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The forums have long been considered an es
sential part of Artists' Week. It's an opportu
nity for those involved in the visual arts from 
all around Australia to speak their mind and 
define the issues of the day. In the past, this 
issue was often regionalism - a question of 
whether culture exists only in the centres. To
day this question has been overtaken by an 
attempt to relocate that centre east. The fo
rums for this year''s Artists' Week provided a 
golden opportunity to judge whether this move 
makes sense outside government departments. 

COMFORTABLE? 

TUESDAY 
Unstable Ground: The politics of position and 
Adelaide Installations (1) 

The motto which hung over the stage in 
Elder Hall read, 'Sub cruce lumen' (the 
light under the cross). Indeed, enlightened 
Christianity was very much the subject 
during Artists' Week, though the focus 
was on its victims rather than its heroes. 

The theory came first. Ian McLean began 
by surveying surveyed recent 
postcolonial theory, with references to 
Homi Bhabha and Jacques Derrida. He 
argued that all cultures employ a lan
guage of 'antipodality' to define them
selves, thus official dominant ideologies 
cannot operate without the difference pro
vided by marginal cultures. McLean 
quoted Alfred Jarry: 'whites have black 
shit'. 

As an academic paper, it was the kind of 
presentation which in past Artists' Weeks 
often brought an angry response from the 
general public. It's crime in their eyes is to 
arrogantly assume that the audience has 
read works essential to understand the 
argument. But this time- nothing. Has 
the cultural power of the Adelaide estab
lishment declined, leaving audiences un
certain of the proper way? Like the eerie 
quiet on the battle front, this silence 
seemed something to pass through cau
tiously. 

Elizabeth Gertsakis has often expressed a 
feeling of being trapped by the charitable 
interest of the art community in 'ethnic
ity'. Not surprisingly, her paper 
problematised the very postcolonial cri
tique offered by McLean. She denounced 
the' fetishised incommensurabilities' that 
accompany a contemporary interest in 
what might be considered other. Though 
acting as a wet blanket, Gertsakis point 
seemed essential to keep critical thinking 
alive and to prevent it lapsing into an en
lightened smugness. 'How unstable does 
it feel?', she asked. It was an interesting 
question. Yes, how challenged do you feel 
now by the familiar turns of postcolonial 
argument (that knowledge is power, that 
the subaltern experience sees beyond the 
limits of Western knowledge, that indig
enous cultures are more in touch with the 
material world, etc.)? One expects on 
hearing about postcolonial cultures that 
our own preconceptions might be over
turned - Gertsakis tried to raise the pos
sibility that this expectation itself becomes 
a preconception. · 

While the opposition between McLean 
and Gertsakis promised a significant ar
gument, it was shocking to find that the 
first question offered by the audience que
ried the absence of Western Australian 
artists in the Adelaide Biennial. There was 
no question of which artists might be ap 
propriate to the program, just that the bur 
eaucratic principle of proportional repre
sentation had not been adhered to. I give 

this question space here, certainly not 
with any support, but because it lacked 
any critical response from the platform. 
This was even more shocking. 

WE ARE ALL ARTISTS 
Be~;ond the material world: the view from the 
artists of South-East Asia 

Max Bourke introduced the forum by re
lating an incident which occurred as the 
panel was making its way up the stairs. 
While ushering Heri Dono, Bourke de
murred: 'Artists first'. Dono replied, 'We 
are all artists'. This brief and immediate 
anecdote revealed a layer of subtext un
derlying the involvement of South East 
Asian artists in Adelaide. It spoke for the 
refreshing informality expected from 
these visitors: it offered welcome to a cul
ture - one without platforms - which 
might reinvigorate the democratic ener
gies expected of a festival. 

Santiago Bose began his autobiographi
cal account with a story about his mother 
throwing a spirit out of the house after a 
bad dream. In the course of the talk, Bose 
performed a similar act himself by reject
ing his naive dream to see his name in 
'one of the big art magazines' - some
thing he could now dismiss as a 'hand
me-down aesthetic'. Against the West
ern stereotype of hill tribes as noble sav
ages, he promoted modernisation as a 
potential source of creativity. 

