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FOREWORD

ACCA is pleased to present this extensive survay of
works by Richard Billingham. This major survey is the
latest in ACCA's ongoing series of international exhibitions
which explore in depth the work of important artists
whose practices provide opportunities to reassess artistic
and aesthetic developmeants.

Richard Bilingham's photographs of his family, places
and animats make us think about the relationship
betwesn object and subject and raise questions about
public voyeurism and private storles. His works place
aesthatic judgments on the agenda. Utilising a variety of
budget cameras, out of date film stock and ofi-the-shelf
processing Bilingham pushes against the idea of the ‘fina
art” photograph to provoke an active, unsettied outcome
that rescues photography from stasis.

Our thanks go to the Museum of Old and Mew Art for its
support towards this axhibition. The leading phitanthropy of
donors such as David Walsh and his team at MOMA makes
such a difference to our capacity to achigve projects of
ambiticn such as this one, and we ara very grateful for their
vision and generosity.

Wa are delighted that Richard Billngham has been abie to
travel from tha UK. to work with the ACCA team on the
exhibition. We thank him for his enthusiasm for showing in
Melbourne and for his wonderful warks,

Kay Campbell
Executive Director



RICHARD BILLINGHAM: PEOPLE, PLACES, ANIMALS JULIANSA ENGBERG

Richard Bilingham's first exhibition at Anthony Reynolds's Gallery in London came like a
bolt out of the blue. Displayed in a line were scungy photographs — poory [it, blurry, oddly
framed, mads from crappy film stock, processed at the local photo-shop - of scenas from
a famnily life that cut through a century of posed studio portralt groups. The series, now
known as Rays a Laugh entered visual culture at a time when the aesthetics of the everyday
were in process of demolishing the contrived directorial mode of photo making. Even so,
Bilingham's images didn't just evalve the genre; they smashed their way through to another
kind of varité encounter,

It took some time to get 1o grips with what Bilingham had done. During that week, | made
several visits 1o the gallery, each time to check the threshold of taste, history, agsthetic and
aethics: hard though they were, the images were compulsive viewing. Testing is the right
word, These alarming images of a shamnbuolic, often violant family life were testing the limits
of reception. The unflinchingly frank pictures of Bilingham's father, mothar and brother in
situations of abuse, oblvion and shamalessness ssemed to yank photography away from
unacknowledged decelt. They posed questions concerning the rights of privacy of tha
subject. They caused one to consider the history of picturing abuse as a type of ganre art.
Their value as art versus documentary needed interrogation. They were raw,

Ultimately, it is the fact of Bilingham picturing his own famity and putting them on display
in this way that forces you to register the truth of these works, and see them for what they
are — 8 human drama. | would reject the idea that these images were accapted by virtue of
their proximity to ‘reality television’. Reality television Is a construct of editing and deposited,
manipulated narratives. Shick, really, with the ‘out” that the audience intuitively understands
the manipulations and excuses of talevision. | believe people wera drawn to Bilingham's
photographs because they understood them ta be tha real deal, not soma media manipulation,
Bilingham neither offers nor seeks any allbl, nor attempts to contrive meaning. it is up to the
viewear 1o deal with this reality.

Ingvitably, you are pulled into the drama of the Bilinghams and, even after a decace
of looking at the works, the images and their stories remain basic and unresolved; the
Bilinghams continua 1o be real people with their circumstances pitching between emotions
and inertias, Instinctively, as & form of coping probably, you go in search of redemptive
elemants: the momentary flashes of humor and tendemess that rescue the family from
scom and ridicule, Awful as these imagas are, of Iives trapped in cycles of self-neglect and
rage, the Bilinghams' humanity is restored, In fact asserted, by the little datails that confirm
a necessary hopefulness. Thene is. after all, a type of exuberance in these works,

Behind the bulk of mather Liz, attention js drawn to the homely fiourishes of pattermad
wallpaper with its Pompeii-like motifs; the collectables on the bureau; plastic flowers in
4 vase - the patlerns of drasses, jigsaws and furnishings that attempt to add cheer to
the claustrophobia of the Bilinghams’ councdl flat. When he |s not comatose or dejectedly
morase, there remains a glimmer of the larrikin that once was a less befuddied Ray, For all
the bloody blows and vicious oufbursts between these familial combatants, there are the
moments of mulual need and evan tendamess,

Brother Jason remains stubbornly ferocious, beligerent and bewiidered, ke someons
trapped. But the animals — dogs and cals - seem to Ive their un-fussed paraliel lves within
the: menageris; somatimas, well, perhaps even frequently, assuming top dog status within this
chaotic hiararchy of sanity. Billingham, behind the camera with a quick eye and clear mind,
collacts all with & compulsive candour. No remonstrations, no retributions: it s what it is.






Ultimately, Bilingham's work registers a kind of truth that links to a social and class-based
circumstance. And fo me it belitties the brave honesty of this practice to consign it to
similarities with TV sit-coms of the broad, buresque kind, as some critics have done, The
Billingham family portraits join a history of social realist work that remains a strong par of
British art, and which has plotted the fate of the worker and the discarded. The Bilinghams
ara part of tha Thatcher/post-Thatcher fallout.

In this exhibition wa have included, as well 25 a massive number of the Ray's a Laugh seres
of originals, several sarlier black and white portraits of Ray. The demeanor of these works
is still, studied, and solemn by comparison with the hury-burly of the coloured snapshots.
Heroic ks not the right word, but there is a kind of dignity deliverad to the subject in thesa
images originally intended as studies for later painted portraits, Tha stoic quality of the earlier
plecas relates interestingly to the petrified landscapes of Bilingham's Black Country, and the
most recent saries of works 200,

With the Black Country project, Bilingham embraces photography as a medium to Interrogate
space, place and almosphere, These works affirm the studied quality of Bilingham’s
approach, offering a retrospective deliberation to his family works which, on face value,
perhaps suggest informality and opportunistic encounter, but are in fact quickly assessed
and framed pieces, With their ominous dead-ends, blank walls and spooky Bghtt, the Black
Country views confirm Bilingham's instincts for enclosing, and for metaphoric weight.

