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Screenprinted poster-making from the 1970s 
onwards represented an attempt to break 
down the gap between audience and artist 
and to challenge the hegemony of the gallery 
as the only space where art could be shown. 
Importantly, it grew out of the fusion between 
a heightened awareness of community 
politics and engagement, and the rise of 
Conceptualism and Post-Object art practices.  

The Earthworks Poster Collective, based at the 
Tin Sheds Art Workshop, University of Sydney, 
successfully sidestepped the galleries. The 
Collective’s posters were visually sophisticated 
whilst retaining a raw, punchy, graphic quality. 
Their messages and slogans were direct as 
they were destined to be posted on the street. 
As well as using a distinctly Australian (often 
‘ocker’) humour, they were very much part 
of a local practice – the suburbs of Sydney’s 
inner west surrounding Sydney University; 
Chippendale, Darlington, Glebe and Redfern.
Created by a collective membership, many 
of whom had not attended art school but 
were attracted to the Tin Sheds’ ratbag 
politic, Earthworks championed causes 
which were moving from the margins into 
mainstream political consciousness, such 
as feminism, Aboriginal land rights, sexual 
politics, student activism and anti-capitalism. 

The idea of the ‘collective’ studio also 
broke down the conceit of the individual 
within the production of prints, revealing 
contemporary printmaking not as an individual 
effort but a truly collaborative medium. 

The works featured in Volume One cover the 
beginnings of the poster movement from 
Earthworks through to later prints from the 
1980s by Redback Graphix. The inclusion 
of these artmakers’ collectives positions 
them within a much broader aesthetic and 
conceptual framework that goes beyond their 
political and social origins.  It is worth noting 
that 1960s pop artists embraced screenprinting 
for very much the same reasons that these 
print and poster collectives did. Screenprints 
are relatively cheap to produce: they relate 
directly to consumer society, the language is 
forthright, and they deliver vibrant images that 
fuse perfectly with cutting politics and satire. 

The departure of many of the artists working 
at Earthworks in the late 1970s and 1980s 
saw their influence spread further. From 
1979 to 1985, Redback Graphix was based 
in Wollongong and, unlike Earthworks, its 
approach was more business-like, based 
on a designer/client mode – a subtle 
but important shift that led to Redback 

Glenn Barkley

Pasting the city

98 Sydney



working on a variety of projects with 
unions, community groups, government 
departments and cultural institutions. 

The influence of this fertile period in 
Australian printmaking still holds currency 
today. Some of the artists and printers 
associated with Earthworks moved into 
Indigenous communities as arts advisors and 
printmakers. This saw a more collaborative 
relationship develop with Aboriginal artists 
and print production, and led in a roundabout 
way to the ‘renaissance’ in Australian 
printmaking that has been taking place in 
the top end of Australia since the 1990s. 

Their influence is clear in the works of 
studios such as Red Hand Prints in Darwin, 
under the stewardship of Franck Gohier 
and Shaun Poustie, and the currently active 
Big Fag Press in Sydney – both similarly 
collaborative, politically driven workshops. 

Far left

Marie McMahon, Loretta Vieceli, 
Earthworks Poster Collective 
Welcome to the opening of South 
Sydney Women’s Centre  1976
screenprint 
58 x 45.5 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
gift of Julie Ewington, 2006

Left

Mark Arbuz, Earthworks 
Poster Collective 
South Sydney Festival  1978
screenprint 
91 x 58 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
gift of Julie Ewington, 2006

Above

Mark Arbuz, Robert Giusti, 
Earthworks Poster Collective 
In Concert – Skyhooks plus 
supporting groups  1975
screenprint 
49 x 76.8 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
gift of Julie Ewington, 2006
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Chips Mackinolty

This is not a history…
but something along the lines of 
some uncomfortable memories 
of Earthworks Poster Collective

Anita Angel nailed it when she found a 
cyclical pattern of interest in poster art in 
Australia.1 The Not Dead Yet show from 
2010, the Red Hand Collection shown in 
Darwin in 2011,2 and Volume One – the MCA 
Collection hang reflected in this publication 
– fit this serial pattern: a decadal gnawing 
and worrying of the bones by curators and 
art historians, scattering the evidence further 
and further from the scene of the crime. 

But the witness statements are largely 
missing, and a couple of the main actors are 
dead now. In thinking back to the days of 
Earthworks, there’s been little said or written 
by the participants as far as I am aware, apart 
from the interviews in Under a Hot Tin Roof 3 
and, a decade or so later, by Lorena Allam.4 
In those two accounts, Toni Robertson and 
Marie McMahon were respectively more 
honest – perhaps more jaundiced – in their 
analysis. For the rest, the propaganda of 
the day has travelled down the years, with 
an emphasis on the slightly crazed idealism 
of the venture overlaid with the vague 
exoticism of the sex, drugs and rock’n’roll 
of cultural and social politics of the 1970s. 

But a jaundiced view is not out of line. There are 
references to Earthworks folding, as much as 
anything, due to burnout among its members. 
That was true, but it wasn’t merely a matter of 
taking a break and ‘moving on’: we were fucked. 
And what fucked us the most, in retrospect, 

was simple poverty. As much as anything else, 
we were tired of working our arses off for 40-
50-60-70 hours a week on little more than the 
equivalent of the dole; tired of what was often 
a fairly scabby lifestyle; tired of living off our 
friends and fending off our enemies. Most of us 
were nominally atheist; maybe that’s the reason 
we were a few rungs down from church mice.

Earthworks began its life, shades of Peter 
Cook and Dudley Moore, in a large wooden 
packing case, for a while the lodgings of 
Earthworks’ founder, Colin Little. In 1974 he 
graduated to a loft in the bottom shed; I slept 
on a couch below him before inheriting his 
digs when he left the country. In the period 
before he headed to Nguiu and Tiwi Designs, 
Colin – he was an engineering student dropout 
after all – built more elaborate quarters in 
the middle shed: these in turn were inherited 
by Viv Binns and Michael Callaghan at various 
stages; the poet John Forbes bunked down 
in the middle shed. For the rest of us, we 
were squatting or lived in shitty inner city 
houses, ever the prey of landlords and the 
inevitable collapse of group households.
It was hand-to-mouth for the Sheds and 
Earthworks: the Tin Sheds parties and dances, 
and legendary dances at Balmain Town 
Hall, were fundraisers for basic supplies and 
repairs – very little of which came from Sydney 
University for the formal art classes. Much of 
what we did money-wise was barely legal… a 
number of times we were warned just in time 
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by friends inside the University audit office that 
the uni was about to move on bank accounts 
we had in the Sydney University Art Workshop. 
By the late seventies we were charging labour 
for outside print jobs, with income beyond 
dreams of avarice at 50–75 cents an hour. God 
forbid that we make surplus value from our 
own labour. Odd jobs labouring, work as artists’ 
models, tutoring students and community 
classes. We scrounged, we bought second hand 
and at auctions, we liberated where we could.

