel that she 
had never seen before — a vestige of her blackout 
and, she later uncovered through dreams and 
other memory recuperation techniques, of 
procedures performed on her body by the 
alien beings.2

Peoples prefers the term ‘alien’ to an 
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alternative descriptor like ‘anachronistic’ to 
describe the old-timey homewares with their 
‘seemingly invented sentimentality’ because 
he is interested in imagining that these objects 
might originally hail from another dimension. 
He studies them, like Stalkers in the Strugatsky 
brothers’ Roadside Picnic (1971), as if they were 
artefacts left behind by an alien civilisation. 
Moreover, Peoples links the proliferation of 
these curios in the Dandenongs with the high 
level of UFO sightings in the area, detecting a 
causal connection between the sightings and 
the ‘invasion’ of faux antiques into local shops 
and homes. His recent Instagram feed has been 
filled with videos by the artist of local picnic areas 
and lookouts in the Dandenong Ranges onto 
which he has superimposed flying saucers (in fact, 
the videos capture a straw bucket hat hanging 
from string). More forced connections. For the 
Alien Antique exhibition, Peoples has compiled 
a short video montage of these flying saucers 
in the landscape, set to music borrowed from a 
UFO-sighting-compilation-videos website that he 
frequents.

We know that the late American artist, Mike 
Kelley, was also deeply preoccupied by the topic 
of aliens and UFOs, and what he called ‘the 
aesthetics of ufology’. In addition to charting 
genealogies of science fiction book covers, 
movies about aliens, and philosophical musings 
on extraterrestrial life, he was obsessed with 
the stories of people who claimed to have been 
abducted and probed by aliens. Kelley believed 
the ‘recovered memories’ of abductees were 
more likely the product of repressing traumatic 
memories. (He wrote in 1997: ‘The scenarios 
described in UFO abduction accounts are 
remarkably similar to the “recovered memories” 
found in the pop-psychology literature associated 
with repressed memory syndrome’.3) In many 
cases, the stories of abductees likely stemmed 
from the memory disorder of confabulation: the 
unconscious fabrication of memories in order 
to fill inexplicable gaps in one’s memory. As an 
object, the alien antique also attempts to fabricate 
memories through its aesthetic reimagining of 
the past.

In addition to confabulated memories, 
Peoples’ sculptural installations connote 
the modality of conspiracy theories via their 
impressive webs of forced connections and 
overdetermined causal relations. In his much-
mined essay, ‘An Archival Impulse’, Hal Foster 
aired his suspicion that a conspiratorial logic 
underpins some archival art, for archival artists 
interact with history less like an archaeological 
excavation site, and more like a building 
construction site.4 Reflecting on an aphorism of 
Thomas Hirschhorn’s, that his role as an artist 

is ‘to connect what cannot be connected’, Foster 
suggests that there is, sometimes, ‘a strained 
effect’ in archival art.5 He continues:

Indeed its will to connect can betray a hint 
of paranoia — for what is paranoia if not 
a practice of forced connections and bad 
combinations, of my own private archive, of 
my own notes from the underground, put on 
display.6

Foster turns to Freud to describe the basic logic 
of paranoia, explaining that the paranoiac is 
understood to project meaning onto a world 
‘ominously drained of the same’.7 He concludes 
by asking:

Might archival art emerge out of a similar 
sense of a failure in cultural memory, of a 
default in productive traditions? For why 
else connect so feverishly if things did not 
appear so frightfully disconnected in the 
first place?8

As part of his research, Peoples has explored the 
ontology of conspiracy theories based on the 
hunch that the alien antiques populating the gift 
shops of the Dandenong Ranges might stand-in 
for some local amnesia, that their carefully 
constructed artificial veneers might barely 
conceal a paranoid logic, one desperately seeking 
connection where there is, perhaps, none to be 
found. The William Ricketts Sanctuary located 
in the Dandenongs, also a source of interest for 
Peoples’ Alien Antique enquiry (the artist has 
researched and visited the Sanctuary, although it 
has not been explicitly referenced in his work to 
date), certainly suggests so. Born in Melbourne 
in 1894, Ricketts permanently settled in Mount 
Dandenong in 1934. He had a background making 
jewellery and ceramics, and between 1949 and 
1960 made numerous trips to Central Australia 
to spend time with the Arrente and Pitjanjtajtara 
peoples from whose artistic practices and cultural 
customs he derived much inspiration.

The Sanctuary comprises more than 90 large 
ceramic sculptures that portray anonymous 
Aboriginal people striking variously Christian 
and neo-classical poses. Earthly Mother is a 
portrait of a bare-breasted Aboriginal woman 
surrounded by swarms of Aboriginal cherubs; 
a diptych alternately depicts an Aboriginal 
and Anglo man each suspended on a crucifix 
adorned with concentric circles (the latter is 
presumed to be Ricketts himself). Another of the 
sculptures imagines the same pair of men with 
angel wings outstretched. Like the alien antique 
stores, the Sanctuary is inexorably entwined 
with the tourism industry of the Dandenong 
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Ranges, which suggests the appeal of both sets 
of objects to the tourist psyche may be linked. 
Though produced between 1949 and 1960, 
Ricketts’ sculpture park gives the impression of 
antiquity due to the sculptures’ mossy patinas, 
their seamless integration into the rainforest 
gully landscape, and their neo-classical gestures. 
The holistic tableaux combined with snippets of 
Ricketts’ new-age philosophy (‘May we consecrate 
the Australian bush and speak both for and of it 
as poems of God’) deftly glosses over the violent 
dispossession of Wurundjeri and Bunurong 
lands when Europeans settled the Port Phillip 
region in the early nineteenth century, and the 
fact that the Aboriginal population of the region 
dropped by a staggering 80 per cent in the short 
period of time between 1834 and 1850. Ricketts’ 
sculpture sanctuary, like the alien antiques of 
the Dandenong gift-shop circuit more generally, 
possesses an aesthetic of forced continuity, 
which — in the colonial context of Australia — 
may hint towards more psychologically complex 
motivations than the mere production of touristic 
trinkets.

