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“Pure Invention” is not a survey exhibition
of contemporary Australian photography.

It is not concerned with the variety of
strategies presently being employed by
artists throughout Australia. The artists
involved are women, three are from Sydney
and Fiona Hall is based in Adelaide
(originally Sydney ).

Aside from their age and gender, Fiona Hall,
Jacky Redgate, Robyn Stacey and Anne
Zahalka share an approach which can best
be described as working against naturalism,
photography’s priviledged hold on the ‘real”
and the tenet of the photodocumentary and
straight photographic practices which have
long seemed dominant. They are directors,
auteurs, whose medijum is photography
rather than film, theatre, video or T.V.

Anne Zahalka's series, "‘The Landscape
Re-presented’” was collaged in the studio
from reproductions of famous Australian
paintings and more contemporary
photographs. Her sources are familiar
images to all Australians. They are found

in school books, magazines and
advertisements. Zahalka's collages subvert
the way these ‘classic’ paintings have come
to represent the ‘real’” Australia.

Like Zahalka, Robyn Stacey uses people in
her images, friends who act out roles. She
incorporates handcolouring in her
photographs, favouring an acidic palette
reminiscent of early colour reproductions.
In her most recent series Stacey employs
an exaggerated vocabulary of expressions
and attitudes based on T.V. melodramas
and film stills to explore the operation of
power within relationships.

Fiona Hall gathers disparate objects and
brings them together in the still lives she
constructs on her studio floor. She looks
back to medieval images and uses black
and white cut-outs of paintings by
Hieronymus Bosch and Peter Bruegel the
Elder which she combines with
contemporary objects like small plastic
human figures and cookie cutters.

While all the photographs in the exhibition
work on a number of levels, Jacky
Redgate’s series “From the painter’'s book "’
is the most allegorical. Each image functions
in specific terms as an illustration of a Dutch
proverb, but also as an allegory. The size of
the photographs is important as it Strains
the relationship to naturalism and activates
the physical space the viewer occupies.

The photographs in “'Pure Invention’ are
conspicuously artificial. Their reality is
staged. The viewer is invited to enter the
performance with the knowledge that the
photographic image is an illusion.
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These photographs enjoy a certain aesthetic
sympathy, even though their points of
reference appear utterly divergent. Hall’s
surreal assemblages, Redgate’s specimen
cases displaying details from sixteenth-
century proverb paintings, Stacey’s pulp
thriller covers and noir film stills; and
Zahalka's re-constructed landscapes. The
threads connecting these artworks have
less to do with their points of reference,
objects depicted, imagery or meanings,

SO much as a certain vanity of visual
seduction. These photographs prompt a
contemplative immersion, familiar to older
media, which was declared a bourgeois
anachronism by early twentieth century
artists and critics heralding the
consolidation of photography, cinema,

and mechanical reproduction technology.
These works, while proclaiming
photography! cinema! mechanical
reproduction! and appropriation!,
paradoxically provoke an appreciation of
auratic and artisanal presence. How can
we account for this appeal to traditional,
connoisseurial delights in the late 1980s?
“Pure Invention’’ stages a sensual
experience unique to contemporary
Australian photography. It showcases a role
for viewers quite different to the way
spectators appreciated formalist or fine print
photography a decade ago. It is different
again to the way we learnt to actively
engage with the photograph as textual
production in the same period. Not only
have the objects of Australian photography
changed over the last five years, but also its
subject. the twin figures of photographer
and spectator. Like a number of photography
exhibitions today, 'Pure Invention”’
suggests neither ‘looking” nor ‘reading’. On
the contrary, we are cued to act out certain
kinds of ‘feeling” or sensibility.

In the short space here, | want to sketch an
historical backdrop to this photographic
stage business. A sense of theatre,
historicism and emphasis on the sensuous,
palpable photographic object have emerged
as a hallmark of contemporary Australian
work. These qualities may be considered in
the light of alternations in the conditions for
producing and viewing photography over
the decade. We may start by noting how
the exhibition’s sensibility is based on
privileging auratic and iconic qualities over
those of photographic representation.

Looking

The marks of ‘photographic vision’ formed
a focus for 1970s spectatorship. Art
photography viewers were required to

‘picture” events and objects photographically.
We learnt how to detect signature styles
and specific photographic qualities from the
American (and to a lesser extent, European)
formalists who visited Australia in a steady
stream following the 1974 establishment of
the Australian Centre for Photography in
Sydney.

