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avoiding myth 
& message

I, II. Rose Nolan  Homework (detail)  1998, 12 saddle-stitched books in a box in a felt bag, limited edition,

bag: 32 x 26 cm, box: 23 x 17 x 4.5 cm, books: 21 x 15 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, purchased 1998, 

image courtesy Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne and Sydney © the artist 

III. Rose Nolan  Homework  1997, folded printed sheet of paper, unfolded 29.7 x 21 cm, Museum of 

Contemporary Art, gift of Sue Cramer, 1997, image courtesy Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne and 

Sydney © the artist 

I.

II.

III.
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LOOK AT ANY WALL   IMAGINE A 
RECTANGLE WITHIN THIS RECTANGLE 
IMAGINE A FAVOURITE COLOUR…

Robert MacPherson’s Little Pictures for the Poor (1983) is 
a good place to start this essay, appearing as it does at the 
exhibition’s entry. It sits between the visual and literary world, 
as well as being an act of gently assertive generosity. 

avoiding myth & message: Australian artists and the literary world 
is primarily an MCA Collection-based project, augmented by 
selected loans from artists and local collections. The exhibition 
looks at some of the major themes within the Australian literary 
and visual traditions and considers where the two streams of 
creativity overlap: the landscape/interior, text and image, urban 
life, politics and the personal. 

MacPherson’s work is a touchstone for most, if not all, of these 
concerns, fitting between language and image, high and low art, 
the sacred and the profane, the poetic and the mundane—a form 
of ‘democratic literature’.1 In another work, All English Literature 
Unwritten (1981), we are given the basics—A through to Z—a 
palimpsest for the exhibition ‘Here,’ I say. ‘This is yours.’2

1. Bruce James, ‘Together yet apart’, Sydney Morning Herald, 1 July 2000, p.12.

2. Tim Winton, ‘My Father’s Axe’ in scission, Penguin Books, Melbourne, 2007, p.33.

I. Robert MacPherson  Little Pictures for the Poor  1983, offset print on paper, 29.6 x 21 cm, Museum of 

Contemporary Art, gift of the artist, 2009, image courtesy Yuill | Crowley, Sydney © the artist

II. Robert MacPherson  All English Literature—unwritten  1981, offset lithograph, 10 x 15.5 cm, Museum of 

Contemporary Art, purchased 1991, image courtesy Yuill | Crowley, Sydney © the artist 

III. Robert MacPherson  Mayfair Bar  1983, photocopy of typewritten text on paper, cardboard, newsprint, 

staple, 35.5 x 22.5 cm, Collection the artist, image courtesy Yuill | Crowley, Sydney © the artist

I.

II.

III.
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Your vocation calls 
& you answer it3

avoiding myth & message has its beginnings in the early 1970s 
where the intermingling of people from the visual and literary 
world seemed more fluid than today. The innovative nature of art 
and workshop spaces in Sydney such as Inhibodress (an artist-
run space initiated by Tim Johnson, Peter Kennedy and Mike 
Parr in 1970) and later the Tin Sheds (an art workshop attached 
to the University of Sydney), was central to this exploration.

Two works from this period by Mike Parr—Wall Definition (1971), 
and the seminal conceptual artist’s book, Black Box of Word 
Situations (1971–91)—occupy the space between poetry and 
conceptual art. Parr’s work came out of an intense engagement 
with the poetic4 and these works signal a key moment in this 
exploration. Black Box of Word Situations suggests both an 
ending and a beginning: an ending of what could be called the 
poetic phase of Parr’s work, and the beginning of a shift towards 
a more rigorous questioning of language, systems and post-
object art. We begin to see the future arc of Parr’s practice: 
the interrogation of the machine (the typewriter) reflecting the 
exploitation of the camera in Idea Demonstrations and video 
works throughout the 1970s to the present; the works linking 
to performance practice—in this instance, the incessant and 
durational one-fingered typing; and the textual use of the wedge 
form, a long-term conceit employed by the artist. 

3. John Forbes, ‘On the Beach: A Bicentennial Poem’, 1988, in Collected Poems 1969–1999, John Forbes, 

Brandl and Schlesinger, Blackheath, NSW, 2004, pp.129–133.

4. See David Bromfield, Identities: A Critical Study of the Work of Mike Parr 1970–1990, University of 

Western Australia Press, Perth, 1991, pp.1–7.

I, II, III. Mike Parr  Word Situations, variation 3: from Function 17—Miscellaneous Pre-Poems  1971–91, colour 

photocopies of typewritten text on paper inside wooden box, box: 31.8 x 27.8 x 7.8 cm, sheets: 25 x 

20.5 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of the artist, 1991, image courtesy Anna Schwartz Gallery, 

Melbourne and Sydney © the artist 

IV. Mike Parr  Word Situations, variation 3: from Function 18—Blood Line  1971–91, colour photocopies of 

typewritten text on paper inside wooden box, box: 31.8 x 27.8 x 7.8 cm, sheet: 25 x 20.5 cm, Museum 

of Contemporary Art, gift of the artist, 1991, image courtesy Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne and 

Sydney © the artist 

V, VI. Mike Parr  Black Box of Word Situations, variation 3: Function 1—The Surface is only Skin Deep  1971–91, 

colour photocopies of typewritten text and adhesive on paper inside wooden box, box: 31.8 x 27.8 x 7.8 cm, 

sheets: 25 x 20.5 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of the artist, 1991, image courtesy Anna Schwartz 