Helen Hughes is Research 
Curator at Monash University 
Museum of Art, an Assistant 
Lecturer in Art History and 
Curatorial Practice at Monash 
University, and co-founder and 
co-editor of Discipline magazine.
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all the same.
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 6 Ibid, p. 21.
 7 Ibid.
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Sophia Dacy-Cole interviews artist and theorist 
Erin Manning on her keynote ‘For a Pragmatics of 
the Useless’ at the Transversal Matters conference, 
Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne, 
September 2015.

sdC: un 10.1 focuses on Russian theorist Boris 
Aratov’s concept of the co-worker: the idea that 
objects are not merely inert, but have some 
autonomy. In this framework, we co-compose 
the world alongside objects. The concept of 
the co-worker would have been at home in the 
2015 New Materialisms conference at the VCA. 
Particularly in your keynote ‘for a Pragmatics of 
the Useless’, which focused on the infrathin, or 

‘the most minute of intervals’. The infrathin affirms 
the autonomy of the material world because 
it exists only in the moment of becoming: the 
instant where things show how mercurial and 
indeterminate they are. Both the concepts of the 
co-worker and the infrathin assert the agency 
of materials and undermine the traditional 
subject/object dichotomy in Western thought. 
Your lecture helped me to think about my 
own changing understanding of materials and 
becoming. My research exists between affect, 
studio practice and my experience of activist 
direct action. Recently, I’ve begun to feel that 
there’s a flourishing that happens when one 

doesn’t try too hard to control the outcome of 
an artwork or an action, while still remaining 
completely engaged in it. In casting particularly, 
which is central to my studio process, having 
an open approach allows one to work with the 
inevitable accidents of the process — learning 
about and adapting to the materials, rather than 
working against them. I’m hoping to draw out the 
concept of the infrathin as you understand it, and 
to begin to understand the consequences that 
such a concept might have for studio practices 
and for political engagement.

soPhiA dACy-ColE: You follow French artist 
Marcel Duchamp’s line that the infrathin cannot 
be defined, but only communicated through 
examples, could you please start with some?

Erin mAnning: It’s important to emphasise that 
it’s not a concept that Duchamp theorised about, 
it’s a concept that existed in the midst of his 
making. From what we understand, these were 
simply little pieces of paper that he composed 
sentences on. There are somewhere around 34 
and as you said, he says that the infrathin can only 
exist through examples. Here are a few of them: 
‘the warmth of a seat which has just been left is 
infrathin’, or ‘the subway gates, the people who 
go through at the very last moment – infrathin’, 

A world before 
the chunking 
happens

Sophia 
Dacy-Cole
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or ‘velvet trousers, their whistling sound in 
walking’. ‘The brushing of the two legs is an 
infrathin separation signalled by sound, but is 
not an infrathin sound’. Or, my favourite: ‘the 
difference between the contact of water and that 
of molten lead for example, or of cream with the 
wall of its own container moved around the liquid. 
This difference between two contacts is infrathin’. 
So, those are some of the examples, but as you 
can see, they are all very much in the situation 
and there seems to me to be a really pragmatic 
element to the examples, which encourages you 
to try it out. To what degree does this example 
activate something like the infrathin?

sdC: Are there any examples of the infrathin in 
your own life that you’ve noticed recently?

Em: For the past decade or so, my own work has 
been very invested in how perception works and 
its relationship with movement. I spent a lot of 
years thinking about modes of perception that 
complicate, slow-down or alter our relations 
to categories of existence, such as objects. For 
example, I’m really interested in the ways in 
which autistics articulate their experience of 
perception and the way that they explain how 
perception for them doesn’t have a tendency 
to, in their words, chunk around objects. So, if 
you begin to engage with a world outside of, or 
before the chunking happens, you’re in the midst 
of the infrathin, inevitably. And I think that 
it’s probably part of the instruction in any art 
scenario, or any movement scenario, that there’s 
going to be a search for qualities of the infrathin. 
For me the day is made up of infrathin examples 
because I’m on a lookout for all of the varieties of 
infrathin-ness that compose with those chunks 
of perception that we normally understand as 
what is actually visible in the world: the cars, 
the street, the buildings, the metro and so on. 
The infrathin would, in my understanding of it, 
always be an accompaniment to those chunks, 
objects, appearances. But the infrathin in and 
of itself would also remain un-namable, because 
it’s not an object, it’s a quality of perception that 
accompanies them and has a kind-of qualitative 
intensity.

sdC: You described the infrathin as calling-forth 
the ‘fourth-person singular’ using the example of 
il pleut (it rains) where the action is happening 
with neither subject nor object. I thought that 
this might be a good opening into discussing 
the relation between art and the infrathin, as art, 
especially contemporary art, works to undermine 
the idea of viewer as subject and artwork as object. 
This fits in nicely with your assertion that ‘what 
art can do is create the conditions for another way 

of perceiving’. How do you think that art moves 
us towards a perception that might notice the 
infrathin?

Em: These ideas were built on the proposition 
that we might think art in its medieval definition 
as ‘the way’. So, in thinking about what art can 
do, I’m not necessarily thinking about what an 
art object can do. Though, of course as an artist, 
I’m also thinking about what something called 
an artwork can do. But I’m always in that double-
articulation of art as a kind-of gesturing toward 
other modes of existence and art as the work 
itself. What I like about the idea of art as ‘the way’, 
or ‘way’, is that it emphasises that art involves a 
particular relation to materials. In some cases the 
materials are very obviously material, like paint 
or stone or wood or paper or a pen, et cetera. In 
other practices, they can be more immaterial, like 
in performance practice, but they retain a certain 
quality that I would put on the side of the material. 
And so the question for me is: to what degree does 
art’s interest in the material as a mode of thinking 
take us into a realm that allows different things, 
experiences and different qualities of experience 
to come into expression?

And in my work, I’m equally interested in 
how this happens without a human intervention 
so I think about what I call the artful in contexts 
that don’t involve the human, the contexts, for 
example, of the turning of the leaves in the 
Autumn in the Northern Hemisphere and the 
quality of the air, I think that’s artful. It proposes 
a shift in perception that is deeply felt, that has 
affects, but that is not simply the sum of its parts. 
You can’t reduce it into a zero-sum game. So, on 
the side of the artwork, I would say that in those 
rare occasions where art really does its work, 
that’s what it’s doing. It’s refusing to reduce to the 
sum of those materials, the sum of those thoughts 
or to the sum of those concerns. It’s managing to 
activate a shift in how the instant expresses itself.

And this perceptual shift is not necessarily 
a shift that has to happen in the duration of the 
time of a viewing of a work, it might have other 
kinds of durations, and that leads to the question 
that so many artists have asked, which is how 
do you know when an artwork is doing its work? 
And I don’t think there’s a general answer to 
that. I think you have to ask it again and again 
and again, but the very fact that the call is there 
to ask that question suggests that art can do that 
kind of work. So what I’m trying to do is to ask 
that question again and again through artworks 
as they come into encounter, to my own work as 
it’s unfolding. To ask whether it’s performing a 
gesture that it knows how to perform? Or whether 
it’s actually opening something up? And if it’s 
opening something up, are the conditions there 
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for a follow-through of that opening up? In my 
experience, it’s rare that they are. Certainly as 
an artist, it’s rare that I feel like I’m capable of 
following those through. But I think that at least 
for me, that’s what makes art-making as rich as it 
is, that it carries that potential for that carrying-
through, and in the carrying through, something 
like infrathiness comes to perception and 
appearance and they make themselves felt, and 
out of that there’s a shifting in experience. And 
there’s the political valence of the process-feeling.

sdC: The theme of this issue of un. is ‘co-worker’: 
Boris Arvatov’s idea that objects are dynamic, 
agental and contribute to the socio-political 
landscape. I think the concept of the materials in 
the artists’ studios as co-workers parallels your 
discussion of the infrathin in studio practice, 
where the indeterminate infrathin affordances 
of the materials make the studio practice 
relational — the agency is neither entirely in the 
object or the maker. I liked, particularly the quote 
you took from Paul Chan about studio practice: 
‘What art ends up expressing is the irreconcilable 
tension that results from making something, 
while intentionally allowing the materials and 
things that make up that something to change 
the making in mind’. How do you understand the 
relationship between the concepts of co-worker 
and the infrathin? And how do you understand 
their relationships to studio practice?

