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= The National delivers an important provocation: the curators evoke the
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The curators evoke this tension deftly and knowingly, adding their
voices to an art-historical lineage that has sought to delineate Austra-
lia’s place in the world. For decades, art historians have tried to define
what ‘Australian’ art 1s. Australia has variously been imagined as simu-
lacrum, absent, and provincial. In 1974, art historian Terry Smith fa-
mously articulated the problem in provincial terms, lamenting Austra-
lia’s peripheral distance from the centre. Importantly, Smith identified
provincialism as ‘an attitude of subservience to an externally imposed
hierarchy of cultural values.” Provincialism is much more than the
logical consequence of geographical isolation. Instead, it was bet-
ter understood as an internalisation of the uneven power structures
wielded from New York. Later, art critic Paul Foss memorably wrote,
‘the whole of Australia is pure invention. There is no such country,
there are no such people.™ In spatial terms, Australia was imagined as
the ‘other’ to Europe.

As a three-way curatorial collaboration between the Art Gallery of
New South Wales (AGNSW), the Museum of Contemporary Art

Image: Elyas Alavi, from Milky Life series, 2017, (MCA), and Carriageworks, 7The National inhabits the fault lines be-

Acrylic and collage on paper, 65x72cm tween the global and the nation. Forty-eight artists have been selected
from every state and territory. Nearly half are women and thirteen

are Indigenous. The first of three iterations over a six-year period,

the exhibition is a bold and ambitious update to Australia’s contem-
porary arts landscape. With the demise of the Australian Perspecta series
in 1999, a survey exhibition such as this fills a much-needed gap for
Sydney audiences. The National differentiates itself in tone and tempo
from Sydney’s other artistic event, the Biennale of Sydney. What emerges
1s a serious, considered exhibition devoted to assessing the state of
Australian contemporary art.
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With a wealth of newly commissioned works and performances, the
exhibition is self-assured and generous in spirit. The three institutions
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If Australia is located on the periphery (Smith) or as simulacrum
Foss), one of the challenges this line of thought presents from the
vantage point of 2017 is the promotion and maintenance of a meta-
physical privileging of origins. The National self-consciously enters this
history, providing a confident update and pointing to a distinct shift in
mood and tone. Gone is the provincial problem and the deferential-
ity that defined Australian art practice and art criticism for decades.
Australian artists have benefited from globalism and the move to the
contemporary. No longer consumed with our provincial status, what
emerges 1s a self-assured assertion of a plurality of possible histories
of what Australia can or should be. In recent years, Rex Butler and
A.D.S. Donaldson have encapsulated this sentiment, describing a
non-national” or ‘unAustralian” Australian art history eschewing the
local and provincial, for the translocal and global. An unAustralian art
history is flexible and inclusive enough to accommodate expatriates

and diasporic movement.”

With these historiographic lessons in mind, 7he National signals an
assured reimagining of contemporary Australian art beyond centre-
periphery discourse. Gilles Deleuze, who famously insisted in his book
The Fold that the baroque was not to be understood in ontological
terms, 1s helpful here. Instead, the baroque was operative and itera-
tive, endlessly creating more folds with the capacity to stretch into in-
finity. Like Australian art, the baroque is notoriously difficult to define.
Deleuze’s reading of the baroque as a series of folds offers a produc-
tive mode for approaching Australian art history. The fold is a potent
image for overcoming the dualism between origin and copy, centre
and province. Conversations can shift from appropriation, which de-
mands an origin, to the process of unfolding and refolding. Folds can
point to unequal power structures, and our cruel colonial histories.
History bends as it folds, and unfolds, pleats, creases and even knots in
a series of exchanges. History is understood as a sequence of folded,
interconnected conversations, extending ‘fold over fold, one upon the
other.”

Folds in personal history are the subject of Khaled Sabsabi’s Guerrilla
2016). Sabsabi came to Australia in 1978 with his family to escape
Lebanon’s vicious civil war. The thirty-three images that comprise
the series were taken by Sabsabi in 2006, who returned to Beirut in
the wake of the Israel-Hezbollah War, which lasted for thirty-three
days. Working in the tradition of documentary photography, Sabsabi
creates a record of the visceral effects of the bombing. He takes the
authority of the camera, with its indexical claims to truth. only to
subvert the practice, by later painting over the photographs. What
emerges 1s an unsettling intermingling between war photography’s
conventions and the familiar intimacy of the painterly gesture. Sab-
sabl undermines the medium’s mythical objectivity, instead leaving a

trace of his physical presence by painting over the photographs.