Gallery, Melbourne and Sydney © the artist 

overpage: VII, VIII, IX, X, XI. Mike Parr  Black Box of Word Situations, variation 3: Function 1—The Surface is 
only Skin Deep  1971–91, colour photocopies of typewritten text and adhesive on paper inside wooden box, 

box: 31.8 x 27.8 x 7.8 cm, sheets: 25 x 20.5 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of the artist, 1991, image 

courtesy Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne and Sydney © the artist

I. II. III.

IV. V. VI.
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VIII. IX.

X. XI.
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Concurrently and by the mid-1970s, Tim Johnson, alongside 
Parr and Peter Kennedy at Inhibodress, had worked through 
many of the ideas of conceptualism that were a core activity 
at the space. Johnson’s Soundgraphs (1971) were created by 
recording and then visualising all sounds heard during brief 
intervals of two or three minutes. Experiential and inclusive, 
the sites of action are domestic or local. Johnson’s work has 
a sort of regionalism, that being Sydney’s Inner West and 
Newtown in particular.5

Like Parr, Johnson had an interest in systems and 
documentation, looking and thinking about art in almost quasi-
scientific yet humanistic terms. His works sometimes retain a 
handwritten quality and analogue design sensibility. 

It is worth noting Johnson’s friendship with poet Michael 
Dransfield; they first met when they were both teenagers. 
Dransfield later dedicated a poem to Johnson about the 
Soundgraphs6 and Johnson went on to write a number of 
Dransfield-like poems later in the 1970s, publishing a book 
of poetry, Alienation in 1976. A later edition was installed on 
a plinth in an attempt to bridge the gap between word, book 
and object. The image/text paintings produced in 1976–77 fit 
between Johnson’s exhaustion of the conceptual project and 
a move back towards painting. Both Johnson and Dransfield 
share an interest in making the indeterminate or ethereal into 
something solid. By this point in Johnson’s work he had moved 
through the whole gamut of conceptual projects; everything had 
become a work. The ‘Poem paintings’ move back into a more 
solidly recognisable form of work, located between poetry and 
painting, pure conceptualism and the solid ‘hard’ object of art.7

5. Newtown supported a major community of poets and artists in the 1970s (and still does to a 

lesser extent)—a conceptual version of bohemian Balmain perhaps. Johnson’s extensive notes and 

documentation, held in the MCA Collection, detail a number of projects and conceptual activities that took 

place in streets and backyards around the suburb. Other works took place on the suburban rail network.

6. Michael Dransfield, ‘SOUNDGraphs—For Tim Johnson’, originally published in Voyage into Solitude, 

University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 1976, p.133.

7. Importantly, Johnson’s Poem (1977) is on Masonite, one of the ubiquitous materials of abstract painters 

at the time.

I, II. Tim Johnson  Spare Parts  1971, photocopy on paper, saddle-stitched, pressure sensitive tape, cardboard, 

28.1 x 21.9 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of the artist 1991, image courtesy the artist and Mori Gallery, 

Sydney © the artist 

III. Tim Johnson  Poem  1977, synthetic polymer paint on board, 79.6 x 55.5 x 0.5 cm, Museum of 

Contemporary Art, purchased 1997, image courtesy the artist and Mori Gallery, Sydney © the artist 

III.

II.

I.
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I had still
no sense of Art
being ‘done’.
The Tin Sheds 
came close
(work of the
poster collective)
though I always
felt a voyeur:
the machinery
was all around,
activity, still
a mystery,
took place
some other hour.
The artists had
demystified 
the act;
they were 
workers in the
‘culture industry’
yet there seemed
still, a sense
of preciousness
when walking
behind the ‘sets’
of Art.8 

8. Laurie Duggan, excerpt from ‘Art’, in Mangroves, University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 2003, 

pp.72–73.

IV. Tim Johnson  BLACK STRIPE YELLOW STRIPE AND SILVER LANDSCAPE  1976, synthetic polymer paint 

and enamel on paper, 21 x 33.5 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, purchased 1996, image courtesy the 

artist and Mori Gallery, Sydney © the artist

V. Tim Johnson  ‘Alienation’ poems  1976, photocopy on paper, side-stitched, pressure sensitive tape, cardboard, 

28.1 x 21.9 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of the artist, 1992, image courtesy the artist and Mori 

Gallery, Sydney © the artist

IV.

V.
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9. The history of visual art at the Tin Sheds is well documented, see Roger Butler, Poster art in Australia: 
The streets as art galleries–walls sometimes speak, ex. cat., National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 1993; 

Therese Kenyon, Under a Hot Tin Roof: Art, Passion, Politics at the Tin Sheds Art Workshop, State Library 

of NSW Press, Sydney, 1995; Glenn Barkley, Multiplicity: Prints and Multiples from the Collections of the 
Museum of Contemporary Art and the University of Wollongong, ex. cat., Museum of Contemporary Art, 

Sydney, 2007; and Anna Zagala, Redback Graphix, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 2008.

I. Various artists  A Package Deal Assembly Book (cover and spread)  1974, side-stitched, offset lithograph 

and letterpress on paper, typewritten photocopied and hand-stamped pages, newsprint, card, cover by 

Colin Little, 20.4 x 33.3 x 1 cm,  Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of Richard Tipping, 1998

II & overpage. Tim Burns  Ask me anything about John Forbes  1974, [photographic documentation of 

performance Ask me anything about John Forbes, Contemporary Art Society Gallery, Adelaide, Adelaide 

Festival 1974], photograph, Collection and © the artist

The Tin Sheds provided an important meeting place for artists 
from a variety of fields, and a supportive environment for the 
intersection of theory, art, music, performance, poetry and 
community.9

A key figure within the Sheds creative scene was poet John 
Forbes, who, perhaps in a very strategic way, established 
himself as a sort of ‘ocker’ Frank O’Hara—the American poet 
and curator who was a central figure in the New York School of 
Poets and the New York art scene in the 1950s and 1960s. Like 
O’Hara, Forbes was participant, subject, documenter and critic. 