Em: So tell me a little bit more about how 
co-worker is being articulated in the issue.

sdC: This is how it’s discussed in the callout: 
‘two key tenets of Arvatov’s original concept seem 
particularly pertinent now, the acknowledgement 
of material things as having autonomous, 
productive force along with an interest in how 
such dynamism can be harnessed to activate 
and draw together divergent subjects, as the 
service of a shared vision or goal’. And some of 
the questions are: ‘What new narratives might 
we forge in relation to things? What connections 
and processes do these activate? Can inanimate 
matter be seen to have its own force, agency or 
being? Does such a concept allow us to seriously 
consider things as potential co-workers to human 
practice, as a force for social change? What would 
it mean to shift our conception of the material 
object or artwork from that of a commodity to 
that of a co-worker?’

Em: That gives me a sense. For me a concept 
really takes a while to take shape, and I have to 
understand how it does its work. The co-worker 
is the newer concept for me, so it’s a little vague 
to me as a concept. The reason I hesitated 

around it is that my first instinct toward it is to 
think about it in relation to work and then in 
relation to human work, but I think it’s being 
theorised in another way. I suppose what I would 
say is that the infrathin is not something that 
does work. It’s something that appears in the 
midst of a complexity, that in A N Whitehead’s 
vocabulary, has a quality of negative prehension. 
In perception, there’s a constant backgrounding 
and foregrounding of what we perceive, so 
we don’t perceive something like a landscape 
painting where you have certain things in-focus 
and certain things out-of focus. Perception is 
constantly moving and with this movement, 
there’s a constant realigning of how things are 
foregrounded and backgrounded. And in that 
foregrounding-backgrounding of experience, 
there are tendencies that activate, complicate 
and nuance what it is that appears in perception. 
I’m just using visual perception in this example, 
but you’d have to then push this into all modes 
of perception, when I’m thinking about the 
infrathin, I’m not actually usually thinking about 
visual perception, I’m thinking about a whole 
complex of perception where it’s moved to more 
the amodal realms. But however you conceive 
of it, the infrathin is something that becomes 
perceptible or felt under certain conditions. The 
question is always whether the conditions are 
there for it to be perceived, and so it doesn’t seem 
to me to have the quality of a co-worker. Though, 
I think that a technique of co-working might be a 
really good one to activate the conditions for the 
infrathin.

With regards to the studio, it’s been clear 
to me in the last little while, how varied our 
understanding of studio practice is. Some of 
us, like me, have a place we go to, where we 
experiment with materials. Other people work 
intermittently on a computer, or in the world. 
So, the studio practice writ large might be 
the attention paid to practice and the honing 
of that practice. And in the honing of that 
practice, sensitivities are also honed that allow 
the complexity of materiality, or immaterial 
materiality to come to the fore. And I think it’s 
probably fair to say that in order for that to 
happen, all kinds of rituals are set into place 
and they’re, in a way, rituals for blurring that 
strong relationship between foreground and 
background. Studio practice, however we name 
it and however we do it, is a certain commitment 
to feeling, looking, sensing differently. And in 
that sense, perhaps the studio practice is a site 
where that example of co-working happens. In my 
case, I’m working on material for an exhibition, 
and where the material in my apartment might 
be a piece of clothing that I put into the closet 
and don’t really spend time with, the material 
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in the studio becomes a much more complex 
proposition. There, I’m able to engage with its 
own potentials, its elasticity, its quality, the quality 
of the weave, the strength of the warp and the 
weft, et cetera. Here, the material takes on certain 
tendencies, and the making, or what we call ‘art’, 
is about following those tendencies, which often 
leads us to failure. I had one of those days in the 
studio last week where I worked fourteen hours 
and it really was a disaster and I think I probably 
knew very early on that it wasn’t working, but 
one of the interesting things about a practice 
is that it does have its own duration, and you 
actually have to follow it through to see whether 
it’s doing the work or not, continue putting the 
paint on the canvas, or follow-through with the 
movement proposition, or in this case, with the 
textile proposition. But when it really fails, there’s 
this sense that I knew all along that I was not 
attending to the tendencies, that I was forcing 
them to do something that wasn’t necessarily 
productive or interesting. So I think that if you 
take the idea of the co-worker really seriously, 
you’d have to also bring in the question of how 
the material, or how the environment, or how the 
event space doesn’t necessarily facilitate an easy 
encounter.

Sophia Dacy-Cole is an MFA 
candidate at Monash University. 
Her research concerns the 
co-mingling of process 
philosophy, contemporary art 
and grassroots activism.

  The full interview with Sophia 
Dacy-Cole and Erin Manning 
is available online as part of 
un Extended 10.1.







WE’RE DROWNING!  
NOW WHAT!?

Kelly Fliedner

Spooky Action at a Distance at Bus Projects, 
9–30 January 2016
Amalie Smith, Amitai Romm, David Stjernholm, 
Rasmus Myrup, Valérie Collart and curated by Nanna 
Stjernholm Jepsen

Amitai Romm
Exfoliation 2015
Latex impregnated paper, clay, 
zinc stearate, silicon carbide, 
phenol resin, aluminum

Valérie Collart
Serpent 2015
MPEG-2 Video loop 26:41 min 
(video still)

Image courtesy of the artist and 
BUS Projects 
Photo credit: David Stjernholm
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The polar icecaps have melted and Bus Projects 
finds itself submerged in the underwater world of 
Spooky Action at a Distance. This exhibition is the 
second, return iteration of an exchange project 
between Copenhagen-based curator Nanna 
Stjernholm Jepsen and Melbourne-based 
curator Kim Brockett. Spooky Action explores 
two concepts: the monumental and pervasive 
notion of the Anthropocene, and Albert Einstein’s 
theory of quantum entanglement as the subtle 
and seemingly inexplicable connection between 
objects (or particles) in the quantum realm, which 
he rather endearingly described as ‘spooky action 
at a distance’.

