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SEVEN HISTORIES

it would seem o be generdly aclnowledged that
we have moved Jrom o community with one crite-
rian for detenmining inclusiveness o a maore poly-
valent community. Clare Williamson's measured
catalogue essay lor the exhibition “Seven Histories
of Austradint argues lor a comples accounting of
the sy astories which comprise our pereep-
tions of this coumry. Far from heing a rheworical
exervise, the curator describes her project as
wrgent’ - pant Lo deny the sell-assertive repre-
senations of racism and naionalism and in par
ter restst i nanenal culivralidentity’ - the instita-
nonal quest o approprate gesthene phenomenit

This signing of intensity is enticing and she has
scrupulously left its unravelling 1o the seven artists.
In ‘Seven Histories of Australia® we see a fine bal-
ance between form and reality, art and history.
Like oral traditions and [olklore, visual artefacts
are indices of a local cultural experience which has
been erased by the formal structures of narrative
history. They bring the past into the present in a
way that no Lranscription or description can dupli-
cate. For this reason the visual archive is 1ypically
deployed as a supplement 10 a separate linear
narrative. This appendaged relationship is over-
turned in ‘Seven Histories', an aclion described by

Williamson as ‘a giving way 10 a spatial orientation ;

which positions diverse people, places and events
within contemporaneous relationships’. While
‘archives’ are emblematic of ‘the people’ in their
dealings with history, to iranslate this into art
requires not emblematic terms, bul a creative
questioning which leaves open the relation be-
iween institution: and individuval imagination.
Methods and sources approximating historical
research — diaries, place, art objects and everyday
ariefacts — are animated by the specific genre of
autobiography. Lauren Berkowitz and the collabo-
ration of Anne Graham and jacqueline Clayton
wn archival {lotsam into memorials. In Woven
histories Berkowitz precariously stacks rolled A3
Microfiche print-outs [rom the Prahran Archive
held by Stonmington City Council, Relerences to
her family’s trade as cabinet-makers and their
memeorabilia are interspersed with copies of Lieu-
enant-Governor Arthur's ‘Proclamation to the
Aberiginces’, of 1829, lorming a poteatially incencli-
ary crossword tower stapping short of the gallery
lights. More ephemeral still is her Heart's-case,
a modulated concentrie planting of indigenous
and imported llowers, where nature’s harmony
momentarily triumphs over art and life. Graham
and Clayten's Deing time relies on the viewer
knowing that the artists have ‘done time' teaching
art in prisons. Their vast grid of prints from glass

negative mug-shats of women incarcerated in the
carly twenticth century (Police and Justice Mu-

I seum, Sydney) commemaorates lives caplured *lor

histery' only by the regulatory realism of the
corrective awchive

Others work with the imimate seale of the 1esti-
maniat 10.correet “the beawlilud lie' or, & John
Wolscley's case, to labricate one. Fiona MacDon-
alt's ‘re-curated” serics *Close’ comprises woven
photographic extracis laid over a history of Rock-
hampion’s botanical gardens ~ a shadow archive
forming a muscological microcosm imprinting
racial, sexual, class and the arlist’s amily history
over the surface of this most picturesque and pop-
ular leisure ground. H] Wedge's paintings adapt
the tropes of oral history, combining text and
image with carloon-like clarity, telling of colonial
life continuing in the present day. Wolseley's con-
ceplual whimsy combines meticulous obsession

: with naturatistic detait and a fanciful map of

Gondwana - the drilting apart of great landmasses
some [ilty million years ago — 1o suggest ecological
devastation. Elizabeth Gertsakis and Gordon
Bennett work on the archive of art history itsell,
Bennett reclaiming its snowy white peaks and
Gerisakis its lurid educational troughs -~ the
nineteerith-century debasement of seventeenth-
century originals by artisis such as Veronese that
weicomed bewildered post-war immigrants to
Australian schools.

What exigency drives these critiques of history?
‘It’s five minutes to twelve in the history of the
world' announces panel one of Elizabeth Gertsakis's
triptych Three devotions (What time is it?). This is
the candy-coloured world of [undamentalism
where decent (white) citizens do battle with the

forces of evil. Forget the pilgrimage ol modernism
~thisis the category of the absolutely new: the cat-
astrophe completing an age. Gertsakis’s concern
with extremism’s endgame is taken up by others,
In Wedge’s adjacent painting Feelings, a four-leaf
clover of “peace and love’ is pierced by the arrow of
‘hate’ (male and female, black and white). In the
final panel of Gordon Bennett's celebrated Home
sweet home, 1993, the artist writes in the sel{-effac-
ing HB pencil of the diarist: ‘T've been living in the
suburbs ... all the barbeques ... all the violence ...
lit's like it’s repressed and pushed onto the Aborig-
:ines ... black shadow monsters from the 1d.’

Such partial atiempts at imaging a truth —a con-
temporary fusion of documents and the imaginary
— work to deny a world where public life and
private lives belong 1o the archive of political and
economic caleulation. Of such a [uture Francis

H

Fukuyama observes: In the post-historicat period
there will be neither art nor philosophy, just the
perpetual caretaking of the museum ol human
history,” Barric Kosky vecently called Tor she ban-
ning, of prandiose expressions such s Cultural
Tourism, Multiculturalism, Uniguely Austealian
and Creative Nation.? The call for relative evalua-
ton is reinforeed by these seven artists, who
between them have lisied many of Saint Augus-
tine's seven cardinal sins. In "Seven Histories of
Australia’ the distinction between the transcen-
dental and the empirical loses its significance
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