In the 1974 work Ask me anything about John Forbes by 
conceptual and video artist Tim Burns, Forbes is locked within 
a room under 24-hour CCTV surveillance. Forbes was able to 
interact with the audience via the television and vice-versa. In 
the archival footage Forbes looks bored and let-down by the 
audience’s interaction. The work’s potency exists as idea. It 
attempts to strip away the artifice of the ‘creative genius’, a 
key element within the conceptual program, and it is ‘the poet’ 
(that most romantic of figures) stripped bare, even to the point 
of banality. 

Tim Burns was, like Forbes, a conduit between different 
creative worlds. Alongside the writers Pamela Brown and 
Nigel Roberts, and publisher David Morrissey, Burns helped to 
produce A Package Deal—Assembly Book (1974). This work 
was modelled on a series of American publications called 
‘Assembling’ which placed the means of production back in the 
hands of the participants; each contributor being responsible for 
the submission of their own pages, which were then collated 
by the editors into a multi-faceted, ‘unedited’ publication.  
A Package Deal—Assembly Book, with its line-up of 58 poets, 
writers and artists, is an example of the close interaction and 
interface between the literary and the visual art worlds. 

I.

II.
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During the 1970s other small presses produced work that was 
fugitive and ephemeral. Published on the run, in small editions 
with screenprinted covers, the pages Roneod10 or photocopied 
on early machines, these works are a testament to the vitality of 
the period. The view in avoiding myth & message is somewhat 
Sydney-centric, however presses of a similar nature were 
producing works in most Australian capital cities. Magic 
Sam, edited by Ken Bolton, Anna Couani and Sal Brereton in 
Sydney, is exemplary of that time. Over six issues, from 1975 
to 1980, the magazine published most of the important writers 
of a generation and, in addition to prose and poetry, included 
interviews and essays on matters relating to visual art along 
with illustrations by Bolton, Couani and others. The magazine’s 
design sensibility seems in the throes of becoming something 
of a nostalgic design classic.11 

10. ‘Roneod’ is a form of stencil duplicator, or mimeograph, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mimeograph  

(accessed 13 February 2009).

11. The work of Big Fag and the Rizzeria presses in Sydney have this same pre-photocopier look and 

feel. The cover of this catalogue was produced at this press, see http://www.squatspace.com/fagpress/ 

(accessed 13 February 2009).

I, II. John Forbes  Surfers Paradise issue #2  1979, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied pages, 

screenprinted cover, cover photography by Mark Ray and spread by Chris Kelen [left] and Frank Littler 

[right], each 34.7 x 20.7 x 0.3 cm (irreg.), Collection Nicholas Pounder, Sydney 

III. John Forbes  Surfers Paradise issue #1  1976, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied pages, 

screenprinted cover, 34.7 x 20.7 x 0.3 cm (irreg.), Collection Nicholas Pounder © the artists

IV. John Forbes  On the Beach  1977, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied pages, screenprinted cover, 

28 x 21.2 x 0.2 cm, Publisher: Sea Cruise Books

V. Ken Bolton  Blonde and French  1978, saddle-stitched, offset lithograph on paper, dustjacket, edition 

147/500, illustrations by Anna Couani, 20 x 15 x 0.8 cm, Publisher: Island Press

VI. Denis Gallagher  country country  1979, bound, offset lithograph on paper, edition 101/500, cover by 

Kerry Gallagher, 22.5 x 18.5 x 0.5 cm, Publisher: Island Press

overpage: VII. Noel Sheridan  Everybody should get stones  c.1971, side-stitched booklet, offset lithograph on 

paper, 20.5 x 14.5 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of anonymous donor, 1995 © the artist’s estate

VIII. Pamela Brown  Small Blue View  1982, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied pages, screenprinted 

cover by Ken Bolton, photographs by Micky Allan, 20.7 x 20.7 x 0.4 cm, Publisher: Magic Sam Books

IX. Anna Couani  Italy  1977, bound, offset lithograph on paper, cover and illustrations by Anna Couani, 

20.5 x 15 x 0.6 cm, Publisher: Rigmarole of the Hours

X. Micky Allan  Country & Eastern  1980, screenprint on paper, 40.8 x 31.8 cm, Courtesy the artist and Helen 

Maxwell Gallery, Canberra © the artist

XI. Pamela Brown  Cocabola’s Funny Picture Book  1974, side-stitched, offset lithograph on coloured paper 

26.5 x 21.5 x 1.2 cm, Publisher: Pamela J.B. Brown, Glebe, Sydney, Collection the artist

Unless otherwise stated all works Collection Anna Couani © the artists

I. III. 

IV. V. 

VI. 

II.
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VII.

VIII.

IX.