The Anthropocene epoch is an emerging 
geological time scale, following the Holocene, 
that recognises the accumulated effects of 
human activity as a driving force in the dramatic 
transformation of Earth. Rightfully so, the 
Anthropocene has become a mainstay subject in 
contemporary art and discourse, and there are a 
plethora of environmental art practices that use 
the concept as a political device to address the 
urgent need to combat climate change.

In Spooky Action the material effects of 
the Anthropocene are expressed in the affected 
(and comic) inundation of the gallery by rising 
sea levels: Amitai Romm’s Exfoliation, a series 
of laser-cut sandpaper sculptures stretch from 
the floor to ceiling as if seaweed; Gone Phishing 
by David Stjernholm, a group of pneumatic 
tubes caught floating in scattered fishing nets; 
and, Blocking Formation of Processed Wood and 
Geological Material (After Castor) by Rasmus 
Myrup, a collection of walls that resemble 
beaver dams made with colouring pencils ‘block’ 
entrance to the smaller Bus galleries.

Spooky Action, however, is not merely 
a staging of an environmental aesthetic — it 
does not address the Anthropocene as a solely 
geological phenomenon. Rather it expands 
the concept to include other forms of human 
evolution and technological advancement. 
In Spooky Action the physical, geological and 
material understanding of the Anthropocene 
is merged with our lived and conceptual viral 
existence — combining our contemporary physical 
and the conceptual Anthropocene-dwelling selves 
as an illustration of quantum entanglement 
and this discontinuity of time, space and matter. 
Einstein’s poetic theory of quantum entanglement 
describes how intertwined particles can 
immediately affect each other despite potentially 
infinite distances in space, violating our deepest 
intuitions about nature by binding together the 
fates of objects on opposite sides of the galaxy.

At its core, quantum entanglement, or 
magical duality, is an unsettling idea and many 
of the works in this exhibition play with this 

irrational or spooky feeling in both subject 
and form. There is a tension created between 
surface flatness and illusion. Serpent and Twisted 
Coloumn by Valerie Collart are two mesmerising 
black and white animations, pushing and pulling 
between the screen as sculptural object and image 
surface by depicting a virtual three-dimensional 
generated fictive sculpture, rendered with 
computer generated painting textures and 
flattened again by its presentation in black and 
white. The works become virtual ghosts, existing 
inside the image, mimicking sculptures in the 
real world. How do we relate to these mirrored 
multiple dimensions, as both makers and viewers? 
How do we relate to and between the physical and 
digital layers of our reality?

Michanikos by Amalie Smith, a two channel 
HD video loop shot with dancer Sophie Mage, 
depicts a folk dance first created in response 
to the many cases of diver’s disease on Greek 
islands in the late 19th century. The right-hand 
channel displays Mage wearing a motion capture 
suit tracking her moving body around a blank 
white cube. The video on the left is the virtually-
animated result of her digitally-captured body 
dancing the Michanikos as a submerged diver. 
Her body, now in a projected heavy vintage diving 
suit, flails about at the bottom of the sea. The 
audience is perhaps entranced by the projected 
slippage between real and unreal, entranced by 
the capture and representation of the dancer. 
Yet, this slippage distracts from the subject of 
the dance itself, a reenactment of decompression 
sickness, which is the literal physical effects of 
moving between realms, from the deep sea to the 
shore. Is this a warning? We regularly participate 
in this simulated projection of our bodies 
into virtual realities through varying gaming 
technology, such as Nintendo Wii. In this we are 
enthralled in our own suspended disbelief. Who 
knows if we’ll snap out of it in time to realise we’re 
actually fucking up the world we literally inhabit?

Spooky Action complicates or undermines the 
usually straightforward use of the Anthropocene 
concept, as something more than just a protest 
or environmentalist aesthetic. It does not seek a 
strict definition of what the Anthropocene might 
look like, or how it is used in contemporary 
art. Spooky Action is an exhibition that instead 
moves toward a more complicated framework of 
aesthetics, contexts and concepts, outside of that 
strict understanding of what an environmental 
aesthetic is. What does it mean to exist in this 
contemporary age of dual reality? How do we 
reconcile this dual reality?

Kelly Fliedner is a writer, curator 
and podcast-maker, but mostly 
she just enjoys a good book club.



There is a repeated sentiment seen in placards 
photographed at political protests around the 
world lately; it goes something like, ‘I can’t 
believe we still have to protest this’. The work in 
Splitting | Sides would suggest that political art in 
2016 looks a lot like political art from four decades 
earlier, and given the regressive nature of recent 
politics, this is hardly surprising. Performance 
and its documentation, video and photography 
were interspersed with a liberal sprinkling of text. 
Everything old is new again — or, the more things 
change, the more they stay the same.

The new generation of political artists 
featured in Splitting | Sides is clearly frustrated 
with reactionary government policies and 
community attitudes. But the motivations also lie 
in something more personal — the split cultural 
allegiances held by many in our multicultural 
society. While some of the works in this exhibition 

addressed these individual experiences in 
straightforward and sometimes blunt ways, 
others took a more divergent approach, evoking 
the fragmentation of contemporary experience 
and calling into question how identity is 
considered and formed more generally.

Curated by Andrew Christie and Brigitte 
Gerges, the exhibition included the work of 
Christie along with Dominic Byrne, Frankie 
Chow, Navid Ghezelayagh, Martin James, Hanadi 
Saleh, and Andrea Srisurapon. A succession 
of photographs of Srisurapon having her skin 
wiped clean of yellow pigment greeted visitors 
as they first entered the space. The artist was 
revealed to the viewer frame-by-frame, by the 
hands of a figure standing behind her whose 
identity was obscured by Srisurapon’s elaborate 
Thai headdress. In the final frame the artist 
moved away revealing the figure behind her 

Splitting | Sides
13–31 January 2016
MOP Projects, Sydney

Splitting | Sides

Chloé 
Wolifson

Splitting | Sides
installation view
Photograph: Docqment



un Magazine Issue 10.1 Review

114 / 115

to be a Caucasian woman — in fact Srisurapon’s 
mother.

It is this duality that Srisurapon played on in 
her other works, Passports and Pauline Hanson’s 
Maiden Speech (both 2014). The former depicted 
two passports belonging to the artist’s mother. 
Detailing her maiden and married surnames 
respectively, the documents prompted questions 
about changeable and inescapable aspects of 
identity. Pauline Hanson’s Maiden Speech took 
this further, with the artist’s mother reciting the 
speech in fluent Thai while Srisurapon read it in 
English.

Frankie Chow took a more direct 
approach to questions of racism in her work 
Murmur murmur! (2016). Video documented a 
performance in which Chow repeated the phrases 

‘ching chong’ and ‘fuck off’ in deadpan fashion, 
the words gradually losing meaning as the 
performance progressed.