Was it fun? Not often. It was a grind most of 
the time, and the diaspora after it was over 
was inevitable: Queensland and northern 
Australia, Canberra, Wollongong, and forays 
back to Sydney. Would we do it again? A 
pointless question. We didn’t have a choice.

Notes

1   A discussion by her that was, at least, based on 
interviews with the artists concerned in this case. 
Anita Angel, ‘Truth before Politics: Together, 
Sideways and Apart’ (catalogue essay), Not Dead 
Yet: Therese Ritchie and Chips Mackinolty – a 
retrospective exhibition, Charles Darwin University 
Gallery, Darwin, 11 August – 30 September 2010

2   Agitate Cultivate, a survey of Red Hand Print posters, 
Franck Gohier et al, The Museum and Art Gallery 
of the Northern Territory, Darwin, October 2011

3   Therese Kenyon, Under a Hot Tin Roof: Art, Passion 
and Politics at the Tin Sheds Art Workshops, 
State Library of NSW Press, in association with 
Power Publications, The Power Institute of Fine 
Arts, University of Sydney, Sydney, 1995

4   Lorena Allam, ‘The Hothouse: Art and Politics at the Tin 
Sheds’, Hindsight, ABC Radio National, 13 January 2008, 
www.abc.net.au/rn/hindsight/stories/2008/2111679.htm

Left 

Ray Hayes, Bridget 
van den Bogart
When the People Awake, 
Pack Shit Fraser  1978  
screenprint
50 x 63.5 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, gift 
of Professor Terry Smith, 2007

Left

John Stanton
Opera House Turtles  1973
screenprint 
50 x 37.5 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
gift of Julie Ewington, 2006

Above

Mark Arbuz, Angela Webber
Friends of the Queen 
Victoria Building  1981
screenprint 
76 x 50.5 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
gift of Julie Ewington, 2006



Homespun
Glenn Barkley

... there is a story I am telling you 
– special, sacred, important.1

Some recent Australian art is permeated 
with the idea of the homespun – a term that 
signals a return to parables or stories, with an 
increased interest in the regionally specific 
and how that reflects more universal concerns. 
It also has a relationship to traditions of 
making outside the ‘canon’ of accepted art 
practices – an interest in craft in particular, as 
well as ‘low forms’ of art, such as pop culture, 
music and suburban esoteric spirituality, the 
domestic and the humble. These are all re-
articulated to create works that go beyond 
base materials’ origins and contexts. 

Let’s start with the work of Esme Timbery 
and Lola Ryan, which encapsulates many of 
the ideas of the homespun. And it’s from right 
here – Sydney. Each artist practises shell work, 
as it has come to be known, which consists 
of making familiar objects, from booties to 
Sydney Harbour Bridges, and covering them 
with a huge array of crafty materials – felt, glue, 
glitter and shells. They have created hundreds 
of these objects, the surfaces of which are 
neatly arranged and ordered like the plumage 
of an exotic bird. Both Ryan and Timbery fit 
within a tradition of shell working that stretches 
back to the early days of the colony and, more 
than likely, beyond. Their ancestors were 
here when Captain Cook turned up and their 
families continue to make amazing work – the 
men and women pass on their knowledge 
and skills from one generation to the next.

There is a lot of chatter in the works of Timbery 
and Ryan – they have a natural exuberance; 
they can look pretty incongruous in the staid 
environment of the contemporary art museum, 
and that’s their charm. And there’s talk, too, 
about the dispossession of Sydney’s original 
inhabitants, of displacement and loss. When 
Timbery’s shoes were originally shown in the 
exhibition Ngadhu, Ngulili, Ngeaninyagu: I, We, 
Us – a Personal History of Aboriginal Art in 
the Premier State (curated by Djon Mundine 
OAM, Campbelltown Arts Centre, 2008), they 
pointedly took on a political aspect. The 200 
pairs of shoes correlate to the over 200 years 
of troubled black and white relations in this 
country – and the questions and responsibilities 
that are still to be resolved regarding the stolen 
generations and all the children that need to 
come home. Their charm and their power – a 
big, potent message wrapped in something 
that seems so innocent and playful. Disarmed 
by their exuberance, we are then ready to 
accept their strident, yet gentle, politics. 

We don’t know
if all things in our poems
are beautiful, but we do know
that things can be beautiful 
in our poems. Or cruel. Lies,
all lies, some say, but really, 
we write because it’s not about
what the thing is, at all.
It’s about what the thing becomes
in the poem. It’s about the poem.2

Right

Esme Timbery
(with daughter Marilyn Russell)
Shellworked slippers  2008
cardboard, synthetic textiles, 
shells, glitter, PVA glue
200 pairs of slippers (variable), 
each slipper 5 x 9.5 x 6 cm
Commissioned by Campbelltown 
Arts Centre for Ngadhu, Ngulili, 
Ngeaninyagu: I, We, Us – a Personal 
History of Aboriginal Art, 2008
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with funds provided by 
the Coe and Mordant families, 2008
Installation view, MCA Collection: 
New Acquisitions, MCA, 2008
© Esme Timbery/Licensed 
by Viscopy, 2012
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All of this talk about high and low, this is 
the foundation of the homespun. Another 
example can be found in Nicholas Mangan’s 
eXoecoaXis (2005). eXoecoaXis is a jumble 
of ideas mixed with repurposed found 
objects. It takes a fascination with objects 
and fuses it with a fascination for everyday 
spiritualities. It is suburban in origin yet 
appears to be a device, or magic carpet, with 
which one could ride into the inner mind.

I’m interested in reinterpreting the 
functionality of objects and having 
them behave against their intended 
purpose. For as long as I can remember, 
I have been pulling things apart, trying 
to understand them, but not always 
putting them back together in the same 
way: a kind of dyslexic renovation. They 
could then either be seen as broken 
or as modified. Folding two or more 
systems in on each other to see what 
happens is somewhat of an alchemistic 
process. It denies the rational.3

Mangan sources materials that have some 
link to ‘otherness’. Groups of wooden 
Polynesianesque bowls, commonly identified 
with 1970s Pacific Island cruising, are carved 
to produce an effect akin to being white-anted. 
In their original manifestation the bowls are 
loosely based on traditional forms that have 
been corrupted for souvenir use and regional 
economies. Much like the Tiki figure,4 they 
have come to symbolise a kitsch Pacifica, 
yet, despite their circumspect origins and 
distribution, such bowls still maintain a degree 
of cultural symbolism. Mangan has found 
this material in op-shops and second-hand 

sources, adding another layer of meaning based 
on the discarding of cultural tropes, which 
is soon placed within another ‘cult’ – that of 
the collectable. Other meanings exist within 
the teetering intercultural5 architecture of 
the work itself, constructed from bones that 
seem picked clean but which are in fact cast 
replicas, and a Persian rug pierced by crystals 
beaming out their New Age energies into the 
tower of power. Its pointed grouping of folk 
mythologies creates a work that appears to be 
some sort of New Age shrine, while it is in fact a 
barbed reproach to suburban spiritual anxiety. 