X.
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I.

I. Ken Bolton (ed.)  Magic Sam #1  1975, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied pages, screenprinted 

dustjacket, 26 x 20.5 x 1 cm 

II. Ken Bolton (ed.)  Magic Sam #2  1976, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied and stamped pages and 

inserts, screenprinted dustjacket, 26 x 20.5 x 1.5 cm 

III. Ken Bolton and Anna Couani (eds)  Magic Sam #3  1977, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied pages, 

screenprinted dustjacket and inserts, 26 x 20.3 x 1 cm

IV. Ken Bolton and Anna Couani (eds)  Magic Sam #3 [repackaged]  1977–78, side-stitched, typewritten 

photocopied pages, screenprinted dustjacket, 26 x 20.5 x 1 cm

V. Ken Bolton and Anna Couani (eds)  Magic Sam #4  1977–78, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied 

pages and inserts, screenprinted dustjacket and inserts, 26 x 20.7 x 1 cm

VI. Ken Bolton, Anna Couani and Sal Brereton (eds)  Magic Sam #5  1979, side-stitched, typewritten 

photocopied pages and inserts, screenprinted dustjacket and inserts on card, 26 x 20.5 x 1 cm

VII. Ken Bolton and Sal Brereton (eds)  Magic Sam #6  1980, side-stitched, typewritten photocopied pages 

and inserts, screenprinted cover and inserts, 26 x 20.5 x 1.5 cm

Publisher: Absolutely Furious Productions

Unless otherwise stated all works collection Anna Couani © the artists

II. III. IV.

V. VI. VII.
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The logical contemporary equivalent of the explosion of the 
small independent presses in the 1970s is the contemporary 
zine movement. Zines are lowbrow, ephemeral and almost 
strategically underground. Author and zine-ster Vanessa Berry 
during a 12-year career, has created over 120 zines, and in 2007 
published the book, Strawberry Hills Forever. Berry’s zines 
cover the trivial through to the profound, with a focus on the 
minutiae of everyday life and the objects and places we move 
through and which move through us. The work Laughter and 
the Sound of Tea Cups, produced between 1997 and 2002, is a 
homage to the conceptual project—its beauty being not only in 
the writing, but also in the idea of a writer sitting down on the 
23rd of every month to tell us about her world. The ongoing I am 
a Camera zine, like Johnson’s work before it, is about the idea 
of place; specifically Inner Sydney and Inner Western Sydney. 
Place is one motif that binds the project together. 

Berry’s work moves outside the official systems of culture, away 
from publishing houses and commercial means of distribution, 
and reflects 1970s conceptualism’s attempts to move beyond 
the gallery walls. Distribution represents an integral part of the 
activity; by closing the distance between writer and audience, 
it is an acknowledgement of community above individualism. 

I. Vanessa Berry  Richard Snary (with Simon Yates, issue 1)  2007, ‘zine’, photocopy and stamp on paper, 

saddle-stitched, 21 x 15 x 0.2 cm irreg., Collection and © the artist

II. Vanessa Berry  I am a Camera (issue 7)  1999–2008, ‘zine’, photocopy on paper, saddle-stitched, 21 x 15 

x 0.3 cm irreg., Collection and © the artist

III. Vanessa Berry  I am a Camera (issue 12)  1999–2008, ‘zine’, photocopy on paper, saddle-stitched, 21 x 

15 x 0.4 cm, Collection and © the artist

I.

II

III.
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I’m not quite sure when it was, the first time I 
wanted to try and say something about myself, 
that I was quite definite I had to speak, and 
someone would listen.12

Works such as Missing Forms (1981) (edited by Melbourne 
poet ∏.O and including works by Jas H. Duke, Sweeney Reed 
and thalia); books by Peter Lyssiotis, Antigone Kefala and 
Anna Couani; the early gay and lesbian publication GLP; and 
the 1970s No Regrets collections of women’s writing, mark 
the emergence of ‘other voices’ within Australian literature 
and culture generally. It is important to note the inclusion of 
works by William Yang who, through photography, chronicled 
the gay subcultures of Sydney, as well as the distinct worlds of 
celebrity, family and literature including, most notably, Patrick 
White. Despite their economical use of text, Yang's The Morning 
After (1976) and Distances (1981) have powerful narrative 
running through them, in contrast to the more celebrated images 
from this period, which often have a dense combination of text 
and image.

12. Vicki Viidikas, ‘Trying to Catch the Voice’ in Vicki Viidikas, Wrappings, Wild & Woolley, Sydney, 1974, p.7. 

I. Sweeney Reed  star  1967–70, screenprint on paper, edition 1/30, paper: 54 x 43.2 cm, image: 36.8 x 27.2 cm, 

Museum of Contemporary Art, JW Power Bequest, gift of the artist, 1976 © the artist’s estate

II. Sweeney Reed  Telepoem  1969–75, screenprint on paper, 40.5 x 50.7 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, 

JW Power Bequest, gift of the artist, 1976 © the artist’s estate

III. Sweeney Reed  rosepoema  1970, screenprint on paper, paper: 63.5 x 60 cm, image: 43 x 43 cm, 

Museum of Contemporary Art, JW Power Bequest, gift of the artist, 1976 © the artist’s estate

overpage: IV. The No Regrets Collective (ed.)  No Regrets 1  1979, side-stitched, typewritten Roneod pages, 

screenprinted cover by Anna Couani, 26 x 20.5 x 1 cm, Publisher: Sao Press © the artists

V. William Yang  The Morning After  1976, gelatin silver photograph, edition 2/10, paper: 26.7 x 40.3 cm, image: 

38 x 50 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, purchased 1999, image courtesy Stills Gallery, Sydney and © 

the artist 

VI. Anna Couani and Sneja Gunew (eds)  Telling Ways: Australian Women’s Experimental Writing  1988, 

bound, offset lithograph on paper, cover by thalia, 21 x 14.5 x 0.7 cm, Publisher: Australian Feminist Studies 

Publications © the artists 

VII. ∏.O (ed.)  Missing Forms  1981, bound, offset lithograph on paper, cover by Jas H. Duke, 21.6 x 13 x 0.7 

cm, Publisher: Collective Effort

overpage: VIII. William Yang  Distances  1981, ink on gelatin silver photograph, edition 1/10, paper: 38 x 50 

cm, image: 27 x 40.4 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, purchased 1999, image courtesy Stills Gallery, 

Sydney and © the artist

I.