Heri Dono was less welcoming of mod
ern technology. He championed tradi
tional Indonesian art for its open struc
ture, particularly in the Wayang Kulit 
puppet performances where the audi
ence is free to come and go. The intro
duction of the Western supermarket sys
tem was compared by him to an octopus 
which creates a world where people 
don't care what's beautiful or not. De
spite lack of government subsidy, Dono 
described his culture as' rich, because we 
have a lot of time' . Art for Dono was 'in 
the mind', part of the 'process'. 

From an audience perspective, there was 
an odd unease with this view. While 
Bose's embrace of tribalised modern 
technology provided an antidote to the 
sentimentalised noble savage, Dono's 
anti-Western passions seemed to be com
promised by his own neoplatonism: the 
idea that art is essentially a spirit within 
rather than part of the material world. It 
is disconcerting when the other identi
fies with the same; it's like liberating a 
victim who refuses to blame their perse
cutor. 

THIS IS OUR CULTURE 

WEDNESDAY 
Ngarrindjeri Artists (Aboriginal art from 
the Murray River) 

The second day presented itself as a be
lated means of redressing the lack of Abo
riginal representation in the previous 
Artists' Week. Here was the beginning of 
a series of forums presented and organ
ised by a variety of Aboriginal groups. 

The variety of audience involved in this 
session was demonstrated in the layers 
of introduction. Brenda Croft introduced 
the day as an opportunity for showing 
the strength of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander culture in metropolitan 
centres; then Garnet Wilson acknowl 
edged that this forum was being held on 

Kaurna land; and finally Kerry Giles fo
cused attention particularly on 
Njarrindjeri culture. 

Yvonne Koolmatrie described how she 
collects material from whatever is at 
hand. She spoke of reet;cling by plucking 
feathers from an emu or an echidna left 
on the side of the road. Practical tech
niques associated with the river- yabby 
trapping, eel hunting and fishing- pro
vided sources for her work. She lamented 
that the culture of weaving had been lost, 
but seemed confident that it will survive 
with growing interest from the younger 
generation. This was supported by her 
niece, Laura Agis, who described herself 
as the product of assimilationist pres
sures - 'encouraged not to think about 
our culture'. 

The discussion focused mainly on the in
tersection of Aboriginal and European 
culture in Australia. It was agreed that 
non-Aboriginal artists should not use 
aboriginal symbols, though these sym
bols could be used as tools for educating 
people about this culture. One member 
of the audience started promoting the 
discovery of past lives, but this involved 
an individualistic psychology that 
prompted a defensive reaction from the 
panel and discussion soon ceased. 

Welcome to the Koori world 

Destiny Deacon took the stage and ap
plied lipstick in a gesture that seemed 
successful in shocking the audience out 
of a paternal concern for Koori women. 
She described the invisibility attached to 
being a Koori woman. Her video and 
polaroids were presented as productions 
without the authority of technologies out 
of reach by ordinary people. She wel
comed the polaroid camera as a medium 
that 'doesn't have many tricks, just the 
one that families have.' Throughout her 
talk, Destiny Deacon made it clear that 
the audience for her work was Koori, 
rather than white. 

I'M AN ARTIST 
Women'sArt 

The only non-Aboriginal voice was Ann 
Mosey, who gave an account of how her 
relationship with Dolly Nampijinpa 
Daniels lead to the ngurra (camp/home/ 
country) exhibition at the University of 
South Australia Art Museum. She de
scribed travelling to Yuendumu while re
searching her own family history around 
Warburton's track. While there, her own 
attempts to put some of this material into 
painting form intersected with Dolly 
Nampijinpa Daniels' painting of her an
cestral stories. Mosey showed a long 
video of Yuendumu people at a local car
nival. She concluded, 'Without commu
nity activity, art wouldn't exist.' 

Rea described herself as the 'other of the 
other'. She talked about a past where she 
was 'led to believe that only white men 
produce what is worthwhile' and viewed 
feminism as the business of 'white 
women'. Her response was to 'Grab the 
mirror and step into the frame.' In dis
cussion, a member of the audience 
claimed that activity to address the legal 
system was more important than artistic 
intervention. She replied forcefully that 
'I'm an artist because I'm an artist.' 