Tim Johnson has also worked with similar 
mythologies and intercultural approaches to 
cosmic energies and narrative. Volume One 
includes a sweep of his paintings, yet this 
collection of works could very well have been 
executed in any of the materials that the artist 
has used. Treating media as a vehicle to link 
conceptual ideas, he has worked extensively 
with performance, installation, light, film, video 
and music alongside his major collaborative 
paintings. The MCA is fortunate to hold an 
extensive collection of Johnson’s work dating 
from the late 1960s which tracks his artistic 
progress, diversions and ethereal byways. 

The work Causeway (1977) depicts a symbolic 
language of the artist’s own devising, consisting 
of ancient symbolism fused with 1970s idealism 
and the artist’s own spiritual investigations. It 
is a personal, switched-on, psychedelic Rosetta 
Stone and an important work in defining the 
outer reaches, and inner journey, of Johnson’s 
quest. Like Mangan’s sculptural shrine, the 
painting – and Johnson’s works in general – is 
a cobbling together of disparate elements to 
create a truly idiosyncratic belief system in 

Previous page

Ricky Swallow
Caravan  2008
bronze
artist proof, edition of 2 (+1 AP)
3 parts: 2 parts 30.5 x 22.9 x 24.4 
cm; 1 part 35.6 x 25.4 x 27.9 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with funds provided by 
the Coe and Mordant families, 2011

Right

Tim Johnson 
Dewachin  1987
synthetic polymer paint on linen
243 x 182 cm 
Museum of Contemporary 
Art, gift of Loti Smorgon and 
Victor Smorgon, 1995
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Above

Nick Mangan 
eXoecoaXis (detail)  2005
Perspex, resin, carpet, wood, 
synthetic polymer
140 x 350 x 240 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with the assistance 
of Ken and Lisa Fehily, 2006
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which painting is merged with Conceptualism, 
spiritualism, UFO-ology and esoteric thought. 

It is no mere coincidence that Johnson’s 
research as an artist had grown out of 
Conceptualism to encompass the DIY narratives 
of punk,6 and then slipped seemingly easily into 
an interest in, and later a collaborative mixing 
of, sources which are distinctly postmodern 
and that reveal a deepening engagement with 
Aboriginal art. The works Dewachin (1987) 
and Four elders (1986) both result from this 
engagement. When creating these images, 
Johnson worked alongside the Indigenous 
artists of Papunya and became part of a 
community that was not unlike the one he 
had left behind in Sydney, and these paintings 
use symbology from both of these sources.

Importantly, there is also a relationship 
to photography that emerges from 
Conceptualism’s deadpan use of the medium. 
Many of the images used in Johnson’s paintings 
from this period are based on his snapshots 
of friends and community members. The 
collaborative work he undertook with Papunya 
artist Tommy Stevens Tjakamarra is based 
on a photographic source, and the imagery 
loops back on itself – a photographic image 
turned into a painting that the artist then 
repainted for a new work. Incorporated into 
other works from this period is a complete 

disregard for western perspective through 
the incorporation of Western Desert dotting 
techniques. This style, originally used within 
the context of Western Desert painting as a 
way of shielding specific and sacred symbols, 
is instead used as a patterning device akin 
to the overall skeins of paint in western 
abstraction, not unlike those of Jackson 
Pollock or the roughly contemporaneous 
Colour-field experiments of Australian 
artists Ralph Balson and David Aspden. 

It is no coincidence that the two great 
movements of Australian art in the 1970s are 
Conceptualism, or its antipodean manifestation 
Post-Object art, and the Indigenous acrylic 
painting movement that emanated outwards 
from Papunya. Johnson’s mélange of ideas 
underlines this, as does the fact that he is an 
integral player in both of these movements and 
their reception. It is important not to overplay 
their connection, but it does exist and may be 
less tangential and informal than it appears. 

Connected to this confluence of ideas is the 
role that non-Indigenous artists have played 
in the reception of Aboriginal culture and 
its movement from a solely anthropological 
to a contemporary art context.7 Part of this 
shift is an interplay between the creators of 
Indigenous works, works of immense power, 
originality and innovation, and the non-

Right

Tim Johnson 
Four elders  1986
oil on canvas
60 x 89 cm
Museum of Contemporary 
Art, purchased 1997
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Above 

Mikala Dwyer 
Untitled  1995
organza, pins
six parts, overall 110 x 
320 cm approx
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with the assistance of 
stART, MCA Young Patrons, 1997





Indigenous artists who recognised this and 
thought of their Indigenous peers as important 
contemporaries, as distinct from the ‘other’ 
working within some sort of pre-determined, 
pre-civilised state. Many non-Indigenous 
artists were attracted to these works by the 
sheer materiality of bark painting; the artists’ 
loose treatment of forms, often dissolving into 
a dense abstraction embedded with hidden 
meaning; the narrative drive of the works 
themselves; and the connection of the works 
to communal storytelling and folk traditions. 

Works by artists from the top end of Australia 
are represented in Volume One by a selection 
of paintings from the Arnott’s Collection 
of Aboriginal Art.8 Most of these works are 
concerned with ceremony and performance, 
and include ancestral figures (for example, 
giants and serpents), or depict ceremonial 
dances and rituals such as those related 
to circumcision and mortuary rites. Some 

works tell complex creation stories that relate 
not just to the creation of the landscape 
but also to its custodianship and important 
Dreaming sites in the artists’ homelands. 
They are important documents of Country, of 
a system of stewardship that stretches back 
thousands of years and developed through 
close observation of the natural world.
Djon Mundine has noted that the rise of 
Aboriginal bark painting loosely correlates to 
hippy ‘whole earth’ counter-cultural movements 
that began in the United States in the 1960s 
and reached their full flowering in Australia 
in the 1970s.9 The back-to-basics lifestyle 
choices of the hippy pioneers seeped through 
to urban, and urbane, contemporaries. What 
more could give you hipster credentials than 
a beautiful piece of ‘ethnic’ art? Coupled 
with this is the feminist movement’s interest 
in domestic craft traditions and non-
traditional materials and processes.10

Above

Emma White 
Negative reinforcement 3  2007
polymer clay, pins
16 x 10 x 4 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
donated through the Australian 
Government’s Cultural Gifts 
Program by Henry Ergas, 2009
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This return to, and interest in, craft traditions – 
be it for their kitsch or symbolic values – comes 
out in the work of some artists who now in their 
late thirties and early forties look back to the 
decade of the 1970s, their childhood years, with 
nostalgia, fascination and wonder. This would 
include for instance an artist like David Noonan, 
whose works, using earthy hessian supports, 
screenprinted with found images depicting 
community theatre, performance, animal figures 
and group activities, have a quasi-utopian 
feel. The mysterious and vaguely sinister Owl 
(2004), for example, uses an image of this bird, 
which is heavily laden with its own mythology 
and linked to death, wisdom and folktales. 