II.

III. 
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The emergence of increasing numbers of Indigenous 
voices within the literary world parallels the emergence of 
contemporary Indigenous art movements across Australia and 
began to add complexity to the culture of urban Indigenous 
Australia. The ‘breakthrough’ work by Sally Morgan, ‘My 
Place’ (1987), is a confluence between text and image. In the 
work of Indigenous poet Lionel Fogarty, there is a distinct 
relationship between his poetry and drawing, the two often 
published together.13 

The relationship between the work of Indigenous poet Lisa 
Bellear, and her friend and colleague, artist Destiny Deacon, 
is an example of where the literary and visual run parallel 
without the visual being illustrative of the literary, or the 
two being in any formal sense, a collaboration. Bellear 
was often a participant in Deacon’s photographic and video 
works; Deacon’s effortless and cunningly naïve use of the 
photographic medium finds its mirror in Bellear’s strident, 
direct and honest voice. 

Brisbane-based Indigenous artist Vernon Ah Kee is 
represented by a vinyl cut text work many lies (2004) 
that cascades from the corners of the wall, and the digital 
video work, whitefellanormal  (2004) that plays alongside 
it. Ah Kee’s work is multi-faceted in terms of the media 
and processes it employs, but at its core is a constant and 
provocative investigation of race, colour and politics. In both 
works, text is employed like a weapon—‘you must hit’—and 
it utilises the invader/possessor’s divisive language as both 
textual and visual device, loading the work with meaning and 
potency. 

I.

13. For a general history of Indigenous writing and publishing see Craig Munro, ‘Case Study: Indigenous 

Writers’ in Paper Empires: A History of the Book in Australia 1946–2005, Craig Munro and Robyn Sheahan 

Bright (eds), University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 2006. Paper Empires also has relevant chapters 

and case studies pertaining to feminist literature.

14. See Destiny Deacon, Walk and Don’t Look Blak, ex. cat., Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, 2004–

05 for more detail. The list of works also details collaborative video projects and reproduces the work 

Dreaming in Urban Areas (1993) for which Bellear was the subject and the title of which was used for 

Bellear’s collected poems, published in 1996.

I. Destiny Deacon  Meloncholy  2000, light jet print from Polaroid, 100 x 120 cm, Museum of Contemporary 

Art, purchased 2005, image courtesy the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney © the artist

II. Destiny Deacon  Adoption  1993–2000, light jet print from Polaroid, 120 x 120 cm, Museum of Contemporary 

Art, purchased 2005, image courtesy the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney © the artist

III. Destiny Deacon  Whitey's Watching  1994–2003, light jet print from Polaroid, 100 x 120 cm, Museum of 

Contemporary Art, purchased 2005, image courtesy the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney © the artist

IV. Destiny Deacon  Axed  1994–2003, light jet print from Polaroid, 80 x 100 cm, Museum of Contemporary 

Art, purchased 2005, image courtesy the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney © the artist

II.

III.
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I. Vernon Ah Kee  many lies  2004, vinyl cut text, dimensions variable, Collection the artist, image courtesy 

the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane © the artist

I.
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everybodyknowseverybody

Gordon Bennett’s work Untitled (1989) uses word and image to 
explore notions of language as a tool with which the colonisers of 
Australia subjugated the country's original inhabitants—

‘English words with a ‘dis-’ prefix mean to reverse, 
undo, or to subject to the reversal, or undoing of the 
meaning of the word to which it is prefixed. It can 
thus refer to negation, opposition, separation, or 
deprivation. A conceptual relationship is therefore 
established between the method and the intention.’15 

The above quote comes from the catalogue for the exhibition Visual 
Poetics curated by Nicholas Zurbrugg in 1989 at Brisbane’s Museum 
of Contemporary Art. This exhibition brought together a vast amount 
of material and texts relating to the word in art, concrete poetry and 
poetics. Concrete poetry is a default position when discussing the 
links between art and literature. It has been well investigated through 
a number of exhibitions. Zurbrugg’s in particular placed Australian 
artists into an international context. In the exhibition avoiding myth & 
message Bennett’s work, installed near the site of the landing of the 
first fleet, has an added significance.

Concrete poetry is a style fusing language or text with the poem’s 
visual form. The very term is referenced in the work CONCRETE 
POETRY (after Rudi Krausmann) (1996–2009) by Christopher 
Dean. Dean’s work often uses text combined with a hard edge 
1970s colour-field palette—personalising its impersonal technique. 
CONCRETE POETRY reproduces a work by poet and publisher 
Rudi Krausmann that is enlarged, and adhered, in this case with 
yellow vinyl lettering, to a concrete floor. The poem is taken from 
a series of works that Krausmann exhibited in 1974 at Hogarth 
Galleries in Sydney and published in the 1982 book ‘Flowers of 
Emptiness’.16 Dean, whose work is also deeply personal, pays 
homage to this book, the poem and to Krausmann, whose journal 
‘Aspect: Art and Literature’ (1975–89) was an influential publication 
bringing together artists and writers. The poem’s witty statement 
‘everybodyknowseverybodynobodyknowsnobody’ is both about, and 
a critique of, the incestuous worlds of art and literature.

15. Nicholas Zurbrugg, Visual Poetics: Concrete Poetry and its Contexts, ex. cat., Museum of Contemporary 

Art, Brisbane, 1989, p.52. Museum of Contemporary Art, Brisbane operated from 1987 until c.1995.

