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Wehere ever was 1 mament when artists waneed 1o
disappear, to convert their biography tnte notling
mare than g list of exhibitions, leaving only then
names attached o their work, thar momoent has
most certainly passed. Despire all that has been said
abourt the demise of the individual artist as the
origin of meaning, it now seems chat origin is every-
thing; or ac least, we imagine we can find sense in a
waork by tracing the route between ar, artist, and
cultural arigin. Not only do we need 10 knew
where artists come from, we also have o know
where they’ve been to get where they are now.
“Above and Beyond: Auscral/Asian Inier-
actions” is a case in point. Co-organized by the
Australian Centre for Contemporary Art (Melb-
ourne) and the Institure of Modern Art {Brisbane)
and set to tour nationally through 1997, it is an
exhibition firmly locked into the politics of cultural
influence, as much as ic is concerned with questions
of cultural or individual identity. It is, as curators
Clare Williamsom and Michael Snelling argue in
the caralogue, located in “a space characterised by
complex interchanges between Austealia and the
many cultures of the Asia-Pacific region manifested
across governmental, commercial, and cultural
spheres.” The exhibition thus involves a sort of cul-
eural trade, bur this is hardly a trade in objects;
insread, it scems to be more about trading places,
According to the curatorial premise, cach

artist and each work momentarily becomes a sign of

the impact of overlapping influences. It is signifi-
cant te know, for instance, that “Simryn Gill’s
family is originally from India, she was born in
Singapore, raised in Malaysia, educated {in part) in
the UK, and now moves between Australia and
Singapore.” Through this grid of reference points,
we are invited 10 read various details from Gilt's
Wonderfuse - 2 suit made from coconue bark; a pair
of shoes, cuch nailed w0 a coconur and eleven
rapidly deteriorating banana skins, each engraved
with a selecion from a Len Deighron spy novel, As
in Malaysian-Australian Emil Goh's joo sicren a
virtaal shrine 1o his mother (“whose Chinese name
forms the title of the work™, we are informed thu
“this small inseallasion suggests the various cultures

which dre active in Gol''s mother's identity and
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which Bave inten fed oo his own,™ Tnoasimilar
vern, Pae HlolTie's T L Bay Scont seporedly
sukes Moriginal canvases painted in Manila by a
family of artists 1o advertise Hollywood movies
about United States culture appropriated and recy-
cled by 2 Scostish-born Ausceadian ardse who
reworks them in Australin and collages items pur-
chased in Manila and reprints the surface 1o recon-
extualize them as a different kind of an.”

While the exhibition’s exemplary objective
does, ar rimes, seem to slide a bit inro an oversim-
plified view of “interaction”—things are endlessty
signposted 1o ensure that we get the poinr—there
are moments, such as in Melbourne-born Neil
Lmmcerson's The Rape of the Lock tithographs
which offer Beardsley-esque portraits of Chinese
Cutrural Revolutionary hero Lei Feng, that hint at
something far less neatly related. In the current
explorztion of the intersections and overlaps
between Australian and Asian are, what we really
need is a carefully researched historical exhibition
that maps Asia-Pacific influences on the develop-
ment of the modernist pictorial style. For whereas
“Above and Beyond” gives us a glimpse of recent
relationships, we should remember that this trade
is neither new, nor all one way,
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