ART WITHOUT TITLES 
THURSDAY 
Working in Black Arts 
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Joy Murphy described her role as Co
ordinator of the Aboriginal heritage unit 
in Victoria: a position that combines offi
cial duties with a sense of family. Despite 
her policy job, she claimed T m probably 
an artist in my own right. Each and every 
one of us has something special.' 

Except for curators. Daphne Wallace, 
·Curator of Aboriginal & Torres Strait Is
lander Art at the Art Gallery of NSW, was 
highly critical of art curators: 'Curators 
think they own the works in their mu
seum, that they are the experts in their 
field.' Rather, she argued, curators are 
really there to look after the art objects 
and depend on artists for their knowl
edge. This overestimation of curators was 
also evident for her in the excessive text 
which sometimes accompanies an exhi
bition: art is better shown without titles. 

Much of her talk described what it was 
like being anAboriginal curator, such as 
the story about how an absence from 
work was explained by a co-worker, 
'There Daph goes on walkabout again', 
when she had actually gone home to her 
father's funeral. Cases like these are im
portant if forums are to include the other 
side of the story. 

As Visual Arts Co-ordinator of Tandanya, 
Doreen Mellor confirmed the doctrine 
that all people are artists. As someone 
responsible for a programme that offers 
access to Aboriginal art, it was not sur
prising that Mellor was able to speak for 
the appeal of this art to a non-indigenous 
audience. She argued that many people 
in today' s world have trouble getting in 
touch with their feelings, and to these 
people ·the art at Tandanya appeals for 
its humanity. In the discussion about the 
difficulties faced by non-Aboriginals who 
want to assist, Mellor explained that abo
riginal artists have been forced to turn to 
themselves more and more as a result of 
their own exclusion. She also disagreed 
with Daphne Wallace and argued for the 
usefulness of explanatory text in exhibi
tions. 

HAD THEIR SAY 
Audience participation 

Harry Wedge talked about his struggle 
with alcohol and showed slides of his 
paintings that presented Bible stories in 
a colloquial language with a curious hu
mour. The garden of Eden was presented 
as an indigenous paradise before white 
man came along. His talk revealed how 
appropriate Christian values might be to 
Aboriginal identity today. 

Richard Bell introduced himself as a bit 
of a troublemaker. He refused to act as a 
token nigger designed to redress the im
balance of previous artists' talks: 'I'm 
here to represent myself. At the reluc
tance of the audience to sit near the front, 
he acted as the boss man and cajoled eve
ryone to come closer. He then identified 
the majority of the audience as descend
ants of the British, who' raped and stole'. 
Bell went through a series of misrepre
sentations of Australian history and led 
a chorus of oohs and aaahs. By the end of 
his talk there were few left in the audi
ence. Those that remained followed his 
instructions meekly. 

As a demonstration of the vitality of Abo
riginal art and voice, the various Aborigi
nal panels were a great success. Unfor
tunately, they failed to engage a wider 
audience in any significant issues. While 
it would be difficult to criticise the forums 
for the lack of opportunities of Aborigi
nal representation, there is the danger 
that the indigenous voice loses its impact 
when faced with such a passive audience. 
It risks falling victim to the fate known 
around public office as being kicked up
stairs. While it might be given official sta-

tus as centre stage, it's not possible to 
prevent the audience moving on to other 
arenas for a debate where it feels more 
confident to enter the argument. Yet, as 
Terry Smith argues in Art Monthly (Oct 
1993), 'Valuable communication can oc
cur if both parties recognise that, while 
cultural incommensurability is the bot
tom line, it does not erase the positive 
potentials of difference.' 

STRANGER INSIDE 
Unstable ground: The politics of position and 
Adelaide Installations (2) 

The relaxed atmosphere of Artists' Week 
came to a end with the panel of six Bien
nial artists squeezed into one session, 
excluding those artists not given the op
portunity to speak who remained in the 
audience. Geoffrey Weary began by fram
ing his work as an attempt to relate to 
the industrial past of the Gerard & 
Goodman building. The main theme of 
his talk was abandonment within specific 
cultural and historical settings, such as 
the rejected statues from the glorious so
cialist era dumped by the Tretyakov 
Museum. 

