FLATTENING AUSTRALIAN ART HISTORY ?

BOBLINGARD PETER CRIPPS
Socialogist, writer. Bom Brisbane 1948, Adlist, Curator. Bom Melboumne 1948,

‘A work of ort is created and exerts its influence in the medium of historical time; its success, or lack of it, depends
just as much on the external circumstances of the moment as upon ifs inner aesthefic quality. If is soved from
fransitariness not becouse of its supposed fimelessness but as o result of ifs repeated involvement in the course of
history, and it survives the day of ifs birth ond rebirth as it moves out of the darkness of oblivion and misunderstanding
into the light of a more or less shont-lived memory’,

Arnold Hauser, The Sociology of Art, {Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 19832), p. 72.

“What is history?” and ‘what is art history?’ — two elusive and intellectually engaging questions,
Nevertheless they are important and prior questions in considering Australian art history. We would
suggest that the history of Australian art is a “lat history’ because of the overwhelming emphasis on
painting within that historical discourse and within the broader culture. Accepting the veracity of our
asserfion in relation fo the ‘received’ or official accounts of Ausiralian art history, one does then have
to consider such historiographical questions in aitempting 1o account for the seeming exclusion of
non-painting in such accounts. Non-painting is used here to refer to @ whale range of art practices,
including installation, performance, sculpture and other three-dimensional work in much the same
way as Rosalind Krauss defines contemporary sculpture as ‘not landscope’ and ‘not architecture’)
These classifications, of course, bear witness to the blurring of distinctions between many..
contemporary arf practices.

Clearly olf historical wrifing involves what Raymond Williams has called a ‘selective tradition’, that
is, the way in which one account is presented as ‘the history’2 In Australian art history terms, same
artisls, some painfings are included in the usual, chronological, linear accounts of developments,
others are excluded. In these general histories non-painting usually has no place, certainly it would
seem fo have no place in the perceptions of Australien art of the proverbial persons in the street.

Factors in addition fo the selectivity of historical practice have dlso to be considered in accounfing
for the historical absence of non-painting. It might, however, be the case that when ‘the history’ of
Ausiralian art from the 19605 to the 1980s is writlen that non-painfing will be granted more than a
cameo role. It is the case that conceptual and minimalist non-painting practices of the sixties and
seventies have impacted importantly upon the most significunt post-conceptual painting being done
in Australia foday. The return to painting across the recent past, of course, might ensure no more than
a cameo role for non-painting in any such history.

How does the present structure, the selectivity involved in the construction of the past? Markets,
museum acquisition policies, documentation, criticism, the practice of history writing, amongst other
things, all play their part. Non-painting is at o disadvantage here, often not being documented and
thus not even available to historians in their selective ravaging of the past. This lack of documentation
contributes to what Brian O’'Doherty has called the ‘radical forgetting’ of much art practice and art
history.? To ufilise EH. Can’s approach in What is Hisfory2: we have all the arf which has been
produced and of which there is some kind of record {the actual painting, sey or the photographic
documentation of a performance} and then finally the ‘art historical facts’ chosen from the latter by
art historians to adimbrote their histories. Non-painting is ot a disadvantage in these processes
because of specific difficulties relating to documentation, which in furn limit the possibilify of selection
for the historian’s account. The actual nature of much sculpture, much installation work {perhaps its
site-specific or time-specific nalure, for example) and the ‘ephemeral’ character of much
performance create difficulties for documentation and thus for historical inclusion. A similar process
occurs with one day shows. Further, newspaper criticism, which provides a ready primary
documentation for the histarian, does not usually deal with performance, ane-day shows and the like.
Criticism in general, as Abigail Solomon Godeau suggests?, is also important in mediating between
'the market place and the sanctified judgement seat that is the museum’. The judgement of the
museum is important in the construction of an art history and as such the lack of eriticism of much
nan-painting also militates against its historical inclusion, The non-galfery based nature of some
recent non-painting alse inhibits critical response.