Hanadi Saleh’s work Devotion (2016) played 
on notions of familiarity and understanding. 
The sculptural relief work sitting high on the wall 
was recognisable as Arabic script but beyond 
its decorative surface would not reveal its true 
meaning (Allah, or God) to those not literate 
in the language. Saleh’s work sat in contrast to 
the works of Martin James. As well as jingoistic 
Australian woodblock prints in the style of 
Socialist propaganda posters, James presented 
numerous stubby-holders printed with various 
notable Tony Abbott quotes. Evoking discussion 
around the barbeque or yelling at the television 
from the couch, they could be seen as placards for 
the apathetic.

Dominic Byrne offered an alternative 
construction of Australian identity with G’Day LA 
(2016), a selection of printed e-books presented as 
giveaways in the space. Commemorating the most 
valued Australian export, actors who have ‘made 
it’ in Hollywood, the convoluted texts hailed 
from the series Success Facts and their variously 
depleted quantities reflected a popularity contest.

Co-curator Andrew Christie’s work Made in 
Hong Kong (2016), a globe plastered in the gold 
stickers of the work’s title, raised questions about 
national identity in a global world whilst also 
arousing nostalgia for a time when such stickers 
were ubiquitous.

Navid Ghezelayagh addressed the 
exhibition’s theme thoughtfully with his work 
Scattered (2015–16). A stack of lightboxes 
displayed square travel photographs, the images 
not conveying a clear narrative or sense of time. 
These fragments evoked the disjuncture of not 
belonging to a particular place, as well as the 
fragmentation and reassemblage of memory and 
experience that occurs through the process of 
photography and posting images online.

The accompanying exhibition catalogue 
featured an ambitious collection of texts, 
numbering nearly as many as there were works 
in the exhibition. Covering issues from gallows 
humour through to the medicalisation of terror, 
the ambitions of this reader-like project exceeded 
the scope of the exhibition, with potential for 
future development.

For political art to endure, its end point 
should not be its starting point. Effectiveness 
comes from transcending personal experience 
in order to speak to a more universal human 
condition. Reiterating, reframing and giving 
airtime to bigotry may well be confronting to 
those who sit outside of such cultural dualities, 
and a cathartic reclamation for those on the 
receiving end of such bigotry. However, the 
effectiveness of this confrontation is contingent 
on the broader evocations and considerations 
arising from such work. The political is of course 
personal — but some of the experiences being 
worked through in Splitting | Sides are perhaps a 
little too raw just yet.

Chloé Wolifson writes about 
contemporary art and ideas 
for various arts publications 
and institutions, and curates 
exhibitions and public 
programs. She lives in Sydney.



Rapa Nui Ranelagh

Michael 
Ascroft

Ry Haskings
Rapa Nui Ranelagh
West Space
2 October – 7 November 2015

Above:
Ry Haskings
Rapa Nui Ranelagh 2015
screen print, acrylic on canvas, 
steel, plasterboard walls
Dimensions variable
Image courtesy the artist
Photo credit: Christo Crocker

Right:
Ry Haskings
Rapa Nui Ranelagh (detail) 2015
screen print, acrylic on canvas, 
steel, plasterboard walls
Dimensions variable
Image courtesy the artist
Photo credit: Christo Crocker
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Over the last few years, Ry Haskings has 
presented a number of installations which 
have utilised the same basic set of ingredients; 
figurative colour-pencil drawings, colour 
screen-prints derived from photographic sources, 
painting, especially geometric abstraction 
and wall-painting, and building materials and 
construction techniques that sometimes double 
as supports for the display of artwork (including 
ceiling panelling, extruded wall-mounts, extended 
plinths and steel support poles). Already in this 
list you get the impression of the interest in a 
low-key, workaday formality or conventionalism. 
The works involve and activate this quality in 
an economical way, which can make them look 
minimalist, but they never really carry the sense 
of something ordinary having been elevated — as 
in purified — or of something profound laid bare. 
Haskings presents us with generic or functional 
depictions of the given essentials of certain 
visual and affective experiences. He stresses the 
all-round artificiality of artwork by incorporating 
methodical randomness into its production, 
by tying his interest in conventionalism to 
the economy of the work’s manufacture and 
presentation.

Some of his most successful earlier works 
concentrate the force of this artificiality into a 
single point or plane. Like the metres of green, 
blue and brown diagonal panelling and wall-
painting of Backtrack (AKA Catchfire) (2009), 
exhibited at the original Utopian Slumps, or 
Burros Ballot (2010), whose walled-in construction 
made the pictorial elements of the work physically 
difficult to even read. Or the sharp repetition 
of orange plastic panels that frame morphed 
colour-grid paintings and doubled-and-overlayed 
pencil portraits of Refurbishment life coach (2009). 
There, the contrast between the physical presence 
of the work and the domestically severe style 
help generate disorienting effects. With more 
recent work, like The Thirty Cases of Major Zeman 
(2012) and his PhD exhibition, Points of Reference 
(2015), Haskings distributes the attention to 
artificiality evenly, almost over-cautiously, across 
the installations. They tend to look like jumbles 
of highly polished objects, or as though they 
were assembled by instruction — impressions 
heightened by the deliberate mis-presentation 
of a work’s pictorial elements.

Rapa Nui Ranelagh (2015), exhibited at West 
Space in October last year, marks a shift towards 
something softer and more forgiving. The work is 
based around a perfectly made, over-sized plinth-
like table structure, which runs along the entire 
main wall of the large gallery, and whose seven, 
unevenly-spaced leg-sections are in keeping with 
lines drawn by sight from the corrugated concrete 
ceiling. A second, narrower construction, stands 

at a right angle to the main piece at the far end of 
the room. These objects are the display units for 
a series of images and objects, and this is where 
the softness comes in: a framed, screen-printed 
record cover enlargement, hung weirdly from the 
underside of the smaller of the plinths, shows a 
1970s lounge setting. The top half of the sleeve 
is removed so you can just see the cross-legged 
poses of band, and the drinks and detritus on 
the coffee table. A small greyish painting in 
Constructivist style is hung on another wall-like 
plinth that extends to the ceiling of the space. 
This is placed between the two main plinths in a 
way that makes the painting hard to view, but in 
an odd or shy, rather than difficult, way. Attached 
to the base of one of the legs of the main plinth 
is a washed-orange screen print, taken from a 
photograph of an old church lectern. And placed 
on top, leaning against an exposed plumbing line, 
is a large aluminium panel, which has a broken 
door-latch fastened to it in its own cut-away 
section. Rapa Nui Ranelagh seems ready to defer 
to the empty authority of style and composition, 
but combines the new approach with the balance 
between slightness and hulking physical presence 
of older works. The subtle continuities between 
the pristine constructions, the images, their 
uninterpretable content, and the physical features 
of the gallery space blend together into the one 
resonant, off-kilter, meaningless moment.