Similarly in his painting Tusk (2004), Peter 
Graham also uses the owl motif, alongside other 
symbols from the spiritual world, and his work 
is populated by totemic animal and plant forms, 
picked out in dots of light – like water droplets 
on a spider’s web – a spectral vision in the dark:

Friends and I were walking through 
bushland towards a music festival 
in the dark. Wary and unsure of my 
surroundings, I switched on a torch. 
‘Don’t spoil the night-vision!’ cried 
my friend. When eyes are allowed to 
adjust to darkness they ‘see’ darkness 
itself and all our senses enliven in 
order to penetrate the gloom. Likewise 
when we sleep our secret senses 
become awakened by the light of a 
midnight sun, squinting overhead.

There are eyes which snap open 
behind closed lids, to witness the 
afterlife of image and a night that 
is illuminated from within.

The light within many works produced 
around this time penetrates the 
surface of things, so that underlying 
structures are revealed.

The owls are spectral masks, projections 
of the alerted subconscious that 
resides in hollow places, and emerges 
under the cover of darkness.11

The aesthetic of the homespun has an easy 
alignment with the Grunge art movement that 
ran alongside the Grunge music phenomenon 
of the 1990s. Grunge reconfigured the domestic 
and the marginal into the grand narratives 
of art, like abstraction, but personalised it, 
‘scuffing’ it up – all that purity made more 
human. It foregrounded the amateur over 
the professional, and its approach to art-
making is distinctly ephemeral. Witness a list 
of the materials used in the defining Monster 
Field exhibition at Ivan Dougherty Gallery 
in 1993,12 grunge’s high water mark (or more 
like a dirty ring in the bathtub): china plates, 
shelving, pencil, Blu-Tack, embroidery hoop, 
Masonite, DAS, cardboard.13 Fifteen years 
after the event, the landscape of grunge 
has changed considerably. The materiality 
remains but the manual skills have risen.14

Artists such as Mikala Dwyer and Hany 
Armanious, important and influential members 
of the Grunge generation, foreshadow 
an interest in sculpture and its tropes. 
Between them, these two artists form a fairly 
open field in which many younger artists 
in Australia today operate. Importantly, 
Dwyer, as a lecturer, has influenced a large 
group of artists who have come under her 
tutelage, and both lead by example.
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Left

Peter Graham 
Tusk  2004
oil on Belgian linen
191 x 152 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
donated through the Australian 
Government’s Cultural Gifts 
Program by Fraser Hopkins, 2011
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Left 

David Noonan 
Untitled  2007
unique silkscreen print on linen
216 x 154.7 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with funds provided by 
the Coe and Mordant families, 2007
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Fiona Hall, on the other hand, concentrates on 
creating intensely handcrafted works with the 
patina of the obsessive craftsperson. Give a dog 
a bone (1996) consists of a wall of cardboard 
boxes, grunge’s grail-like container, which are 
filled with intricately carved objects – such as 
faeces, toilet brushes and seed pods – made 
from yellow soap. Hall works within the ambit of 
craft, and its materials and processes, although 
her objects are finessed with an ambitious 
reworking of those materials. Embedded 
between boxes, Give a dog a bone incorporates 
an image of the artist’s father wrapped in a 
cloak, knitted from shredded coke cans. An 
actual bag made using the same materials 
hangs alongside the work, like a carry-all 
for the sour fruits in the cardboard boxes.

The other aspect of the homespun to consider 
in the work of Armanious and Hall in particular 
is the transformative parable of hard work 
– everyday materials parallel the everyday 
activities of making and thinking about art. 
This interest has influenced younger artists 
such as Emma White, whose small-scale 
sculptures, videos and photographs regularly 
incorporate FIMO, a synthetic polymer used 
worldwide for making jewellery. White uses 
the material in a very exacting way, making 
replicas of items from the everyday, such as 
sticky tape, pins and powerboards from the 
home office. By using FIMO, she has chosen a 
medium with properties that are unrelenting – 
you cannot make a perfect replica with it. The 
sculptures are not right somehow, and what is 
at first deceptive becomes disconcerting – the 
failing properties create a disturbing disjunct 
between what we see and what we know. 

Above

Hany Armanious
Philosopher’s Stone  2009
cast polyurethane, pigment, 
cast 24 carat gold
52 x 102 x 60 cm
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with funds donated by 
Andrew and Cathy Cameron, 2009
Image courtesy the artist and 
Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney
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In Negative reinforcement 3 (2007) 
White remakes wax birthday cake 
candles to spell out the words 
‘time’s a wasting’. Here, time seems 
to relate to the time and labour 
required to duplicate the objects, from 
the wax candles to the Styrofoam 
block in which they sit – artwork 
as self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Ricky Swallow’s Caravan (2008) has 
the same disconcerting air, and in 
this work he turns sculptural reality 
on its head. He takes a balloon, a 
physical manifestation of breath – 
‘Balloons are formed in a minute of 
our time and attached to structures, 
fences, awnings, letter boxes to 
signal and specify an occasion’15 – 
and recasts it in bronze. Air is now 
rendered heavy and dense. He then 
attaches barnacles, hand carved and 
intricately rendered, to its surface. 

Homespun is about the nature of talk 
and an honest approach to things – 
be they material and/or ideas – and 
the outcome of this meeting; all this 
talk, all this action, is amplified when 
the objects within the gallery speak 
to one another. Work and talk, or as 
Swallow succinctly sums up in an 
artist statement for Caravan: ‘the 
act of physically producing the work 
may be the closest thing I have to 
talking about it appropriately.’16

Notes
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context of his work. McSpedden’s use of 
the term intercultural comes from Igor 
Kopytoff’s essay The Cultural Biography 
of Things: Commoditization as Process 
in Arjun Appadurai (ed), The Social 
Life of things: Commodities in Cultural 
Perspective, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, New York, 1986

6   Volume One also includes, in a different 
context, a work from around this time, 
the painting Radio Birdman, Funhouse 
(1978) (see page 93). Johnson is also 
peripheral to the printed poster movement, 
having lectured, and held performances 
at the Tin Sheds, University of Sydney. 
Later, in the late 1970s he produced, 
as a student, a series of prints under 
the tutelage of Chips Mackinolty. 