As we are led to ·expect, Mike Parr pro
vided the fire for argument. The main 
thrust of his talk was that in our time the 
end of modernism must be 'relentlessly 
negotiated'. He linked his own form of 
negotiation in the EAF maze with the 
'reductive moments' of modernism, such 
as Malevich' s Black square. The maze for 
Parr was part of an operation which lo
cates within the self that otherness which 
grounds identity: it 'creates a crisis in the 
positioning of the audience' rather than 
providing them with a readymade expe
rience in the form of an artist's expres
sion. The maze, for Parr, forced the 
viewer to decide for him or herself how 
to continue. Parr, with perhaps unknow
ing irony, concluded his brief talk: 'I can't 
imagine that I can go on at this point.' 

Linda Marie Walker gave some of the 
background to Ruby Haze in the form of 
a specific history of ideas, ranging from 
Nathaneal West, James Joyce, Picabia, a 
postcard from Tibet, and Clarice 
Lispector. The writing Walker presented 
emphasised the openness of the RH 
method: 'A common Ruby Haze phrase 
was: I just threw it up. A very nice thing 
- all in all.' As with Parr, this installa
tion was presented as a non-performance. 

Spokesperson for another collective, 
Denis Del Favero outlined the program 
of Scenario Ur/mno; its project entailed the 
'examination of daily life, both psychical 
and social, that is violently discarded by 
our culture.' This program followed 
Parr's in the construction of sets that 
make these rejections problematic by per
sonalising the politics of otherness -
they are designed to reveal the 'internal 
stranger'. Del Favero's goal was to make 
'horrifically strange' what is quite famil
iar. 

Aleks Danko read from a text combining 
parts of his proposal and Robert 
Wallace's script. Danko placed his work 
in a picture of an Adelaide which is rot
ten inside: '[Its] fabric of charm worn thin 
by history of violent crime, homophobic 
violence.' Danko identified Adelaide as 
one of the major influences on his artis
tic career, initiating his interest in the ur
ban grid and a 'malevolence tinged with 
sentimentality.' What was unique about 
Danko's statement of artistic expression 
was that it made no overt claim to audi
ence empowerment. 

Unlike Lyndal Jones, who keeps her in
tentions deliberately out of focus. Jones 
read from the text which was to be dis
tributed for her cancelled performance
a sorely missed part of her involvement 

in Artists' Week. She prefaced it by say
ing that her aim was not to gain truth in 
understanding evolution or identity, but 
to put forth a continuing series of propo
sitions. The project was 'about finding 
some part of myself through the use of 
another language.' The story I text 
touched on a number of moments: in
trigue at sliding feet; wonder at the idea 
of an 'Italian nose'; and translation of 
names into Spanish. 

Lastly, Pat Hollie outlined her task as the 
identification of various nodal points in 
Adelaide whose meaning could be coa
lesced. She downplayed her own artistic 
authority by acknowledging the family 
and friends who made it possible. She 
claimed that' the cult of individualism fits 
a system that differentiates art from life, 
and artists from ordinary people.' Rather 
than identify individuals, Hollie advised 
us to look for networks that provide a liv
ing context for art. She described the chat
tering masks in her G & G installation 
(Topeng) as representing 'the feast oflan
guages', dying and emerging outside the 
dominant global cultures. 

NOT SO EASY 

The discussion was brief and intense. A 
question from the audience threw back 
Mike Parr's concern for the end of mod
ernism. Lyndal Jones responded with the 
word embodiment suggesting an alterna
tive path to the dead end of modernism. 
Denis Del Favero spoke of enlightenment 
views which deny ambiguity and there
fore provide a poor basis for identifica
tion. Pat Hollie took exception to Parr's 
global characterisation of contemporary 
art by claiming that modernism was not 
a monolith. Parr defined her point of view 
as postmodern, meaning a form of hybridi
sation which locates its otherness in the 
other rather than within. Hollie objected 
to this simple categorisation and warned 
of a slide into the politics of consensus in
volving a white middle class Anglo
Saxon audience. 