This work is not abstract, but it is disposed 
towards the generic characteristics of generic 
things. If it is an affirmation of that artificiality, 
it can still feel tinged by a kind of wariness, 
the sense of something having to be held in 
check. Haskings’ practice suggests a way of 
articulating the dilemmas facing art as a medium 
of communication. For example, in abstraction, 
where abstract forms are supposed to behave as 
the vehicles for some greater purpose — in order 
to raise the level of thinking about perception, or 
if they are turned against modernist ideologies 
of progress — then the forms are taken as 
means. But this grants them a reality that from 
this perspective is open to question. There is 
a lot, maybe too much, assumed in the idea of 
form. If the communicability of form can be put 
into question when you recognise that these 
fundamental categories are just convention, the 
idea that art could be a vehicle for anything at all 
is already in doubt.

Michael Ascroft is an arts writer 
based in Melbourne.



You do not need to bring anything but 
I would suggest wearing loose or stretchy 
clothing if you plan to do ‘Fitting into 
yourself’. 
See you then, 
Leena’

Imagine twisting your fingertips into your ear 
canal, exploring the small inner space and finding 
a spot where your fingers sit comfortably against 
the warm waxy walls. Now, imagine pulling said 
fingertip from ears, dragging them lightly across 
your face and re-inserting them into your nostrils, 
again exploring the small corridors until they fit 
snugly amongst hairy innards of your nose. This 
particular experience was part of an exercise 
appropriately titled Fitting Into Yourself and was 
one of four activities that participants of the Body 
Information Workshops could choose to partake in. 

The 50-minute workshops were completed as 
one-on-one sessions or in small groups. These 
meetings were performed and recorded in the 
privacy of Boxcopy’s empty space. Before signing 
up for the workshop I hadn’t given much thought 
to the range of actions that could be performed 
by my body (such as brushing my big toe against 
my eyebrow) but these physical activities seem 
common-place within Riethmuller’s art practice.

Riethmuller, who is known for her 
instructional videos, audio recordings, 
performance and somatic workshops, 
commenced the Body Information Workshops in 
2015 at the Walls Art Space on the Gold Coast, 
as part of FM[X]GC: What would a feminist 
methodology sound like? presented by Liquid 
Architecture. I was lucky enough to participate in 
one of these workshops, a one-on-one encounter 
in which participants chose from a small list of 

Body Information Workshops

Lucy Forsberg

Leena Riethmuller
Body Information Workshops
Boxcopy, Brisbane 
25–30 January 2016

Silently observe each other and 
write down your observations 
from Body Information Workshops 
2015–2016
Installation, demonstration
Image courtesy of the artist
Photo credit: Leena Riethmuller
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tasks to perform. The workshops consisted of a 
few tasks, some physical, some observational and 
others reflective. The Boxcopy adaptation was 
similar to the first workshops, the tasks remained 
mostly the same and the space appeared minimal 
in appearance compared to the installation at 
The Walls.

Sliding open the door at Boxcopy, 
participants were initially greeted by a blackout 
curtain that, when pulled back, revealed a studio 
setup containing seagrass matting, a camera and 
tripod. Filming areas had been marked out with 
masking tape and Leena gave a brief talk on the 
exercises we would be doing and how they could 
be performed. Release forms were handed over 
to participants to sign that stated footage from 
the workshops would be presented at a one-night 
closing event and would possibly be kept for 
future use. The exercises we performed in the 
workshop alluded to ideas of somatic experience 
and disruptions between the mind and body. 
The workshop activities brought to mind Bruce 
Nauman’s, Walking In An Exaggerated Manner 
around The Perimeter Of A Square (1967–68), 
an archival video in which the artist is seen 
walking repetitively in an exaggerated manner. 
Nauman was especially interested in the notion 
of body as art object or material and encouraged 
spectator participation in performances that 
explored the possibilities of physical action 
through audio-tactile separation.

Task 1. ‘Fitting into yourself: I will lead you 
through a series of exercises instructing 
how to fit parts of your body into other 
parts of your body. This action will be video 
recorded.’

For this task participants were instructed how 
to fit parts of their body into other parts of their 
body. Almost no limb was left un-stretched. 
Fundamentally, Fitting into yourself was an 
exercise in body consciousness and mindfulness. 
The tasks performed were basic in form but 
sometimes surprisingly difficult. I became 
mindful of the body/mind complex as I explored 
the internal and external boundaries of my 
body. At one stage we were feeling for possible 
lumps and grooves on our skulls, and next we 
were suddenly made very aware of how thin 
and sensitive the skin behind our knees is in 
comparison to the hardy skin on the heels of 
our feet.

Task 2. ‘Brush each other’s teeth at the same 
time: We will brush each other’s teeth at 
the same time. This action will be video 
recorded.’

This task reminded me of my recent explorations 
into mindfulness. You are fully present when 
performing a foreign task that requires 
concentration. You need to be focused when 
approaching other people’s bodies while 
attempting to multi-task. A cup of water, 
toothbrush and toothpaste were handed to 
participants and it would have been close to three 
minutes that we managed to work together as a 
group of three to brush each other’s teeth. It was 
difficult to concentrate on brushing another 
person’s teeth while someone else was trying to 
brush yours. The group would get caught laughing 
and a mixture of toothpaste and saliva would 
make its way from inside the mouth to the chin 
and cheeks, and occasionally the floor. All the 
while the camera was filming the event.

Riethmuller’s final documentation 
compositions are slick and minimal, with little 
narrative perceived beyond task accomplishment 
or repetition. The documentation evidences an 
emphasis on action and the use of the body as 
an object to manipulate and explore. Thinking 
about the workshops now, the word ‘limit’ comes 
to mind. Limits of the physical body, of course, 
but also limits of the mind, limits of social 
interaction and the limits of how much of my own 
vulnerability I want to share. Despite my interest 
in participating and learning more about my own 
body, my awareness of being recorded was in 
the back of my mind and, at times, affecting the 
authenticity of my participation. Nonetheless, 
I left the workshops feeling relaxed. My muscles 
stretched and my teeth very clean.

Lucy Forsberg is a practicing 
artist/curator and co-director 
of Cut Thumb, an ARI based in 
Brisbane.



In 2009 the collaborative trio Open Spatial 
Workshop (OSW) hosted the West Brunswick 
Sculpture Triennial (wBST) that spread across 
the northern suburbs of Melbourne, filling 
backyards, lounge rooms and the surrounding 
streets. Six years on, Feeling Material, curated 
by Benjamin Woods and C3, could be perceived 
as an unofficial reprisal of the Triennial that was 
never repeated. Scattered across the C3 gallery at 
Abbotsford Convent, its gardens and surrounds, 
Feeling Material acted as a diverse survey of 
current sculptural and spatial practices in 
Melbourne. The exhibition, whilst indebted to 
the lineages of wBST, diverged from what Kelly 
Fliedner described as the wBST imperative 
to ‘find ways for audiences to inhabit both 
public and private spaces through ephemeral 
provocations that challenged institutional modes 
of display’.1 Rather, Feeling Material exhibited 

a series of independent artistic responses to 
the site of C3 in order to speculate over how 
material, situational and performative gestures 
can mediate a viewer’s relationship to objects 
and spaces.