7   It is worth noting the role of international 
conceptual artists Richard Long, Marina 
Abramovic and Ulay, all of whom were 
in Australia in the 1970s developing 

projects that were later shown in Sydney 
and Melbourne. Their roles in the ‘de-
mystification’ of Aboriginal contemporary 
art and society, and its links to the 
mythology of the Australian desert and 
interior, awaits further study. In the 
case of Abramovic and Ulay, there was 
an awakening to the prosaic realities of 
Aboriginal life. For more information see 
James Westcott, When Marina Abramovic 
Dies: A Biography,  MIT, 2010, pp 155–164

8   For more on the Arnott’s Collection see 
They are Meditating: Bark Paintings from 
the MCA’s Arnott’s Collection, op cit 

9   Conversations with Djon Mundine. The 
‘hippy-epoch’ defining event in Australia 
was the Aquarius Festival that took place 
in Nimbin, New South Wales, May 1973.

10   See the text of Marie McMahon in this book 
for posters celebrating the humble doily, 
with its meditation on the recent history 
of op-shopping. Op-shopping appears 
to be a current theme moving through 
Australian art in the past 40 years.

11   Peter Graham, artist’s statement, 
Tolarno Galleries, Melbourne, 2003

12   Monster Field, Ivan Dougherty 
Gallery, Sydney, curated by ADS 
Donaldson, 6–9 May 1993

13   ibid
14   For a broader discussion of the influence 

of grunge and its ‘progeny’, see Reuben 
Keehan, ‘Ass-kicking Formalism: 
adventures in contemporary Australian 
sculpture’, Art & Australia, vol 48, 
no 2, summer, 2010, pp 334–341

15   Ricky Swallow, artist statement, 
Caravan, object file note, Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Sydney, 2011

16  ibid
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Glenn Barkley

Black boxes and white cubes

Volume One presents an opportunity to 
reflect on the Museum of Contemporary Art’s 
recent program of acquisitions within the 
area of video art. This includes works from 
younger artists through to pieces by senior 
figures in the Australian art community. 
It brings together works that have only 
recently been completed as well as works 
from the recent past, all reconfigured for 
the viewing conditions of the present. 

The changing fortunes of video since its 
broad reception and use in the 1970s has 
seen it move from a marginal to a central 
position in Australian art. Australian video 
art mirrors international trends but has its 
own regional variations and peculiarities.

The term ‘video’ itself is a loose description 
and a fluidly changing idea. Do we still refer 
to works as video when they are created, 
exhibited and stored on formats and platforms 
that are far removed from video’s history? 
Does ‘video’ refer to the medium itself, or to 
the ideas of artists working in digital realms, 
even though video, as it has been known, has 
lost elements of its analogue ‘objecthood’?1

The Museum has been ambitious in acquiring 
large-scale, multi-channel installations like 
TV Moore’s The Neddy Project (2004) and 
the equally ambitious passenger (2003) 

by Susan Norrie, which signals the MCA’s 
commitment to video practice in an expanded 
form. A number of recent gifts from private 
collectors, most notably the gift of Andrew 
and Cathy Cameron,2 have substantially 
strengthened the MCA’s holding of video works. 

Volume One also celebrates the MCA as 
an institution that is central to Australian 
video art’s history via its display of works, 
dissemination of ideas through publications 
and conferences, and acquisition of 
works for the MCA Collection. 

Since the Museum’s opening in 1991, it has 
placed video and the moving image close to 
the core of its programming.3 A scan of MCA 
exhibitions reveals a number of important 
group projects, such as Phantasmagoria 
(1996), Video Logic (2008) and Rising Tide: 
Film and Video works from the MCA Collection 
(2009), through to solo shows by Peter Callas 

(1995),4 Paul Winkler (1995) and Susan Norrie 
(2003), and the incorporation of video into 
most of the MCA’s group exhibitions. The 
MCA’s role as a key venue for the Biennale 
of Sydney is also an important part of this 
history. Indeed the centrality of video to 
contemporary art practice is so de rigueur 
that to find a group exhibition without video, 
moving image or time-based work would 
be an exception rather than the rule.

Right

TV Moore 
The Neddy Project (stills)  2004
6 channel digital video 
installation, sound
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with the assistance 
of Dr Edward Jackson AM and 
Mrs Cynthia Jackson AM, 2004
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Far left 

Shaun Gladwell 
Storm Sequence (stills)  2000
single-channel digital video, sound
8 minutes, edition 4/4 (+1 AP)
Videography: Techa Noble
Commissioned by Peter Fay
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
donated through the Australian 
Government’s Cultural Gifts 
Program by Andrew and 
Cathy Cameron, 2011
Image courtesy the artist 
and Anna Schwartz Gallery, 
Sydney and Melbourne

Left

Shaun Gladwell 
Apology to Roadkill  
(1-6) (stills)  2007–09
single-channel digital video, sound
27:10 minutes, edition 4/4
Cinematographer: Gotaro Uematsu
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
donated through the Australian 
Government’s Cultural Gifts 
Program by Andrew and 
Cathy Cameron, 2011
Image courtesy the artist 
and Anna Schwartz Gallery, 
Sydney and Melbourne

Above

Angelica Mesiti
The Line of Load and Death 
of Charlie Day (still)  2008
17:13 minutes
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with funds provided by 
the Coe and Mordant families, 2012
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Left

Margaret Dodd 
This Woman is Not A 
Car (stills)  1982
single-channel digital video, sound
21:43 minutes
Museum of Contemporary 
Art, gift of the artist, 2012 

Above

Justene Williams 
Crutch Dance  2011  
3 channel digital video, 12 CRT 
televisions, synthetic polymer 
paint on wooden pallets 
188 x 440 x 200 cm irreg
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with funds provided by 
the Coe and Mordant families, 2011 
Image courtesy the artist and 
Sarah Cottier Gallery, Sydney
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A little-celebrated fact is that the ongoing 
exhibition and display of video, and more 
broadly media arts, has in the MCA’s 
case produced a very specialised team of 
preparators and digital media technicians, most 
of whom are practising artists themselves. 
Their exposure to cutting-edge technologies 
for the display of artworks, their collaboration 
with some of the most influential artists of our 
time working in digital media, and an ongoing 
creative dialogue with their international peers, 
both technicians and artists, has had a positive 
effect on the broader Australian art world.  