The theme of migration and displacement is pursued by Hazara art-
ist Khadim Ali, whose wall mural The Arrival of Demons 2017 adorns
the MCA's foyer wall. Growing up in exile in Pakistan, Ali’s image of
demon-like figures draws from stories of his childhood. Ali creates a
fold between these ancient stories, his own experiences as a refugee,
and Australia’s border politics: the work is a thinly veiled ('!‘ili('i.\'lll] of
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the bipartisan hard-line approach to the treatment of refugees. The
foyer wall is a transitional space, designed to facilitate visitors’ st
ment between the flurry of activity around Circular Quay and the
MCA’s interior galleries. Despite this, the demons hover quietly in the
background, as they occupy an in-between liminal space, not unlike
the asylum seekers languishing in exile on Manus and Naury.

[f the contemporary is determined by temporal complexity, the fold
contains a temporality that is not necessarily linear or ('hr(m()logica[_
These histories unfold in time and space, creating new narrative struc-
tures and possible dialogues. The challenge of defining nationhood
is directly taken up by Archie Moore’s United Neytions (2014-2017).
Moore’s installation was created in direct dialogue with self-taught
anthropologist R.H. Mathews, who published one of the first maps
identifying a sub-set of Indigenous nations in 1900. Hanging from the
ceiling of Carriageworks’™ cavernous foyer, Moore’s series of twenty-
eight flags was designed to represent each of the twenty-eight Indig’(u
nous nations identified by Mathews in his early map-making exercises.
Problematic and incomplete, Mathews” work was later expanded by
subsequent generations of anthropologists. Moore’s reinterpretation
of the early anthropological maps simultaneously evacuates and par-
odies the symbolism of the colonial and colonising practice. At the
same time, it looks self-assuredly forward to a time when the Austra-
lian flag decouples itself” from the English Union Jack.

Continuing her interest in revitalising lost and forgotten histories, Just-
ene Williams created a fold in art’s history with her latest performance
work, A Metal Cry (2017). Staged for the opening weekend at Carriage-
works, Williams mined the unrealised legacies of the historical avant-
garde. Her departure point 1s Italian Futurist artist Fortunato Dep-
ero’s 1916 costume designs for a performance, Misimagia. Williams’
signature theatricality and flamboyancy was in full flight, with at least
twelve individual performers on set, each adorned with distinctive
costumes. Musical instruments, such as accordions and chimes were
incorporated into the costumes, allowing movement and sound to be-
come completely integrated. The result was a dissonant cacophony of

noise as Williams reenergised Depero’s vision of dancer-robots.

One of the most powerful and enduring physical symbols of Austra-
lian nationalism is the War Memorial in Canberra. Tom Nicholson’s
Comparative monument (Shellal), 2014-2017 revisits a chance World War
[ discovery by Australian soldiers, who accidently uncovered a Byz-
antine mosaic in Palestine. The Shellal Mosaic was expatriated to Aus-
tralia and became a founding item in the War Memorial’s collection,
where it was incorporated into the wall of the Hall of Valour. Decades
later, Napier Waller was commissioned by the War Memorial to pro-
duce a complementary mosaic in the dome of the Hall of Memory,
effectively creating a dialogue between the two mosaics. Taking archi-
val photographs showing the mosaic as a series of fragments waiting
to be shipped back to Australia as his point of reference, Nicholson
worked with mosaicists at the Mosaic Centre in Jericho to recreate
the Shellal Mosaic in transit. Nicholson’s installation at the AGNSW
provocatively proposes a reverse movement, recreating the Byzantine
mosaic with tiles selected from Waller’s dome and repatriating the
Shellal Mosaic to its original hilltop location in Gaza.
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Acutelv aware of its own contribution to Australian art history, 7 /e
National oave visual form to the complexity of what Australia z5 in
2017. At the end of The Fold, Deleuze concluded, ‘what always mat-
ters is folding, unfolding, refolding.”” Deleuze’s observation might be
reimagined in terms of contemporary Australia: difficult; contested
and painful, yet simultaneously beautiful, diverse, and wonderfully

optimistic.
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