The impact of art markets and the emphasis upon product have also restricted the inclusion of
installation and other non-painting, practices in historical accounts. Products and markets have a
symbiotic relationship and this interaction is infimately related to the acquisition practices of museums
which in turn relate to the consiruction of art history, given the authority of the museum. Market and
product emphases have encouraged the dominance of painting for the commercial gallery and for
the private collector. Domestic space is obviously also a factor here. Market and product concerns
can also subvert the intention of some art practices. Much conceptual and performance art of the
late sixties/early seventies crifiqued the ‘art system’ and its ‘grandeur’ and voraciousness, while
simultaneously aftempting fo escape the effect of the commodity form. However, in some cases the
documentation of such praciices often became the commodity for sale, thus subverting the original
infention. The Q Space + Q Space Annex 1980 + 1981 exhibifion held af the Insfitute of Modern
Art, Brisbane (7 Ociober — 25 October, 1986} documenied o series of strategies utilised by John
Nixon and others in Brishane to re-orient contemporary art practice and the noture of exhibition
spaces.® This IMA exhibition and catalegue were obviously important in reducing the selectivity of
lacal art history but this reduction was perhaps at a cost to the original intention of the Q Space +
Q Space Annex project. As the conceptual work of the sixfies gets further away from the present
it seems cerain that art market considerations will intervene to (possibly) co-opt the intention and
context of the earlier practices. This might, however, have o positive impact in terms of hisiorical
accounts by keeping these ‘art chijects’ alive, as it were. Brian O'Doherty has summed up the impact
of the emphasis upon product in art history in this way:

The economic madel in place for a hundred years in Europe and the Americas is preduct,
filtered through galleries, offered to colleciors and public institutions, written about in
magazines partially supported by the galleries, and drifling towards the academic apparatus
that stabilises *history’ — certifying, much as banks do, the holding of its major repository, the
museum. History in art is, ullimately, worth money. Thus do we get not the art we deserve but
the art we pay for’

Non-painting does not fit easily within this model. The paradox in relation to non-painfing is that
much of it, installation for example, is suited more to museum display than for domestic [conspicuousé)




granting ot the imprimatur of the museum.

The naticnal and state galleries have a small number of installation works within their
collections. Perhaps the curators of the Perspectas and Biennales at the Art Gallery of New South
Wales have ployed a more enlightened and creative role in relation to installation thon those in the
other galleries. The Visual Arts Board of the Australio Council and government funded contemporary
art spaces in existence since fhe Whitlam government period have also played an important role in
supporing non-painting {particularly installation, video and performance work), o point to be
refurned to a litfle later. To refurn to the museum collections though: painfing is the overwhelming
emphasis of the historicol accounts and specific readings of Australion art history provided by the
collections of the national and state galleries. Such a Hat' reading is reinforced by the parficular
historical exhibitions they curate. Of course installation work causes real storage problems for the
already sirained storage spaces of these galleries. Even when installation is collected by the museums
the infrequency of their display almost ensures the death of the work. While a painfing continues to
exisinwgen it is beyond the gaze there is a sense in which the insfallation is interred when it is not
installed.

Reference was made earlier to the blurring of the distinctions within the various calegories
of non-peinting. Such blurring of the boundaries has to some extent also accurred between painting
and non-painiing. # might be the case, though, that the much publicised return to painfing has
flattened out a lot of the diversity of practice of the recent past. Much contemporary non-painting
is difficult to classify as sculpiure, performance, thectre or whatever. Fritz Rahmann has writien of the
positive and creative effect of the ‘namelessness’ of particular non-painting practices. Thus he argues:
‘Namelessness rests upon the condition that an object is not part of o system, and it is exactly this
autonomy which makes the nameless object a vessel in which various meanings can be collected’ 2
Such ‘namelessness’, o frait of much non-painting, places such wark at o disadvantage though in
relation to the aequisition policies of museums, sales and the construction of art history, for our world
in Habermas' terms has become an ‘administered’ and 'scientised’ one, almost eschewing the
hermeneutic and intuifive.? Art works almost require a name, o distinct category, 1o become part of
the art system and its history. Some interesting and provocative non-painting evades such
categorisation but does so af its own peril in historical terms. ‘Out of the bureaucratisation of artworks
arises the name, and generally speaking the myth of art becomes an object of administration’

Thus we arrive at the problem of historicism in the relay of art history — the tendency to link,™
often tenvously and inappropriately, art productions of the present with those from the past in o single
line of development. Regarding this historicising process Rosdlind Krauss has these pertinent
comments to make:

Historicism works on the new and the different fo diminish newness and mitigate difference.
It makes a place for change in cur experience by evoking the model of evolution, sa that the
man who now is can be accepted as being different from the child he once was, by
simyltaneously being seen — through the unseeable action of the telos — as the same. And we
are comforted by this perception of sameness, this strategy for reducing anything foreign in
either time or spuce, fo what we already know and are

In this sense a ‘flat art hislory” begets a “flat art history” while tending to exclude and construct non-
painting as the other.