The broad acceptance of video as a non-
specialised art form that takes its place 
alongside more ‘traditional’ mediums has 
its own unique set of challenges, both in 
terms of storage and access as well as the 
conditions of its display. Many works have 
particular requirements – they may have 
both an optimum and a more prosaic set of 
acceptable parameters in which they can 
be seen. Importantly video determines an 
ongoing commitment to maintaining a long-
term dialogue with the artist after the work has 
been accessioned into the Collection.5 Such 
dialogue ensures not just that the work is seen 
at its best, but that it is conserved and made 
accessible for audiences into the future.6 The 
MCA has been proactive in the conservation 
of older film and video-based works. In 2009 
the museum entered into a partnership with 
the College of Fine Arts (COFA), University 
of New South Wales, and dLux MediaArts to 
examine ways to conserve video art made 
on earlier, now obsolete formats – U-matic 
video, VHS and Beta. It also took account of 
the way in which video’s history was being 
erased, in many instances through the physical 

degradation of material and the fairly loose 
way in which materials were being dealt with 
as commodities. As items that seemingly have 
no commercial value and undefined cultural 
importance, they were very marginal within 
both the art market and the museological 
world. The recent adaptation of video into the 
art market and its reappraisal as a commodity 
runs parallel to the museological imperative to 
conserve this important aspect of art history. 

Somewhat luckily, the ‘birth’ of video art as 
an art form, from roughly the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, connected with Conceptualism 
and its antipodean regional variation, Post-
Object art. This is a period of time that is of 
increasing interest to artists and curators, 
who are looking back to its formative 
influence on contemporary art practice. Their 
need to both view and exhibit important 
documents is a central factor in raising the 
profile of video’s history and promoting the 
importance of conserving it with the help of 
committed practitioners and ‘true believers’.7

The new MCA galleries, and the display  
Volume One in particular, maintain certain 
established exhibition orthodoxies, such 
as the ‘black box’ method of display, which 
in a sense tries to replicate the conditions 
of cinema, while not being truly cinematic, 
contained as these spaces are within an art 
gallery. Central to this is the establishment 
of a single-channel screening room that 
runs a program of moving-image works.

Single-channel digital video seems to have 
become a dominant format for many younger 
artists. This goes against previously held 
ideas about the direction video may take – 
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rather than expand into predominantly three-
dimensional or immersive spaces, video in 
some cases has instead withdrawn to the size 
of a computer screen, and this reduction will 
go further still to suit tablet and smartphone 
formats. The emphasis for some younger artists 
seems to be on flexibility of display rather than 
sticking to rigid parameters that are based 
around architecture rather than the image. This 
has as much to do with the user as the creator – 
many of today’s artworks are about the delivery 
of the work to as many people as possible.8

The initial program of video works in the MCA’s 
screening room features a series of works, 
some of which are quite cinematic, such as 
Margaret Dodd’s This Woman Is Not a Car 
(1982) and Tracey Moffatt’s Night Cries (1990), 
as well as works created and produced to be 
shown in very gallery-specific contexts, such 
as James Newitt’s Saturday Nights (2007), 
Fiona Foley’s Bliss (2006) and Shaun Gladwell’s 
Apology to Roadkill (1–6) (2007–09). The works 
are linked thematically through two ideas that 
drive Australian cinematic traditions: the figure 
in the landscape (or in the case of Foley’s Bliss 
the absence of the figure in a highly controlled 
landscape) and the post-apocalyptic landscape, 
which pre-empts and is contemporaneous 
with, or responds to, George Miller and Byron 
Kennedy’s influential Mad Max films.

The opening program is book-ended by three 
films, around which the rest of the selection 
was formed. It begins with two films from the 
late 1970s/early 80s, Marr Grounds’ Oxide St 
Junction (Dingo fence) (1978) and Margaret 
Dodd’s This Woman Is Not a Car, although both 
are quite different in intent. Grounds’ work is 
a stand-alone film and visual documentation 
of a sculptural project created along the dingo 
fence in Central Australia. Dodd’s work, on the 
other hand, has more of a traditional narrative 
arc; self-consciously political, it plays with 
the tropes of male automobile fetish culture 
viewed from a feminist perspective. It is linked, 
in the final birthing scene in particular, to 
Dodd’s primary practice as a ceramicist.9 

The program ends with Gladwell’s Apology 
to Roadkill (1–6), in which a leather-clad 
motorcyclist gently cradles the dead forms of 
Australian animals, trying to pray them back 
into being. The work is a visual paraphrasing 
of Mad Max and, when shown alongside 
the earlier works of Dodd and Grounds, it 
is evidence of the ongoing traditions and 
iconography within Australian video history: 
humankind’s destructive tendencies with 
automobiles is somehow endemic to this 
quality and the conquest of nature. 

Newitt’s Saturday Nights and Foley’s Bliss 
were both filmed in Tasmania, and both 

Right 

James Newitt 
Saturday Nights  2007
single-channel digital video 
installation, sound
10:20 minutes
Originally commissioned by the 
University of Tasmania for the 
Port Arthur Project, Ten Days 
on the Island Festival, 2007.
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
donated through the Australian 
Government’s Cultural Gifts 
Program by Andrew and 
Cathy Cameron, 2012
Installation view, Primavera 
2010: Exhibition by Young 
Australian Artists, MCA, 2010
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Above

Jess MacNeil 
Opera House Steps, 
March (still)  2006
single-channel digital video, sound
2:57 minutes, edition 4/8
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
donated through the Australian 
Government’s Cultural Gifts 
Program by Michael Hawker, 2009
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depict sites of violence. In Bliss, it is the 
whole of the island itself, with its history of 
genocide and the displacement of Tasmania’s 
Indigenous populations. Flowers blow gently 
in the breeze, huge fields sway in the wind; 
upon closer inspection we realise they are 
opium poppies. Foley has used this motif to 
recollect the use of opium as a controlling 
agent against Australian Indigenous inhabitants 
as part of the Aboriginals Protection and 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act (1897) 
as well as its role as a soothing narcotic 
– the poppies depicted are grown legally 
for use in the pharmaceutical industry.10

Newitt’s work is about the people who live 
within the Tasmanian landscape and it was 
created near Port Arthur, a region with a 
torrid history as a penal settlement and the 
mass murder in 1996. Working with local 
people, Newitt created a town dance, and his 
video of it gains its poetic resonance from 
what seems a fairly intimate portrait of a 
community. However, the participants were 
brought together by the artist, who completely 
constructed the celebration, positioning the 
video between documentary and performance. 