What emerged in the argument between 
Parr and Hollie was a fault line that ran 
through the middle of the forums as a 
whole. Like the difference between Ian 
McLean and Elizabeth Gertsakis, the 
bone of contention was between points 
of view which entailed universality or 
particularity. While Parr attended to what 
he was saying in so far as it was truthful 
or not, Hoffie was concerned with the 
consequences that follow from a belief in 
that truth. For Hollie, it is the idea of a 
truth per se which narrows the dialogue. 
The question is how to maintain a dia
logue without some shared understand
ing of what a true position might be. 
While it did not go this far, an argument 
like the one between Parr and Hollie pro
vides a theatre of difference which is tre
mendously important in defining alter
native positions in the art world. 

The only other question that could be 
raised in the time tried to connect the ses
sion to the previous Aboriginal panels. 
The seriousness of the artists present was 
contrasted with the relaxed humour of 
the aboriginal speakers. Denis Del 
Favero, Linda Marie Walker, and Mike 
Parr objected that their work did provide 
space for pleasure and humour. It was a 
shame that no one owned up to this dif
ference of style, as though to admit seri
ousness was to commit a crime against 
the audience. 

NOTHING . ) lrt 

Beyond the Material World: The view of the 
artists from North Asia 

Differences in language and slowness of 
translation meant that it was difficult to 
follow the thoughts of participants in this 

session. Shim Moon-Seup discussed how 
the hand helps reveal the potential life in 
clay and explained his choice of wood for 
medium because it revealed inore of the 
artist. Kim Soun-gui opposed this tradi
tional ethic by claiming that 'Video is 
nothing but shining empty vessel'. In 
harmony with Parr's statement in the 
previous session, she concluded that she 
had nothing to say. 

Lii Shengzhong gave a very animated 
presentation, beginning with the notion 
that those who claim immortality do not 
eat anything which he illustrated with a 
fantastic tale of meeting the Goddess of 
Paper Cuts. Like many other Asian art-

. ists, he claimed that, 'All members of so
ciety should be able to appreciate art.', 
and contrasted the limited access of the 
museum to the openness of folk art. Fi
nally he confessed, in line with the times, 
'I'm not thinking anything. My mind is 
completely empty.' It's a pity that the 
most excitable speaker in Artists' Week 
failed to get his monumental blocks of 
ice ready for the Festival. 

The three curators covered many of the 
points made in their catalogue introduc
tions. In the minuscule time left for dis
cussion David Hansen bravely raised the 
question whether installation work re
duces the input of curators. 

IT'S ABOUT POLITICS 

FRIDAY 
Mixed relations: bloodlines, cultural trajec
tories and hotspots 

The Best Breeds in Town 

Franchesca Cubillo Alberts, curator of 
Aboriginal Anthropology in the SA Mu
seum, criticised the traditional under
standing of Aboriginal art as ethnographic 
material. She identified this with a gen
eral trend which glorifies culture at the 
expense of the people: where the wise 
elder is considered more important than 
the radical black. She also attacked the 
notion of an Aboriginal renaissance, say
ing that this denied the continuity of 
Aboriginal life during white settlement. 
For her, Aboriginal art today was about 
political struggle. In opposition to 
Daphne Wallace the previous day, 
Cubillo Alberts admitted that text was 
sometimes necessary to educate the au
dience about the correct context for look
ing at Aboriginal art. She also distanced 
herself from the current notion of the hy
brid, claiming that it was associated with 
half-ca~te and continues a debt to white 
culture. 

HYBRIDS 

Dangerous relations: the family as 
interdisciplinary practice 

Those identified as hybrid today gener
ally combine elements of official and 
marginal cultures. The banana Asian is a 
good example of this: someone who 
seems yellow on the outside, but is white 
inside. For this reason, the hybrid life 
story promised some dialogue between 
the voices present in Artists' Week. 