Woods, a mentee of OSW, approached 
Feeling Material from within the milieu of 
practitioners that are participating within this 
discursive field. This allowed Woods to assemble 
a much overdue mapping of the lineages of 
spatial practice and its current incarnations in 
Melbourne. It is no coincidence then that the 
majority of artists within the exhibition have a 
close affiliation with the Victorian College of the 
Arts (with the exception of Helen Grogan and 
Geoffrey Robinson). While making for a coherent, 
dynamic and strong collation of artists, this 
‘family affair’ approach limited the exhibition’s 
scope as a survey, as omissions of artists such 

Feeling Material
28 October – 22 November 2016
C3 Contemporary Art Space
Benjamin Woods, Isadora Vaughan, Helen Grogan, 
Geoff Robinson, Grace Anderson, Charlie Sofo, 
Melanie Irwin, Open Spatial Workshop, Eliza Dyball
Curated by Benjamin Woods and C3

Feeling Material

Jeremy Eaton
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Above:
Geoff Robinson
CUB stack – Good Shepherd steeple / 12 noon 
Saturdays / 28 October – 22 November 2015
Installation in C3 Contemporary Art Space, Gallery 1, 
Space A

Opposite:
Open Spatial Workshop (Terri Bird, Bianca Hester, 
Scott Mitchell)
Glimpse (installation detail)
Courtesy of the artists and C3 Contemporary Art 
Space
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as Bridie Lunney, Katie Lee and Susan Jacobs 
seemed particularly noticeable.

In the tradition of OSW, the exhibition 
was comprised of a range of events, sculptural 
installations, performances and outdoor works 
that unravelled over various locations and times 
and was almost impossible to take in in its 
entirety. This curatorial approach encouraged 
recurring visits to the show, hunting for works 
across the Convent’s grounds and to the 
uninitiated, provided a series of material and 
performative encounters amidst the gardens of 
Abbotsford Convent. Artworks in the gardens by 
Eliza Dyball, Jessie Bullivant, Isadora Vaughan 
and Geoffrey Robinson, acted as situational 
provocations that intercepted and mediated 
the public’s experience of Abbotsford’s spaces; 
heightening elements of the gardens’ social, 
political and poetic content.

Vaughan’s piece, Acknowledging the River 
Just Here, a large mound of contaminated clay 
excavated and positioned on the pavement 
outside the gallery, was a displaced index of 
the actions that have contributed to the Yarra 
River’s degradation. When it rained the clay 
lost mass as its brown residue ran down the 
pavement. Robinson’s piece, itinerant sound/CUB 
stack-Good Shepherd steeple/12 noon Saturdays/ 
28 October – 22 November 2015, comprised a 
series of sophisticated aural mapping exercises 
which involved the ringing of federation bells 
between the Convent and the Carlton & United 
Brewery smoke stack. The paths and trajectories 
of the bell ringers echoed along paths describing 
the relationship alcohol, more specifically beer, 
has to Australia’s colonial history. Vaughan and 
Robinson’s pieces, unlike many of the works in 
the exhibition, appeared more concerned with 
place rather than space; employing signifiers that 
implied narratives in order to frame their relation 
to the site.

Inside C3 a series of installations had been 
commissioned that interrogated documentation, 
the artwork as event and process. OSW’s glass 
cast meteorite, Glimpse, occupied the entrance 
of the gallery. The meteorite held up high was a 
talismanic marker of the threshold between the 
inside and outside, a static object that the exhibits 
orbited around. Inside the gallery Robinson’s 
bells lay dormant, occupying that awkward space 
between residue, documentation, installation 
and process. Helen Grogan’s installation, DENSE 
AND HOLLOW OBSTRUCTIONS (that area 
has too much matter to be represented), was an 
austere arrangement of office partitions that had 
been documented in various configurations. The 
installation, accompanied by documentation, 
split the experience and reading of the work 
between the residue of a conceptual gesture and 

the experience of walking through what felt like a 
vacated call centre.

Whilst the artworks outdoors approached 
criticality through networks that engaged 
context, objects, actions and public encounters, 
the installations inside appeared comparatively 
self-referential and hermetic. This tendency to 
hermetically rescind and for clear distinctions to 
be made between each of the artist’s work marked 
the shift in much of the practices from those of 
their precedents. Whilst wBST was a relational, 
convivial and communal affair that engaged with 
the social and political limitations of institution 
and collaboration, Feeling Material reflected on 
subjective interrogations of material and spaces. 
This is closely tied to a shifting theoretical terrain 
from the relational towards New Materialism and 
Object Oriented Ontology. The accompanying 
exhibition text was a stream of consciousness 
that name dropped new materialist theorists 
such as Karen Barad, Elizabeth Grosz and Jane 
Bennett without elucidating how their critical 
position is reflected in the exhibition. Fortunately, 
many of the artists’ positions were clearly and 
rigorously enacted in their engagement with 
materials and sites. Having the opportunity to 
encounter a woman lying in a field with horses, 
classical music streaming from a gazebo and earth 
leaching unexpectedly down the pavement asked 
us to reflect on and become more attuned to the 
complex forces that shape our surrounds.

Jeremy Eaton is a Melbourne-
based artist and writer.

Note: 1 Kelly Fliedner, West Brunswick 
Sculpture Triennial, in Zara 
Stanhope (ed.), un Magazine 3.1. 
2009, pp 74–75.
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In history as in nature, decay is the 
laboratory of life.
— Karl Marx

124,908 took place in the city of Rustavi, 
Georgia, as part of the 2nd Tbilisi Triennial: 
‘Self-Organised Systems’. The title of the show 
expanded the threads of Lucy R Lippard’s 
‘numbers shows’. Curator Tara McDowell and 
host, Galaqtion Eristavi (of Georgian art space, 
Block 21), invited eight international artists 
to intervene at various sites of post-industrial 
Rustavi.

The main road of ‘Old Rustavi’ leads to the 
opening gates of the metallurgy factory — this 
direct vein reiterating the centralisation of labour 
to the city. On top of the entrance of the steel 
works sits a clock where a digital bell strikes on 
the hour. The city supplied the majority of steel to 
the rest of the USSR. Up to 300,000 people lived 
in Rustavi at one time. The collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1991 was economically devastating, 
resulting in mass unemployment and exodus. 
A census in 2013 makes 124,908 a vague estimate 
of the current population.