16.  Rudi Krausmann, Flowers of Emptiness, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, 1982.

I. Christopher Dean  Concrete poetry (after Rudi Krausmann 1975)  (including installation view) 1996–2009, 

enamel on concrete, 360 x 390 cm,  Courtesy and © the artist

II. Gordon Bennett Untitled  1989, oil and synthetic polymer paint on canvas, 6 panels, each 30 x 30 cm, 

Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of Doug Hall 1993, image courtesy the artist, Gallery Barry Keldoulis, 

Milani Gallery, Brisbane © the artist

II.

I.
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A contributor to ‘Aspect’,17  Richard Tipping is perhaps the most 
well-known of Australia’s concrete poets and he is represented 
in the exhibition by the work The Sydney Morning (1989–94). 
This work summarises many aspects of Tipping’s practice to 
this point—whimsical and political in equal measure. Tipping 
has pushed the medium more than any other artist working in 
this idiom, placing his texts on a variety of objects from cut 
stone to the pylons of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.

17. Tipping edited a survey of Australian concrete poetry that was included in Aspect vol. 4/4, 1980 and 

vol. 5/4, 1981.

I. left to right, top to bottom: Richard Tipping The Sydney Morning, volumes I–VI  1989–94, The Blood of 
the Poet (Poet Tree) (1979), vol.III; Fighting Words #1 (1994), vol.IV; Swing Wing (Womb Bomb Tomb) (1991), vol.II; 

Sun Shower (1967), vol.II; Smothered—Design for a Neon (1980), vol.I; The Eternal Question (Is It If) (1980–

82/1991), vol.II; Addendum (Open Other End) (1979), vol.II; Hear the Earth #2 (1994), vol.IV; Quiet (1991), 

vol.III; The Race (1967), vol.1; Austerica (1979/88), vol.I, screenprints and letterpress prints on rag paper 

in slipcases, 50 sheets, orientation variable, each 28 x 22 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of the 

artist, 1998, image courtesy Australian Galleries, Sydney and Melbourne, Greenaway Art Gallery, Adelaide 

© the artist I.
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Ruark Lewis’ False Narratives (2001) is a text work assembled 
from snatches of found conversation and texts. Words overheard 
in cafés or taken from newspapers are strung together, their 
syntax and grammar removed so as to render them illegible. 
Moving from left to right, the eye tries to make sense of the text 
spread out over 152 sheets and to assemble something from it. 
Lewis, like Parr, breaks down the rules of language to reveal 
something of its purely formal beauty. In its printing and design, 
False Narratives is a masterful work of the artist, printmaker 
and bookmaker’s crafts.

Maureen Burns’ Self Portrait (1992) was conceived by the artist 
during a trip to Amsterdam on seeing the wall labels next to a 
Rembrandt self-portrait. The work comprises the word ‘self-
portrait’ in English and in translations, reproduced on marble in 
the same order they appeared on the original label. It borrows 
the small format and intimacy of the scale of Rembrandt’s 
original painting as well as turning the label—perhaps the most 
important and maligned textual instrument of the museum—into 
an object of contemplation. 

I. Maureen Burns  Self portrait  1992, photocopy on marble, 16 x 16 x 2 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, 

purchased 1997, image courtesy the artist and Stills Gallery, Sydney © the artist

II. Ruark Lewis  False Narratives (detail)  2001, offset lithographs on card, edition 8/50, 152 cards, each 

15.8 x 10.4 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, purchased 2005, image courtesy Die Schachtel, Milan and 

NMA Publications, Melbourne © the artist

I.

II.
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You’re feeling too relaxed—it’s not easy to keep 
alert and focused on the centre line. You’re 
driving south along the Monaro Highway in a 
large old car, through what’s left of autumn.
It’s the High Country here, where you were 
born. From among the dry grass brotherhoods
of giant boulders turn and stare at you18 

John Tranter’s poem ‘Two Lane Blacktop (in memoriam Michael 
Dransfield)’ places Michael Dransfield somewhere between 
Courtland Penders19 and the Cross, out on the Monaro. Shaun 
Gladwell’s PORTRAIT OF MICHAEL DRANSFIELD (2004–
05) locates him in the middle of the city. It’s a photograph of 
the haiku poem, ‘Flying’, by Dransfield installed within a bus 
shelter lightbox, which he has then turned into a lightbox. 
The original lightbox was installed near Sydney Grammar 
School, Dransfield’s alma mater.20 PORTRAIT OF MICHAEL 
DRANSFIELD depicts Dransfield and his work as something 
from which we are distant—the poetry itself almost being 
rendered irrelevant compared to the intensity of the short life 
from which it was delivered. 

The haiku form is an act of condensation rich with imagery. 
Gladwell’s work draws from this aspect of the poetic imagination 
and in Dransfield, the poet and the person, we find a peculiar 
parallel with the artist—a way of depicting the world through 
the distillation of energy and experience.

18. John Tranter, ‘Two Lane Blacktop (in memoriam Michael Dransfield)’, in Days in the Capital, Pamphlet 

Poets Series Two Number Four, National Library of Australia, Canberra, 1992, unpaginated.

19. Courtland Penders being the imaginary Dransfield country seat, see ‘Michael Dransfield as Landscape 

Poet’ in John Kinsella with Glen Phillips and Andrew Taylor (eds), Contrary Rhetoric: Lectures in Landscape 
and Language, Fremantle Press, Fremantle, Western Australia, 2008, for a discussion of Courtland Penders 

and Dransfield's relationship to the pastoral, pp.14–29.

20. The image is taken from a series of works installed upon bus shelters across Sydney in 2001 initiated 

and supported by JC Decaux. Other poets and writers included Adam Aitken, Pamela Brown, Colleen Z. Burke 

and Gwen Harwood. See ‘Street words and wit’, http://newsroom.uts.edu.au/news/detail.cfm?ItemId=7002 

(accessed 20 February 2009).