Local work developed in conformity with
the demands for contemporaneity and
international standards. Art schools,
collections, exhibitions and publications
extolled the value of fine print quality,

a tough, self-referential formalism, and the
mark of the authorial signature-style. These
formed the basis for aesthetic judgement,
bracketting art photography from the mass
of popular culture, vernacular and specialist
uses of the medium.

Reading

Through the 1970s and early 80s many
photographers and audiences refused the
tenets of fine print photography and

a decontextualised ‘photographic vision'.
The fetishised object-status of the limited
edition fine print was viewed as being
complicitous with dubious authorial and
market valuations. Within the demands of
feminist and leftist cultural politics, many
were concerned to develop more socially
responsive, politically relevant visual
practices. TV, film, genre fiction,
advertising, comics and other popular
cultural practices came under scrutiny,
along with photography itself. In this
context, the photographer and spectator
took on the posture of detectives, sifting the
flotsam of popular and high culture against
the grain. Photographers and audiences
borrowed conceptual tools from political,
psychoanalytic and semiotic theory with
which to decipher the structures and
processes of cultural meaning. Visual
literacy became a requisite for cultural
critique.

Feeling

Exhibitions like “'Pure Invention” do not
require us to merely decipher imagery and
points of cultural reference. Neither are we
invited to simply look for formal or authorial
qualities and attributes. In fact, quite
different discursive conditions background
our enjoyment of these photographs.

Our feelings are prompted by the attention
these photographs give to technique,
stage-craft, masquerade. This work has an
almost tactile, artisanal or sculptural quality,
built through loving association with
cinematic, painterly or theatrical forms.

Mechanical reproduction here paradoxically
invests an almost carnal aura upon hitherto
denigrated or low-life popular cultural signs.
The complicitous spectator appreciates this
‘faked’ auratic quality. We too take
centre-stage to feign a (past) connoisseurial
glory, an immersion and abandonment to
the seduction of palpable surface effects
and stylish mise-en-scene. We recognise
well-known codes and gambits of glamour,
and appreciate our own informed sensibility.
Both photographer and spectator
pantomime the ‘prick’ of poignancy or
mourning over temporal loss which the
French critic, Roland Barthes associated

as the Adventure of photographic
spectatorship. In “'Pure Invention,” this
sensibility is styled in the manner of Francis
Ford Coppola’s hommage to an archaic
Hollywood studio system, in his film, “‘One
From The Heart.”” Our enjoyment echoes
the cinephile who replays a stock repertoire
of poses, plots and characters, in order to
mount a cinematic excess of lighting,
camera, editing, costume, mise-en-scene.

(extract from essay)
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Born Hammersmith, England 1955

Education

1985 Post Graduate Diploma
(Photography), Sydney College of
the Arts, New South Wales

1980 Bachelor of Arts (Sculpture),
South Australian School of Art,
Adelaide

Selected Exhibitions

1987 One person show, Mori Gallery,
Sydney

1987 “The Shadow of Reason”,
Institute of Modern Art,
Queensland

1986 Biennale of Sydney, The
Australian Centre of Photography,
Sydney

1985 “Recent Australian Photography
from the Kodak Fund” Australian
National Gallery, Canberra

1985 “Australian Perspecta”, Art
Gallery of New South Wales,
Sydney
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ROBYN STACEY
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Born Brisbane, Queensland 1952 Selected Exhibitions
Education 1986 “In Full View" (exhibition of
1977 Bachelor of Arts (Fine Arts), 87 20 % 24 inch Polaroid
University of Queensland photographs) travelling in
Australia

1986 “Recent Aquisitions of
Contemporary Australian Art”,
Australian National Gallery,
Canberra

1986 Biennale of Sydney, Australian
Centre of Photography, New
South Wales

1985 “Recent Australian Photography
from the Kodak Fund”, Australian
National Gallery, Canberra

1985 “Australian Perspecta”, Art
Gallery of New South Wales,
Sydney

1985 One person show, Mori Gallery,
Sydney
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You can run, but you can't hide.
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Born Sydney 1957

Education

1981 Bachelor of Arts (Visual Arts),
Sydney College of the Arts,
New South Wales

Selected Exhibitions

1987

1986

1986

1985

1984

1982

Kiinstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin,
Germany

“The Tourist as Theorist” Kino
Eiszeit, International Super 8
Festival, Berlin, Germany
Biennale of Sydney,

The Australian Centre for
Photography, Sydney
“Photodramas” Artspace, Sydney
“The Future Unperfect”
Artspace, Sydney

“Sydney Harbour Bridge” Art
Gallery ot New South Wales,
Sydney
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Presented by PARCO

Supported by Visual Arts Board of the
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Australia-Japan Foundation

With the cooperation of

The Australian Centre of Photography
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