The much discussed Night Cries, by Tracey 
Moffatt, is within a cinematic tradition that 
draws upon symbols of Indigenous and colonial 
culture in a landscape that is quite obviously 
staged, constructed only for the purpose 
of filming. With its heightened colour and 
equally heightened and stylised performances, 
Night Cries ‘overturns stereotypical images 
from Australian history’.11 It is cross-over 
film, both a piece of cinema and, by virtue 
of the artist’s reputation and its screening 
in a museum context, a work of art. 

Elsewhere on the Collection floor, Volume One 
seeks to break down the ‘black box’ orthodoxy 
by incorporating moving-image works 
alongside displays of painting, photography 
and sculpture within the so-called ‘white cube’. 
In many instances this has involved speaking 
to artists to discuss the reconfiguration of 
works for the Collection displays and seeking 
specific solutions. The initial hang in the 
MCA Collection spaces tends to follow a 
logic based around certain loose themes and 
groupings of ideas rather than chronological 
or medium-specific collection installations.

The video art dispersed across the Collection 
floor in Volume One is seen in tandem 
with non-video artworks, creating new 
meanings and contexts. Justene Williams’ 
Crutch Dance (2011), a hybrid sculpture/
video/painting/installation, employs fast-
moving patterns and a maxed-out cubist 
costume in which the artist performs in 
rapid staccato movements. The work is 
about the potential of painterly abstraction 
– pattern, geometry, colour and space – to 
push into other media. It also has particularly 
feminist attributes, such as Williams’ hyper 
protagonist taking to the treadmill like a 
demented dilettante superstar. It sullies the 
purity of modernist abstraction, defying it 
yet celebrating its fluidity across media. 
Works by the Kingpins and Jess MacNeil are 
included among a group of works that take 
Sydney as its subject. The Kingpins’ Welcome 
to the Jingle (2003) depicts the artists in 
drag-king costume moving through the city, 
performing in a guerrilla fashion in bland, 
corporate and branded spaces. What was 
once unique is now rendered the same the 
world over, and the so hot-right-now grande 
latte you can get in LA is no different to the 
one you can pick up on George Street.
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MacNeil’s work Opera House Steps, March 
(2006) is more meditative, focusing on a 
mesmeric image of the everyday which has 
been ever so slightly manipulated. Figures 
moving up and down the steps of the 
Sydney Opera House have been deleted, 
leaving only their shadows. MacNeil’s video, 
like those in Justene Williams’ stack, play 
with the traditions of abstract painting: 
pattern, rhythm and light. The videos of the 
Kingpins and MacNeil are surrounded in this 
exhibition by works about Sydney, which 
brings their relationship to the city to the 
fore, celebrating their regional context. 

The works of Khaled Sabsabi fit within 
another theme of the broader collection 
hang, portraiture. Sabsabi is known for his 
political and socially charged immersive 
videos and installations; however, the politics 
in Naqshbandi Greenacre Engagement (2011) 
are far more gentle. This work plays with a 
western audience’s expectations – what could 
a video like this be about? Don’t those banners 
behind the head of the leader remind us of 
the YouTube images of martyrs heading off to 
their deaths? Developed in close collaboration 
with a Sufi community based in Greenacre in 
western Sydney, the work is shot inside a scout 
hall and it shows families – mothers, fathers, 
son and daughters. Unfolding across three 

Above

Khaled Sabsabi
Naqshbandi Greenacre 
Engagement  2011
3 channel digital video, 
sound, wooden table, plastic 
folders with photocopies
90 minutes, edition 1/3 (+1 AP)
Commissioned by Campbelltown 
Arts Centre for Edge of Elsewhere, 
2011
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with funds provided by 
the Coe and Mordant families, 2011
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screens, the work creates a tripartite cubist 
space, which is achieved by installing cameras 
in front of the subjects and simply switching 
the cameras to record, so children appear on 
one screen then cut across to another. The art 
of this piece is not so much in what has been 
filmed, but rather in the connection between 
the artist and the subjects – who have allowed 
him to film something that is intensely personal 
and not usually performed for the camera. 

On the other hand, the performance shown 
in Brown Council’s The One Hour Laugh 
(2009) has been specifically staged for 
camera. Brown Council’s four members are 
interested in the history of performance and 

its related documentary video, especially 
from its nascent days in the 1970s. From 
this they have developed a very particular 
interest in the martyr-like idea of duration in 
performance. In many of their works there is a 
deliberate manipulation of time and it is unclear 
as to whether activities are taking place as 
indicated.12 But in The One Hour Laugh these 
strategies are stripped bare; the work is what 
it says, a collective portrait of the group all 
laughing for one hour. It goes from humorous to 
painful and all points between, from sometimes 
forced to honest laughter. It reveals another of 
the concerns of Brown Council, that being the 
fine line between contemporary performance 
and slapstick or entertainment, and how 

Above

Brown Council 
The One Hour Laugh (still)  2009
single-channel digital video, sound
57:12 minutes, edition 1/5 (+2AP)
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased with the assistance 
of Dr Edward Jackson AM and 
Mrs Cynthia Jackson AM, 2011
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Above

Marr Grounds
Oxide St Junction (stills)  1978
single-channel digital video 
(transferred from VHS), sound
42:13 minutes
Museum of Contemporary 
Art, gift of the artist, 1998
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Left

Tracey Moffatt 
Night Cries – A Rural 
Tragedy (stills)  1990
single-channel digital 
video (transferred from 
35 mm film), sound
17 minutes
Image courtesy the artist and 
Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney
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that is often only delineated by the spaces 
in which a work is seen and performed. 

The last works to be discussed here are by two 
of the major figures of Australian contemporary 
art: Julie Rrap and Shaun Gladwell. Both of 
these artists are central to video’s history 
– Rrap through her role as a pioneering 
feminist and conceptual artist who has, over 
the course of her long career, constantly 
interrogated the camera as both a recording 
and manipulative device, and Gladwell as an 
important figure in recent Australian video art. 
The works of these two artists are shown 
in close proximity to one another. Gladwell 
is represented by his best-known work, 
Storm Sequence (2000) (see page 142), 
in which a skateboarder, Gladwell himself, 
skates on the edge of a cliff. His movements 
are slowed to intensify the grace of his 
actions. As the work progresses, a storm 
sweeps in from the sea, eventually bringing 
the action, and the work, to an end. 