It seems patently clear that we are not locking at a peculiarly Australian problem regarding
the flattening of art history. Certainly the best known icons of Australian art history are painfings,
whether they be works by Roberts, Streeton, McCubbin and the like or the works of a later generation
such as the Angry Penguins. Compare the public recognition of Sidney Molan and his work with that
of his contemporary, the sculptor Robert Klippel. In the 1950s American arfist Barnett Newman said
that ‘sculpture is what you bump inte when you back up to see a painting™? — obviously an attempt
to define contemporary sculpture but also some indicafion of its standing vis-a-vis painfing. There is
a sense though in which we are considering o specifically or idiosyncratically Australion problem
because of what Mike Parr hos called the colonised nature of Australion art ond art history and
concomitantly the residual place of non-painting within that dependency.® Parr argues that the
pattern of change or development in Australian art has been ‘in lock step with historically read and
¢ontextualised approaches pioneered and promoted by the major centres in Europe and America’ 4
The elusive pursuit of the everchanging international styles tends to marginalise other practices here.
lan Burn is making a concomitant point when he talks of the two-faced nature of Australian art
practice and the two-faced past of Australian art history. Thus for Burn, ‘artists have required o
familiarity with European art, but they have also needed an infimacy with the traditions of this country,
however tenuous.® Australia’s tocalion as a semi-peripheral state in a dependent relationship within
ithe world capitalist system affects Australia’s infernal economy and more relevantly affects cultural
production and receplion here, including the writing of art history. The eternal regionalism/
infernationalism debafe within Australian culture reflects these broader economic/power relations of
dependency. Of lole, and relaied io the internationalisation of culture we have seen the construction
of Australian art products, including contemporary Aboriginal art, as exotic and authentic juxtaposed
against the inauthentic products of the ‘fin de siecle’ cultures of the centre. There are new dangers
here, not the least of which is what Eric Michaels has called the ‘ultra-consumerist’ appetite for
‘primitive provenances’ which potentially may ‘exhaust’ the producis themselves.s Parr suggests that
this situation has meant that ‘the history of Australion painting is essentially o history of received
authority'. Thus, in terms of form and content, he argues, correcily we would aver, that ‘the hybrid
nature of installation and conceplual, medio-based approaches generally, was one thot
fundomentally contradicted the kind of convergences over-determining such painting’.? The 1985
5/5 Funf vom Funten doadgalerie exhibition, including installations by Richard Dunn, John
Lethbridge, Mike Parr, Peter Tyndall and Ken Unswarth and sponsored by the Visual Arts Board, is
ready evidence of that point.

When a history of Australian art from the 1960s to the 1980s is written the cantribution {from
the 1970s} of the Visual Arts Board and the Contemporary Ari Spaces will have to be given a
prominent role. In a sense both have provided in different ways {within a bureaueratic framework
to be sure) an alternative structure within the broader, more established art system and, as such, have
operated to some extent in a non-colonised way, Non-painting has been encouraged and
supported. The success of this alternative is evident when one looks at the career developments of
a range of post-war Australian ardists. Non-painting has also played an important part, sometimes
unacknowledged, in these developments, both individually and colleclively. In some ways (clearly not
in all ways) the Sydney Biennale ond artist exchanges have questioned the regionalism/
internationalism conundrum. This Evuropean exhibition of site-specific werk might well provide a
prompt to the art historions regarding the place of non-painting in any history of Australicn art which
aspires to be anything other than narrowly and myopically selective. Exhibitions such as these are
important for establishing an ongoing artistic dialogue for artisis lecated both here and elsewhere.
This sort of one-to-one artistic exchange is one between equals and as such is different from other
exchanges in international art magazines and the like which often reflect centre/periphery power

relations.  (July 1988) " >
ootnotes
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