iosrorrude >treet ballery

BERY ROBNEY

“IF UNLY we could make
them: brzathe,” a taxidermist is
quoizd &S saving in the introduc-
tion to Sl Life by Diane Keaton
and Mszrvin Heiferman. The
boox's tizle is deceptive, because
it is a ccllection of “promotional
colour sZls made on and around
the movie sets from the ’40s to
the 70s”. and not the expected
photogrzphs of carefully arran-

ged ‘lowears, bowls of ‘ruit, jars.

and sott2s.

Kezton says that the pho-
Lo,qr_ahs she and co-author
Heif have selected remind

her : :hose strangely beautiful
diorzmas at the Museum of Nat-
There's something
/ing to recreate life
_d animals displayed in

. I's extremely jarring:
0"l like anything re-
oling life".

Thz paizted backgrounds are, of
~.zan: to look lifelike and
-2 creatures’ natural ha-
iz but theralways end up look-
ing artitizial. By the same token,
the czref2lly nosed Hollywood stills
are zuppoased to represent real
cecemble  wax-
cnse of move-

“hev

seopls et

:Soand often no
n lor the

Iromn Oims such
usan Shde and

Zezton. we are also inclined
» the “rezal life” por-
on Astro turf could

Irait :

casll 2 photograph of the fa-
mou: :an_ne star's stufled hicde. It
13 the shero life and artificiality of
“hess tographs that makes
the 'n;.:ng. As one studio
subl recior once said: “Our

oroduil ST -Jlla..ke fresh fruit.”

Stil on ihe subject of films and
sull ze. - couple of weeks ago I
Was watesing Flight to Mars on
television. As '.':1e piot and acting in
this 1351 science fiction cheapie
~ere soutine, I found myself tak-
JOré notice of sers and, in
vera: still-life ar-
N offices in certain
reminded of
Ridley Scoir's remark

I was

Stephen Bush’s Melon . . .

that “there are certain moments in
movies where the background can
be as impormm, as the actor. The
design of a film is the script”.

By an odd coincidence, a se-
quence from Ridley Scott's futur-
wstic tilm, Blade Runner, is the in-
suiration for Quiddity (A S§ill Life
&xhibition) organised by Louise
Neri at the 200 Gertrude Street
Gallery. The sequence, in which
Harrison Ford uses a compyterised
terminal to study a holographic
snapshot, is seen by Neri as a con-
temporary metaphor for quiddity
— “the essence of a thing, what
makes a thing what it is”. It is
represented in the catalogue by a
film still, in whose detailed interior
one finds references, not only to
still life but to the tiled floors of
Dutch interiors and the open door-
ways in Victorian genre paintings.
(The future as the past?)

Quiddity holds  together better
than most group exhibitions I have
seen at 200 Gertrude Street. (It is
certainly better than the recent
Gothic show). There are somr
works in Neri's selection, w

‘good in themselves. Therefore, it is

not essential for the viewer to

ALY b

worry whether they possess the
“quality of Thing” or “trifling nice-
ty” suggested by alternate defini-
tions of the show’s title.

Stephen Bush’s work is always
interesting. In his painting, Melon,
a gigantic watermelon threatens to
obiiterate the surrounding rural
landscape. His painting style is a
sort of heightened, technicolour
realism but the picture has all the
artificiality of the interiors among
the stills in Keaton’s book. Every-
thing it takes to make you happy is
another of Bush's monochrome
grey paintings of men
machines. This time the pho-
tographically rendered scene de-
picts a mode! prototype of a car
(the future Holden?), which takes
precedence over the tractor, a sym-
bol of rural prosperity in Bush's
work.