William Yang gave a shortened history 
of his family who came to Australia dur
ing the gold rush. What stood out in this 
account was the story of Ah Young, one 
of Yang's ancestors, who was shown 
bearing the scar from a fight in an Abo
riginal camp where he was hit on the 
head with an axe. This could have been 
one of the rare points of exchange be
tween Asian and Aboriginal cultures. 
Were there times when the Chinese sided 
with the indigenous people against a 
common enemy, or were the Chinese just 
as disdainful of primitive peoples as their 
European neighbours? In the end, it was 
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Yang's humanism which precluded this 
confrontation; he ended by stating: 'We 
exist in a realm which defies geography.' 

Noelle Janaczewska told the story of her 
upbringing as a child of Polish parents 
living in England. She described herself 
identifying with the home made frugality 
of Polish life, yet yearning for the bright 
new objects of English shops. Unlike 
Yang's story, Janaczewska did not gen
eralise her experience to that of others, 
but championed the right to research 
one's own story in anthropological re
search. 

Brenda Croft's paper, read by Hetti 
Perkins, told a remarkable story of social 
dislocation. To have a father who was sto
len from his Aboriginal parents at birth, 
sets up a life with a series of dramatic 
revelations: a child socialised into white 
Australian life finds herself drawn back 
into tribal culture. Brenda Croft coun
tered the exoticism of this story with the 
claim that 'a margin is just a white space 
for black people.' While there was no 
opportunity for the audience to respond 
to this paper, it was a central moment for 
the forums as a whole. For non-Aborigi
nals in the audience, it opened the line of 
thought: 'How would I have reacted if 
my father suddenly acquired an Aborigi
nal family?' 

MEEK ON RAMPAGE 

Abominable relations: the artist as familiar 

Jane Goodall performed her paper with 
a modulator which raised and lowered 
her voice to match the sex she was quot
.ing. Though 'it was by now an uncontro
versial point, her ridicule of the idea that 
the artist is someone special was engag
ingly presented. The point at which her 
performance became most intriguing ref
erenced Samuel Butler's admiration of 
the stubborn desire of the humble potato. 
'Beware of the meek, for they want to 
inherit the earth', Goodall warned. 

There was a similar if less serious mo
ment in the first Wayang Kulit perform
ance of the Festival. A hungry mountain 
spirit comes across a human but is se
verely beaten in his attempt to devour the 
traveller. A fellow spirit advises him: 
'Your problem is that you don't have a 
theory. What you should do is go up to 
the man and say something like: "Hello, 
what's your name, where are you from, 
would you like me to eat you?'" This is 
the kind of line one suspects would have 
worked quite well on the majority of the 
audience in Artists' Week. 

HEGEMONISM 

The voice of the masked other 

The disjunction of voice continued. Yuji 
Stone broadcast his performance paper 
through a recorded western voice. 
Though sitting wordlessly on stage 
through the entire talk, the author linked 
to the broadcast voice by taking a sip of 
water during pauses. The text addressed 
the category of Asian in Australian art 
discourse and was challenged as the rep
etition of the 'same old Western 
hegemonism'. At this stage of the forum, 
the program began to seem like an ordeal 
of audience humiliation. The performer's 
identity had become too closely bound 
up in its own lack of recognition. 

BROTHERS 
Video as open forum 

Philip Hayward introduced Titus Tilley, 
the creator of nearly 140 videos of popu
lar music for television audiences in 
PNG. Against the grain of the forums, 
Tilley began with a universal theme: 
music like sport provided the body with 

the song and dance necessary to com
plete it. The point of cultural difference 
arose in the presence of bare breasts in 
the female chorus that performed in 
some of his videos. Though his concern 
was the possible censorship of traditional 
dress codes, the more relevant problem 
to an Australian viewing was the 
eroticisation of indigenous dance. 

Tilley's presence at Artists' Week was an 
exceptional gift. How often does one get 
the chance to see how global culture 
might be incorporated into tribal cultures 
at such close proximity? But it was not a 
completely wholesome picture. His clips 
themselves mostly told stories of the ex
ploits of big men in PNG culture (female 
chorus singing to solitary defiant male); 
this celebration of masculinist values of 
physical prowess would find little wel
come among the audience. To what ex
tent does our celebration of cultural au
tonomy outweigh the sometimes reac
tionary values that culture might repre
sent? An Artists' Week, in the mix of val
ues promised by an international Festi
val, seems one of the few opportunities 
to debate this question from different 
sides. 