The staple product of Rustavi is abundant 
— steel fences line streets and close the dry grass 
off in bare parks. Dust is continuously lifted 
into the air from hoons flooring their BMWs. 

Easy impressions see to a palpable melancholy 
engulfing the city. A friend told me that it has 
the highest suicide rate of any city in Georgia. 
Notions of Rustavi once being a ‘worker’s 
paradise’ are a bleak irony given the city’s current 
reality. The prospect of hosting a large-scale 
exhibition here is seemingly absurd.

The first site of the exhibition was Ash 
Kilmartin’s inter-curating project on the vacant 
billboards in front of the steel works, which 
were once used to espouse collectivist slogans. 
Kilmartin invited seven artists to contribute: 
Xin Cheng, Eliza Dyball, Clementine Edwards, 
Debris Facility, Emma Fitts, Susan Jacobs and 
Virginia Overell. Dyball and Kilmartin initiated 
proceedings with a performance about the 
entrance and steps of the factory that included 
scraps, rods, shavings and offcuts of steel; leaving 
them on the steps, handing them around and 
tacking them to the boards. For the visitor to 
Rustavi, the perplexity of Stalin’s industrialisation 
program appears as a grim science-fiction that 
emboldens presumptions of the former Soviet 
bloc. The performance manifested this bafflement 
and alluded to the abstruseness of the art tour to 
follow. The decorated boards resembled a collage 
of cultural propaganda. Intriguingly, one of the 
works was stolen on the first night.

Next was George Egerton-Warburton’s 

124,908

Scott 
McCulloch

Eliza Dyball and Ash Kilmartin
‘When I say they I mean we’
Quoting me, misquoting you, 
quoting Lou, 2015
Performance and remains
Incorporating objects by Debris 
Facility and Susan Jacobs
Installation view
Photo credit: Daro Sulakauri
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Helen Grogan 
OBSERVATION PROPOSITION FOR INTERIOR OF INDICATED EDGES AS 
WELL AS OTHER UNINDICATED PARAMETERS ALREADY IN OCCURRENCE 
– RUSTAVI 2015
Visual observation, written description, proposition participants, visual/
photographic scores, and on-site printed panels
Printed panel design by Ziga Testen
Image courtesy of the artist
Photo credit: Daro Sulakauri
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installation in the abandoned automatic factory 
for experimental physics. Clusters of twigs and 
sticks, collected from the streets and bunched 
into brushes, were suspended from a long piece 
of steel. The objects were inspired by observations 
of mostly elderly locals sweeping the streets, 
seemingly without being employed by the 
council. A form of solidarity lingers on despite the 
combustion and refuse of Rustavi’s prior universe. 
The dangling sculptures were a quiet ode to the 
innate civic liability that the locals have to the 
city. Zauri, a former worker and physicist who 
has voluntarily become the factory’s caretaker by 
living in its decaying shell for almost twenty-five 
years, is an immediate exemplar. Zauri read a text 
by Egerton-Warburton on how work and time 
distort one another, evoking the void of the latter 
once the former disintegrates.

Cevdet Erek’s sound installation, Room of 
Rhythms – Theatre, featured in the darkened, 
unused theatre of the Chemists Culture 
House. Stepping in, I started to mull over the 
obvious allure of disused spaces — thinking of 
abandoned buildings as primordial structures 
that live inside us. We embrace and defile what 
is already decimated. We can piss in them, shit 
in them, drink in them, break off their doors and 
walls, smash their windows, dance, snort, shoot, 
fuck. Such structures can become adventure 
rooms of excavating despair. That is if the space 
holds no personal significance. With a slow and 
monotonous pulse bouncing through, Erek’s 
piece evoked an air of contemplation. The echoes 
waywardly recalled rave culture, but more 
directly invoked the multiple lives (and voices) 
of architecture slipping into oblivion.

In the adjacent hall was a paste-up of Helen 
Grogan’s text interventions (also found by the 
automatic factory and the unfinished Louvre-
styled steel pyramid nearby). Grogan instructed 
a selection of people to write their observations 
at various spots in Rustavi. The posters subtly 
presented themselves as canvassed jottings, but 
were rather unmemorable — perhaps ephemerality 
was key. The work of Amy Franceschini and 
Ieva Misevičiūtė elicited a similar response at 
the next stop: the Rustavi Historical Museum. 
Misevičiūtė’s installation consisted of a lump 
of clay accompanied by an instructional audio 
recording. Visitors were encouraged to mould the 
clay as they pleased and hurl their handfuls at a 
white board. Franceschini’s piece upstairs placed 
text alongside a pair of different shoes which 
were traded between the artist and a Georgian; 
each person walking around in one sole of the 
other for a time, the two never meting. Both 
of these works alluded to the absence of their 
makers, which in turn emphasised the museum 
and its more intriguing features; photos from 

the works, factory clothing and paraphernalia, 
archaeological finds of the region.

Leone Contini’s performance in the 
desolate zoo brought the afternoon to a buoyant 
close. Listing various recipes containing zoo 
animals concocted in times of war or collapse, 
Contini created an absurd eulogy to the former 
inhabitants of the empty cages. An ironic 
wake was unfolding, soon to include a lunch of 
anonymous flesh. Georgian wine and chacha was 
poured. A cooked (and unidentified) carcass was 
unveiled. Before feasting, Zauri interjected to 
share his thoughts on the event, piercing through 
the accumulated and jumbled expressions of the 
day. Glass in hand he asks the questions: ‘If we 
are growing into a more connected world, and 
into a more globalised world, then we need to ask 
ourselves: where are we going? And what are we 
leaving behind?’

A walk after a few drinks led to the most 
underwhelming inclusion in the show: Kateřina 
Šedá’s collective painting action, Spirit of Rustavi. 
It seemed especially redundant after Zauri had 
brought the day to a conclusion of sorts. People 
were encouraged to paint a large canvas with 
straight lines of different colours to summon 
the ‘spirit of Rustavi’. Lines were ignored. People 
decorated somewhat indifferently. A large 
swastika appeared after a while. Contini’s event 
continued with the carcass and the wine being 
shared around.

The sun fell down on the hills in the distance 
where a shepherd and his flock passed an 
enormous steel cross. A group of young teenagers 
practised parkour on the concrete slabs of the 
park. The sights alerted me to the most interesting 
aspect of 124,908: the way that Rustavi responded 
to this type of contemporary art festival being 
thrust upon it — through oratory, bemusement, 
apathy, theft, a swastika. The verity that 124,908 
was open to this was the exhibition’s strength. 
Zauri thanked those he met and went to sleep 
another night in the factory. The digital bell on 
top of the steel works striking every hour.

Scott McCulloch is an Australian 
writer of mixed descent who 
currently lives in the Caucasus.
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