Neri states that Bush’s ironical
still-life paintings recall ‘‘some-
thing of the sardonic documentary
films made by Robert O’Falherty
about propaganda of the ‘New
Deal’ in rural North America dur-
ing the 1920s”. To my knowledge,
Fran!idin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal
policy of economic reconstruction
originated in 1932, and not the

and

irony through helghtened technicolour reahsm

1920s. Also, I know of no film by
O'Falherty which could be de-
scribed as a sardonic documentary
on New Deal propaganda. Weren't
they straight contributions to it?
Rosslynd Piggott’s recent solo ex-
hibition was among the best I have
seen so far this year. What im-
pressed me was the subtlety of her
fantastic paintings and drawings,
and their strength and delicacy. I
was struck by the originality of her
personal vision: its strangeness
and moment of quiet humour. The
latter can be seen in the painting,

Eyelashes, Jewel and a Part of-

Paris, in which a.group of eye-
lashes are stripped of their exag-
gerated elegance and become
creepy-crawlies. -

In Piggott’s Glases of Water the
images of glasses and liquid, and
the fragile wooden shelves on
which they rest, seem doomed to
evaporate before our eyes. The del-
icate balance between structure
and transparency, the solid and
the hardly visible are recurring
features of her work.

Dar . delton is saic to he a
ferve... cumir.r of Rayn ~d Rous-
sel's literary methods —nus “rigor,

_precisfun and obsession for detail”

— which is probably why the magi-
cal image of a symmetrical poly-
hedron on a draped cloth in Traps
for Young Players is painted in a

bland. 31'1:‘:)by realist  manner,
much as ‘e"s descrintions o!f
fantasric ¢ o tions are writtern
in a style vcsembﬂ.n" an instruc-
tion manual. Structure and an ob-

session with detail are also part ol

Nick Mourtzakis's frosty Still Life
and Sp:
The paintings of Zlizabeth New

man are an almost .\.I:mnm..m
explorzzion of her studio environ-
ment ".\ Rowssen O'Dwyer .m\es

conceiv or‘ images”,

(‘ox‘scao Wivenhoe

Park, Zssex !810-1317 and re-
presents them in a combination of
maps and moedels. Rozalind Drum-
mond" shotographic series, The
Villa or Mysceries, isolates m sepa-

rate pictures the dark images of «

scull, & Dowl of fruit and other
symbols of the transience and un-
certainzy of life found in the Va-
nitas trpe of still life. As to
Amand:z  Ritson's  over-blow:
paintng. Cold Storage Grapes, ii
reminds us again that nothin

“spotls lxe fresh fruit . . . you ;:u

ne second chance™.

N damd
P Preduan
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Flnal trlumph of bourgeois taste

Art

GARY CATALANO

French Masters of the XiXth and XXth
Centuries (Tolarno, 98 River Street, South
Yarra.); Quiddity (200 Gertrude Street,
Fitzroy; until 11 July); Clive Stratford (Roar,
115 Brunswick Street, Fitzroy; until 12 July);
Sean Loughrey and Ewen Coates (Girgis
Klym, 342 Brunswick Street, Fitzroy; until 14
July); Three Artists (70 Arden Street, North
Melbourne; until 10 July)

be surprised on finding that almost

every drawing in Tolarno's ‘French
Masters of the XIXth and XXth Centu-
ries' Is notable for its relaxation and
ease of execution.

Such qualities are, after all, the ones
you naturally expect to find in most
drawings. This expectation is doubly
strong, however, when the drawings in
question happen to be those of French
artists from the years covered by this
exhibition. The period which saw the
final triumph of bourgeois taste was also
one in which relaxation and ease were
valued above all other aesthetic

' qualities.

It may pay you to keep this observa-
tion in mind when you view the exhibi-
tion. If nothing élse, it partly explains
the fact that so many of these works are
basically statements about the nature of
visual pleasure. In these works we can
sense that the objective world, far from

I DO NOT suppose many viewers will

being valued for the ideas to which it °

may give rise or the states of conscious-
ness it may induce, is primarily appreci-
atéd because of the sensations it
generates.