THINGS GET OUT OF HAND 

SATURDAY 
Visceral morph 

The last day was declared a 'question
free zone'. This pronouncement imme
diately made questions from the audi
ence seem a reluctant duty exacted by the 
speakers as payment for their attendance. 
Technology, as a sexy kind of thing, 
promised freedom from this formal ex
change. There was much on the last day 
that fulfilled this promise. 

Contrary to her public persona, Paula 
Dawson did not make a song and dance 
about her holographic spectacles. She 
took a more serious bent, with the assist
ance of Bruno Latour and 'a little old
fashioned' Maurice Merleau-Ponty
and introduced the small picture that 
spoke for the way computer technologies 
might be brought to hand. Norrie 
Neuwark continued this thread with a 
discussion of the pleasures of the inter
face. Neuwark saw limits in the current 
aesthetics of technology: 'Chrome reflects 
the future of the past.' 

From a more personal point of view, 
Allucquere Rosanne Stone told how she 
'fell in love with her prosthesis.' The 
scene was an address by Stephen Hawk
ing spoken through his computer gener
ated voice. The situation gave his utter
ance no identifiable point of origin: 
whether you were seated inside the au
ditorium or listening to the broadcast 
outside, the voice was just as dislocated. 
(This didn't seem so new given other per
formances in Artists' Week). Her per
sonal revelation was followed by an en
tertaining account of what is happening 
in various cyberspaces, including how 
rules evolve to get participants to give 
blow jobs on screen. 

BARBIE CULTURE 

Big daddy mainframe 

Maria Fernandez was the sole link be
tween the techno talk and the 
postcolonial debate of previous days. 
Computer technology, as part of global 
culture, risked casting Third World coun
tries in the shadows. Life in these shad
ows was illustrated by the popularity in 
Mexican villages of Barbie magazines, 
despite an inability to purchase one, let 
alone find themselves in its laboratory 
shape. A computer in this context is 
something owned for status rather than 
use. She questioned the dependence of 

artists on technology which threatens to 
reduce artistic ambitions to the owner
ship of the latest upgrade - a situation 
that disadvantages poorer countries. 
Fernandez' talk was at odds with San
tiago Bose's easeful appropriation of 
technology into a Third World culture: 
it's a pity Fernandez and Bose did not get 
to unsettle this difference. 

Rich Gold gave a presentation about art 
in the age of 'ubiquitous computing'. 
Using awkward metaphor of the lunch 
box, he wove a complicated scenario for 
the introduction of computers into eve
ryday life. He concluded by saying that 
'we are the junk tribe' which is using 
computer technology to replace everyday 
objects with commodified programs (re
placing spiral notebooks with Personal 
Information Managers). Gold tacked this 
particular message at the end of a talk 
which had trouble containing an irre
pressible excitement for new technolo
gies. A sharp difference in tone was pro
vided by Ian Howard, who gave a 
number of examples of how entertain
ment has been incorporated into the mili
tary complex. 

ANTIPODES RETURNS 

Burning foam 

This day was turning out to be quite a 
spectacle: the focus was moving away 
from the delivery of information towards 
the dramatic space around the lectern. 
Chris Mann sat like a madman at a desk 
on stage and sped through one of the 
most writerly papers in the artists' fo
rums. Among his lines were: 'A writer is 
only an impatient reader.' 'Facts give 
irony a bad name.' 'When I grow up, I 
want to be a fact of life.' Sally Pryor fol
lowed with a much straighter paper 
which offered a kind of girl's own account 
of her love for Tunisia. 

Ken Wark attempted, with some slick
ness, to pitch academic concepts at a non
academic audience. He identified himself 
as a conceptual artist: 'I make concepts'. 
The first concept he offered was 
'telaesthesia' which described the speed 
advantage of information over things. He 
tracked this phenomenon back to the tel
egraph, asserting that globalisation was 
old news. Wark declared his second con
cept (' antipodality: Yes, I did make this 
one up') oblivious of Ian McLean's own 
claim to its invention at the very start of 
the forums. Besides coining concepts, 
Wark fashions aphorisms which flash on 
the stage: 'We no longer have origins, we 
have terminals.'; 'We no longer have 
tools, we have aerials.' There would be 
something missing on a day of technotalk 
without Wark' s global knowledge, but 
his own hype is hard to digest without 
the opportunity of a question or two to 
wash it down. 