I. Shaun Gladwell  PORTRAIT OF MICHAEL DRANSFIELD  2004–05, lightbox, durotran, 105 x 165 x 12 cm,  

Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of the artist, 2008, image courtesy Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne 

and Sydney © the artist

I.
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The landscape of the Monaro is also at the heart of Rosalie 
Gascoigne’s Tiger Tiger (1987). Her collaged use of text 
sourced from reflective roadside signage forming a sort of 
‘stammering concrete poetry’.21 The artist’s interest in English 
romantic poetry is well documented and Tiger Tiger takes its 
title from William Blake’s ‘The Tyger’. The work’s correlation to 
the flat landscape of the Monaro brings it closer however to the 
temperament of the works of Monaro poet David Campbell—
‘The sun was in the summer grass/the Coolibahs were twisted 
steel’22—and is derived directly from the artist’s experience of 
the landscape.

Like Gascoigne’s work, concrete poet ∏.O’s iz az ez oz (2008) 
addresses the landscape from the safety of a car and through 
the filter of a European sensibility—both the artist’s sensibility 
as a Greek Australian and that of the American poet Ezra Pound. 
The work consists of truncated words and letters in homage to 
Pound’s ‘The Cantos’ whilst the text forms a kind of chatter, 
spinning in circular and amoebic forms like clouds in the sky 
or birds on the wing. It is poetry moving through the landscape 
linking sight and sound—flies, cars, cows, fences stretching 
into the distance. Like Tranter, Dransfield and Gascoigne, ∏.O 
is trying to find a new way to interpret the Australian landscape 
by fusing native and introduced sounds and textures. The work 
iz az ez oz stutters into being before creating a roadsong with 
its own plain sense.23

21. Gregory O’Brien, ‘Plain air/plain song’ in Rosalie Gascoigne—Plain Air, ex. cat., City Gallery Wellington, 

City Gallery Wellington/Victoria University Press, Wellington, 2004, p.42.

22. David Campbell, ‘The Stockman’ in David Campbell: Collected Poems, (ed.) Dame Leonie Kramer, Angus 

and Robertson, North Ryde, 1989, p.8.

23. Email correspondence between ∏.O and the author, 20 December 2008.

I. Rosalie Gascoigne  Tiger Tiger  1987, retro-reflective road signs on plywood, diptych, each panel 112 x 

112 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of Loti and Victor Smorgon, 1995, image courtesy Roslyn Oxley9 

Gallery, Sydney © the artist’s estate
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I wanted the Artist that day to agree that all of 
us—painters and writers—were bullshit artists: 
too weak to shape the solid world to our liking, 
we scrawled and scribbled our daydreams of a 
more compliant world.24

The final story ‘Landscape with Artist’ in Gerald Murnane’s 1987 
book ‘Landscape with Landscape’, is a provocative treatise on the 
creative life. It references the romantic figure of the male artist 
toiling for the rewards of a rich life—success and recognition, 
women and never-ending parties. The story gradually turns in on 
itself, exposing the mythical life to be nothing more than a series 
of drunken fumblings interspersed with hangover clarity. In a 
twist befitting a conceptual artwork, the final paragraphs draw 
our attention to the work as fiction and construct, taking us back 
to the beginning of the sequence in the book ‘Landscape with 
Freckled Woman’. 

Melbourne filmmaker Philip Tyndall and his brother, visual artist 
Peter Tyndall, have both worked with Murnane’s ideas and 
writings. The Literature Club (1990) is a script of a collaborative 
performance work between Peter and Phillip Tyndall and Murnane 
that took the form of a lecture and included video and image. 
Murnane’s work provides rich ground, rooted in a deep sense of 
place and one’s location within it.

Philip Tyndall’s documentary Words And Silk: The Imaginary 
and Real Worlds of Gerald Murnane (1989) explores Murnane’s 
world. The film represents a beautiful synergy between filmmaker 
and subject, as both participants work collaboratively towards 
a cohesive whole. Split into two parts, the first half of the film 
explores ideas of the ‘Imaginary’, focusing on a fictional account 
of Murnane’s past and his memories. This account is constructed 
through the semi-autobiographical character, Clement Killeaton, 
from Murnane’s first novel ‘Tamarisk Row’. Contrasting the 
‘Imaginary’ with the ‘Real’, the second half of the film draws 
on aspects of Murnane’s life and working methodology. Seen 
together, the two parts begin to explain some of the nostalgic and 
observational sources of Murnane’s work. 

24. Gerald Murnane, ‘Landscape with Artist’ in Landscape within Landscape, Penguin Australia, Melbourne, 

1987, p. 232.

I, II & opposite: Philip Tyndall  Words And Silk: The Imaginary and Real Worlds of Gerald Murnane  1989, production 

photographs [Australian fiction writer Gerald Murnane showing his ‘lilac and brown’ racing colours; holding 

the ‘Master Plan’ for his first novel ‘Tamarisk Row’, photographs: Paul Wright, Magpie Photo; looking down at a 

miniature racecourse he had built on the brown soil under the lilac tree in Bendigo, Victoria. He was recreating an 

event from his childhood in Bendigo for the film, photograph: David Petersen], images courtesy and © the artist

III. Peter Tyndall, Philip Tyndall & Gerald Murnane  The Literature Club  1990, 17 pages, photocopy ink on paper, 

29.7 x 21 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of Peter Tyndall, image courtesy Anna Schwartz Gallery, 

Melbourne and Sydney © the artists III.