As the title of her work indicates, Rrap is also 
the central performer in 360 Degree Self-
Portrait (2009) (see page 411). In this work she 
is attached to a spinning disc, to which the 
camera is also fixed. The camera focuses on her 
face as she moves through 360 degrees. It is 
difficult to work out what is going on here, the 
changes in her face being ever so slight. The 
image seems manipulated. Upon first viewing 
you may think this manipulation has been done 
by some digital means; instead it is simpler 
– a portrait of a body under stress from the 
forces of gravity. There are two key similarities 
between these works. First, they both use a 
central figure spinning, a physical performative 
element, and second, both are self-portraits. 
More intriguing though is the way the two 
works, when shown closely together, create a 

new element that is unexpected. Both comment 
on notions of ageing. In Storm Sequence the 
artist’s body is balletic, supple, flexible, and 
skateboarding is, of course, often associated 
with youth. In Rrap’s work the face appears 
to be undergoing some kind of radical stress 
almost akin to plastic surgery – its changing is 
almost imperceptible, but it is rigid and tense. 

This poetic juxtaposition reflects many of 
the questions and dilemmas facing the MCA 
in showing so-called contemporary art, 
from the very medium-specific – is video so 
common in the contemporary museum that 
it has become its default mode, superseding 
all other mediums? – to questions about art 
and audience more generally, such as how 
should, or does, the museum deal with the idea 
of age, not just of an artist but of audiences, 
ideas and artworks themselves? How does 
the past affect the future and vice versa? 
What actually is contemporary art? Video, 
with its inbuilt instantaneous obsolescence, 
is a unique vehicle through which these 
philosophical questions can be addressed. 

What is also clear is that the history of video 
art in Australia is still to be written. More than 
any other artistic medium, its processes are 
closely linked to areas of experimentation, 
innovation and economies external to its 
own genealogy. Like a crazed young sibling 
it seems to hurtle forward, spinning from 
one technological development to the 
other, deleting its past as it goes – slightly 
unhinged, slightly out of control. Only that it is 
important to contemporary artists and central 
to recent art narratives can be said with any 
certainty. As a medium it is a good analogy for 
contemporary art in general, and Volume One 
celebrates that diverse and contested history.
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Notes

1   The very thing that video may 
have been trying to escape is 
being considered an ‘object’ in 
its own right. In certain contexts 
video was used as a form of 
documentation – as a way to 
record the dematerialisation 
of the art object. These 
early documents of video’s 
history now have the patina 
of an analogue history and 
become interesting as both 
physical objects – the tapes 
themselves – and as imagery 
that has a warm, tactile quality. 
Such comparisons are akin to 
contrasting the audio warmth 
of vinyl to the digital coldness 
of MP3s. See the recent article 
by Jennifer Allen, ‘Video Store: 
The dematerialization of the 
moving image’ Frieze, issue 
134, October 2010, which 
links contemporary strategies 
of display and archiving  to 
Conceptualism’s drive towards 
the dematerialised object.  

2   Acknowledging the support of 
Andrew and Cathy Cameron, the 
video screening room is called 
the Cameron Screen Space.

3   It is important to acknowledge 
the role of former Chief 
Curator Bernice Murphy. As a 
curator Murphy was a pioneer 
in championing video art 
in Australia from the 1970s 
onward. Her important text 
Towards a History of Australian 
Video, a compilation of three 
earlier texts, was published 
in the catalogue for the MCA 
exhibition Video Logic (19 
August – 2 November 2008).

4   Peter Callas was also 
commissioned to produce an 
advertisement for the MCA 
in 1991 before it opened. 
The advertisement used 
iconography from Sydney, 
the building and the MCA 
and Power Collection 
animated by the artist. 

5   But not exclusively so. For 
instance, the MCA has also 
made a commitment to buying 
works that could be termed 
‘instructional’, most notably 
a series of wall drawings and 
paintings by artists such as 
Robert Owen, Brook Andrew, 
Andrew McQualter and Helen 
Eager. The installation of these 
works also demands an ongoing 
dialogue regarding their 
installation and re-creation. 

6   At either the point of acquisition 
or soon after, curatorial, 
exhibition services and 
registration forward a detailed 
questionnaire that relates both 
to the installation and technical 
details involved in the making 
and presentation of a work. 
This may also involve talking to 
specialised video or production 
houses that have assisted 
in an artwork’s creation. The 
MCA also seeks the artist’s 
permission to produce copies 
of the work in various digital 
formats, as well as maintaining 
the artwork as an ‘object’ in the 
traditional sense, for example, 
as a DVD or videotape. The 
increased sophistication in the 
production and display of the 
‘end product’ is as varied as the 
works themselves, with some 
artists handing over unadorned 
digital files on either DVD 
or hard drives, while others 
make increasingly elaborate, 
elegant, custom-made boxes 
and instructional booklets. 

7   Examples of recent exhibitions 
drawing upon Conceptualism 
and in particular video’s 
history include Power to 
the People: Contemporary 
Conceptualism and the Object 
in Art, Australian Centre for 
Contemporary Art (2011, 
curator: Hannah Mathews); 
A Different Temporality: 
Aspects of Australian Feminist 
Arts Practice 1975–1985, 
Monash University Museum 
of Art (2011, curator: Dr Kyla 
McFarlane); and Tell Me Tell 
Me: Australian and Korean 
Art 1976–2011, MCA (2011, 
curators: Glenn Barkley and 
Inhye Kim). Also of particular 
note was the show-within-a-
show of the survey of Mike 
Parr’s video and performance 
works included in the 2008 
Biennale of Sydney. Initiatives 
such as the aforementioned 
COFA/MCA/dLux MediaArts 
partnership, funded by the 
Australian Research Council, 
and the Australian Video Art 
Archive online database are 
part of this re-evaluation. 
Lastly acknowledgement 
must be made of the work 
of Sydney-based Stephen 
Jones, both a pioneering video 
artist and pioneering video 
art historian. His passion for 
the preservation of Australian 
video, and electronic, kinetic 
and Conceptual art makes 
the unravelling of this history 
much easier to understand. 
His important publication 
Synthetics: Aspects of Art and 
Technology in Australia, 1956–
1975 (2011) is a benchmark in 
beginning to define video and 
media art’s history in Australia. 

8   In conversation with Stephen 
Jones, he suggests that much 
video art being displayed in the 
contemporary context attempts 
to replicate the conditions 
of cinema, as narrative or 
documentary, and loses the 
characteristics that made 
video a distinctive medium. 

9   A poster for the film’s launch, 
produced at Earthworks, Tin 
Sheds, University of Sydney, is 
also included in Volume One. 

10   For further information see 
Fiona Nicoll, ‘No substitute: 
political art against the opiate 
of the colonising euphemism’, 
in Fiona Foley: Forbidden, 
exhibition catalogue, Museum 
of Contemporary Art, 2010, p 60

11   Catherine Summerhayes, 
The Moving Images of 
Tracey Moffatt, Charta, 
Milano, Italy, 2007 p 83

12   See their work Work in 
Progress: Dawn to Dusk (2010), 
also in the MCA Collection, 
which seems to take place 
over the course of a day.
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