ANYONE HOME? 

Cyborg surgery 

Glenda Nalder returned the audience to 
a more familiar academic voice, though 
the accompanying ultrasound video of a 
pregnant woman provided a compelling 
distraction. Sadie Plant's beautifully writ
ten paper dealt with the popular repre
sentation of cyborg culture. Her line 
through this was the 'Patriarchy is not yet 
dead, but it is no longer intractable' 
which she illustrated with examples of 
cartoon figures using their sexual charms 
to disarm and destroy men. She argued 
that Socrates attempted to purify think
ing of the body, whereas cyberculture re
introduces the body as metaphor: 'The 
future is unmanned'. Her radical pro
nouncements were delivered in such a 
gentle fashion that it was easy to give full 
cooperation to your own demise ('And 

would you like me to eat you?') 
Zoe Sofoulis spoke of the future as a set 
of 'contested zones'. She contrasted this 
with the celebration of the liberatory po
tential of technology, which gravitates 
towards' the white male world view.' She 
criticised the practices of Stelarc and John 
McCormack as stating that everything 
could be explained 'if only I didn't exist'. 
The mania for the newest and latest was 
something she laid to rest at the feet of 
male technos. She quoted Moira Corby 
that 'the boy's thing is always going to 
be the latest thing'. Her plea was for the 
audience to 'listen to the voices of women 
in technological media'. 

It was almost possible at the end of this 
talk to hear the ghosts of lost questions 
moaning in the aisles of Elder Hall: 'Do 
women risk creating a technological 
backwater by avoiding competition with 
dweebs from the lab?' 'Isn't there still 
something worthwhile in Stelarc' s relent
less examination of the boundary be
tween body and machine?' There was a 
disturbing correspondence between the 
absence of dialogue among the speakers 
and the kind of battles that are staged in 
virtual reality: everyone in individual 
head sets taking shots into the ether -
your own private argument. 

Cyberdada concluded the forums with a 
Dionysian ritual at which members of the 
audience were invited to take the stage 
and eat the performers. What took them 
so long? 

The forums had some wonderful mo
ments and gave voice to several heart
rending stories, but they were marked as 
a whole by a dire lack of debate. The frag
mented curatorial structure succeeded in 
giving space to different groups, but they 
were left with little to say to each other. 
From a practical point of view, this prob
lem might be addressed with a forum 
program which occurred long enough 
after the exhibition program, and at least 
during the Festival proper, so that an au
dience might engage with a response to 
the works. 

WE'RE HERE TO LISTEN 

But there is, perhaps, a more complex is
sue here. The dominant theoretical cul
ture at this postcolonial moment has 
found itself in the situation of giving au
dience to the sufferings imposed in the 
name of Empire. Those who are direct 
products of that empire (i.e., of European 
descent) thus hold their tongue while its 
victims recover their voice. The forums 
reflected this: statements by those of the 
dominant culture were limited to com
plex forms of silence (disavowal or artis
tic intention and deferral to the audience) 
while those identified with non-Euro
pean cultures were expected to have mes
sages that would overturn preconcep
tions. While the imbalance of this ar
rangement might appear just in the larger 
historical scheme of things, it does replace 
the exchange of views with an adminis
tration of power (i.e., giving everyone a 
fair go, except yourself). 

The critical art scene at the moment seems 
to be frozen in this bureaucratic arrange
ment. What it appears to need is a good 
dose of expressionism- dare anyone use 
that word! In claiming its own experi
ence -life in the suburbs particularly
the management of art talk might loosen 
its uptight desire to give eve1yone a fair 
go and engage in a real dialogue with 
those it identifies as its victims. For this 
reason, the proposed inclusion of archi
tecture in the next festival might be a 
good thing for Artists' Week. 
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