II.
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II.

Peter Tyndall’s ongoing creative project involves an obsessive 
naming of all works with variations of a single title the ‘three-line 
title/poem: detail’.25 His re-use and adaptation of pictures from his 
past, along with found images and texts, which for him have deeper 
meaning, is mirrored in Murnane’s own obsessive recounting of 
memory and place.

Memory, nostalgia and obsession are words that figure in Noel 
McKenna’s Bicycle (1992) and Jenny Watson’s important early 
work Dream Palette (1981). Dream Palette acts as juncture 
between one way of working and another—between her earlier 
more direct and figurative imagery, and the more well-known 
and ongoing series of works that are deeply personal, narrative-
based and cartoon-like. Extending over 36 panels, Dream Palette 
is a series of seemingly unrelated images and texts from which 
meaning and sense is to be fathomed. The piece could read as 
a type of book, almost like a comic, broken up into panels and 
splayed across the wall. No hints are given as to the outcome of 
the narrative but rather, like a dream, it is fractured and random. 

McKenna is an artist whose works often demand a telling—like 
vignettes taken from a story. Two of McKenna’s long-standing 
friendships are with the New Zealand poets Gregory O’Brien 
and Jenny Bornholdt, for whom he has illustrated a number of 
books. He recently decorated a number of ceramic vessels using 
texts by Bornholdt. His work has also been used to illustrate the 
cover of a collection of essays by Gerald Murnane. 

Bicycle takes its subject from David Malouf’s poem of the same 
name. McKenna can remember reading the poem as a school 
child in Brisbane, and the poem’s symbolism finds a correlation 
with McKenna’s vernacular imagery. The work is after an 
illustrated book McKenna produced in 1993. It is probably the 
one work in the show that could be classified as illustrative, 
although McKenna’s images are as deeply personal as Malouf’s 
text and McKenna’s drawing ‘amp[s] up the surrealism of 
Malouf’s poem’.26 

25. Daniel Thomas, ‘Bonzaview: Peter Tyndall's Country Art’, in Art & Australia, vol.35 no.2, 1997, p.212.

26. Gregory O’Brien, Noel McKenna: Sheltered Life, ex. cat., City Gallery Wellington, Wellington, New 

Zealand, 2005, p.10.

I. Noel McKenna  Bicycle  1992, 6 ceramic tiles, overall 15.2 x 82.5 cm, image courtesy the artist and Darren 

Knight Gallery, Sydney © the artist 

II. Jenny Watson  Dream Palette  1981, oil, synthetic polymer paint, crayon, pastel, pencil and charcoal 

on canvas boards, 36 boards, each 25.5 x 20.5 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, JW Power Bequest, 

purchased 1986, image courtesy Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney, Anna Schwartz Gallery, Melbourne © 

the artist

I.
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Often when I’m manipulating materials with 
my hands or moving through spaces, I think 
I’m looking for invisible properties in them and 
I sometimes like to use scientific language 
and explanations to think about these. But 
in retrospect, I can never really sort out the 
scientific thoughts from the poetic ones.27

Sandra Selig’s work is closely related to the world of concrete 
and visual poetry. Produced using pages from second-hand 
children’s science books, Surface of Change (2007) is sculptural 
in its intent. Framed and displayed so that the surface of the page 
reflects onto the wall, the text is cut away from its context, like a 
shadow lurking within it. Selig extracts the poetic, editing it out 
of a seemingly banal text, making magic its link with the image 
as if something hidden is finally revealed and allowed to breathe. 

27. Email correspondence between Sandra Selig and the author, 23 January 2009. 

I. Sandra Selig  surface of change  2007, cut book pages, acrylic, 15 parts, each 35 x 25 cm, Collection the 

artist, image courtesy Milani Gallery, Brisbane © the artist

I. 



 59

My Neighbour is a Painter (2006–07) by Patrick Hartigan 
documents through text and objects the struggles of a 
neighbour who takes up weekend painting. In the literary world, 
Hartigan’s work finds its tonal equivalence in the observational 
dreamscapes of Murnane and the brevity of American short 
story writer, Raymond Carver. In this work, which incorporates 
artist's books, projections and a vitrine of ‘evidence’, Hartigan’s 
ruminations on his neighbour begins to reveal a deeper malaise 
about his own role as artist, observer and documenter. 

avoiding myth & message is not an exhibition that seeks to 
cover the whole gamut of responses to a subject—a subject 
that encourages diverse and prolonged engagement. Instead it 
provides a series of triggers that project readers and viewers 
into a much deeper world beyond that of solely a literary or 
visual one. To paraphrase a trick from Murnane and to end 
where we started—

THE PICTURES IN THIS EXHIBITION ARE 
FREE CLOSE YOUR EYES ENQUIRE WITHIN28

Glenn Barkley
Curator, Museum of Contemporary Art

28. The quotes featured at the beginning and end of this essay are taken from Robert MacPherson's Little 
Pictures for the Poor (1983), offset lithograph on paper, 29.6 x 21 cm, Museum of Contemporary Art, gift of 

the artist, 2009 © the artist.

I, II, III. Patrick Hartigan  My Neighbour is a Painter (I. installation view, II, III. video stills)  2006–07, 

DVD, black and white super-8 transferred to DVD, paper, laser-printed saddle-stitched book, rubber glove, 

paint-roller, staples, paint, ceramic, gessoed wood, plastic, watercolour (Sometimes I give my neighbour’s 
cat milk then one day I painted it ...), watercolour: 18 x 26 cm, overall dimensions variable, Collection the 

artist, courtesy Darren Knight Gallery, Sydney © the artist III. 
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