The two drawings which most inter-
ested me were Bonnard's ‘Femmes en
promenade’ and a Maillol drawing

Detail from ‘Jeune fille a la tresse vue
de dos’, by Aristede Maillol.

which depicts a striding girl seen from
the back. If the contrast between these
two works is an easy one to make (one
of the two full-length figures in the Bon-
nard is also seen from the rear) it also
happens to be a telling one, for it neatly
illustrates the different ways in which
painters and sculptors see the world.

Where the dress in the Bonnard hangs
down like a sack and is casually raked
with horizontal and diagonal lines
which, one imagines, are primarily in-
tended to convey the way in which its
fabric shifts and stretches in response to
the movement of the figure, that in the
Maillol follows the contours of the body
and accentuates the figure's actual
form.

But the most telling contrast between
these two figures concerns the attention
given to their feet. On the basis of the
scruffy marks with which he has ren-
dered them, Bonnard would seem hard-
ly to have thought of such details, but
Maillol has carefully specified the lift of
his figure’s raised foot and the angle it
establishes with the ground.

While it could be countered that such
registrations should be part-and-parcel
of any sculptor's drawing, their occur-
rence in the Maillol determines the em-
pathy we feel for his figure. She, after
all, exists in a bodily world; the Bon-
nard, by contrast, is just a thing seen.

ALK OF things naturally leads me
to ‘Quiddity’, an exhibition which
purports to deal with the still life.

Those who have read philosophy will
probably remember that quiddity was a
term employed by some scholastic phi-
losophers in order to describe the es-
sence of a thing. That which makes an

apple an apple is, so to speak, its

quiddity.

As 1 habitually keep both feet on the
ground I. can't profess to appreciate
these metaphysical subtleties, but I do
know that a concept almost identical to
quiddity has long been central to how
we think about the modern arts. When-
ever a writer employs the term “the
thing itself” he is, wittingly or not, refer-
ring to the notion of quiddity.

Just as most of the works in the exhi-
bition can hardly be called still lifes, so
few could be said to illustrate the notion
of quiddity. Indeed, some show us the
very reverse of quiddities.

The glaring examples of this are Roi-
sin O'Dwyer’s paintings, most of which
show landscapes staffed by toy animals
and buildings, and Stephen Bush’s
‘Every Thing It Takes To Make You
Happy'. The latter painting depicts two

_white-coated technicians making plas-

ter models of a car and a tractor in the
open air. Whatever models are, they are
not quiddities.

The best works in this show are, I
think, Nick Mourtzakis's ‘Still Life’ and
Rosslynd Piggott's ‘Glasses of Water",
Both paintings are outstanding and give
the exhibition whatever distinction it
possesses.

HE THREE other exhibitions re
viewed here offer intermitten
pleasures. I remember half-likin;
some of the paintings in Clive Straford":
previous show but fear his work ha
gone backwards in the past two years
His current paintings, which deal wit!
the bush, do not convey any strong sens¢
of engagement with the thing itself.
Sean Loughrey and Ewen Coates ar¢
both in their early twenties and are con
sequently still finding themselves as art
ists. Loughrey may be doing so witt
some rapidity, for there seems a rea
painter about to emerge in the tw
works titled ‘Gestural Reference’. Th¢
tangled and coiling swathes in these twi
works have a genuine vigor and elan.
While Robyn Burgess’s four large
drawings are clearly the best things it
the Arden Street show, many viewer
may respond more immediately t
some of Peter Simpson’s paintings anc
pastels of the West Gate Bridge. They
may also stand agape before Siobhar
Ryan’s five large paintings. I can’t say |
like these extravagant and over-compli
cated paintings, all of which clearly in
dicate that Ryan is throwing hersel
headlong into something.
Where, you may wonder, will it lead’
Goodness knows. But as she is shortly tc

- g0 to Spain, let her enjoy herself while

she can. The bone-hard realism of Spair
and its art will chasten her more effec
tively — and more enjoyably — tht( ¢
can.
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