In the Black Counfry photographs, we also have verfication that Bingham has nat
abandoned his interest in painting. He uses colour film that has expired, and time-lapse,
apan shutter techniques to tempt abstractions into his pictures. Black Counlry has a certain
surrealist quality to it. Bilingham's video, Sweep, also a landscaps, seems avan morme
paintarly &s blue-black nees bleed into the sky, ke watarcolour paint swept by wind akong
a blofting sheet. Restlessness is a key issue in much of Bilingham's practice, even while his
subjects often seem lethargic or immobidised.

Painting remaing an interest and subject for Bilingham, even when the ostensible point of
focus |5 200 portratts of llons and does, bears and baboons, and other creatures captured
and culturalised. Dicrama backdrops, minimal colour swalch backgrounds, puzzes of
rope, bars and ties become infrinsically important in thesa photographs that docurment
animal behavior that pivols between boredom and repetiticus, compulsive movemeants in
claustrophobic spaces.

The painted, patterned backgrounds of the Z00 works remind us of Bilingham's Interest
in the filigrea of decoration that Impinges upon the Ballinghams' tiny flat. Even while it is
intended to create a homety space, it adds to the general aifessness of the familial confine,
Just as the various zoos' attempts to simulate an ambient and naturalized ermdronmerit fall
will short of the honest and occupying clircumnstances of a life in the wild,

And just as he has allowed the video to capture his family in patterns of behavior that repseat
and retreat, and offers them up for the voyeuristic viewing of an audience (g5 we ses in the
work Fizhtank, for instanca), Bilingham documents the exchange of looking between visitors
and the animals of captivity in the 200 videos. These restiess encounters add 1o the disquist
we feal and extract from most of Bilingham's works. Becauss, ultimatedy, Bilingham'’s works
are about looking and the role it plays in constructing the viewer, the maker and the subject.
In its candor, Bilingham's practice poses many unsatiling propositions about art and ife.






PEOPLE OUTI REMES

In 1996, Greal Britain was in a mood for changs. In politics, the Labour Party was branding
itsell to go with the themes of 'Mew Labour' and “MNew Life For Britain® that weara to bring
alactoral sucoess in 1987, Ona of their key policies focusad on ending relative child poverty
that had doubled betwean 1878 and 1987, The term ‘relative’ refermed to families with an
income lower than 60% of the average houssehold incoma across the British population. ' 1896
also witnessed a very diffarent type of trend of a booming reality television culture, Changing
Aooms, a BBC DIY reality show with a sall-improvement themse began to featura couples
reddecorating each other's homes. The programme was an immediate success, and other
channels soon began 1o broadcast similar programmes.

In the same year, the emerging artist Richard Bilingham published Rays a Laugh (1990
1986), a photo book that represented his family and childhood settings in a council flat
in British Wast Mickands. The book seemed 1o caplure the spit of ‘reality television'
Britain, appearing o satisfy the viewer's never-anding appatite for confessional revelations,
although ite subjects lacked an interest for solf-improvenent. The viewers consumed the
Billingharn family, compelled and seduced by their impoverishment.® Rays a Laugh also
seamed to encapsulate tha need for a political change, as articulated by 'New Labour'. The
photographs were associated with a noted tradition of British photojournalism that explored
classed society and its forms of lsisure, practised by photographers such as Martin Parr and
Nick Waplington.? Gilda Willams suggested that Billngham’s images were riveting because
his interiors are a metaphor for the politics that aim to unmask the accident of poverty.! Ray’s
& Laugh became a cuttural icon. However, the topicality of the series caused art critics to
averlook Bilingham's role as an aesthetician and experimanter,

Billingham had Degun his career painting his father Ray, on cardboard, as a figurs in an
interbor. As i was difficult 1o keep the sifter still, Billngham began to take black and white
snapshots of Ray with a hand-held medium format camera, which he hoped to use as
reference for paintings. After a while, Bilingham began to photograph in colour, aithough
the purpose of the first colour photographs remained referential. These photographs
also featured other members of the family, including Billingham's mother Liz, his brother
Jazon, and the family's numerous cats and dogs. The viewer 5 given access to six years of
occasions and momeants in their ife: thair happiness, ther sadness and even their boredam
is all recorded on film, After a period of studying Bflingham’s pictures, the members of his
family become ordinary, It becomes difficult to maintain distance from the Billingham family
who begin to appear less strange.

The earty family pictures celebrate snapshot aesthetics, Many of them are unfocusad,
blurred and the colour appears unnaturalistic. This was partialty due to inexpenshe, axpined
films that Bilingham developed at a local chemist. However, a dark corner or a blurmed effect
also becomes a metaphar for the blurred consciousnass of the photographed subject. In the
video Tony Smoking Backwards (1998), the clasa zooming gives the film an abstract quality,
The cigarette smoka and Tony's mouth become so blurred that it ks hard to distinguish
between them. At a metaphorcal level, Bilingham's close zooming and the blur effect
resulting from this suggests the impossibility of closenass. The psychological closenass is
unweachable in spite of physical closenass. This imprecision also generates vivacity, allowing
an fiusion of a fleating moment in time,

Bilingham returned to photograph his family a few years after completing the Ray's 2 Laugh
series. Ray is more sober than in the earlisr saries and the new montages portray old age
with its imitations and the family’s increased addictions to cigarettes and television. The
serles s represanted in a photomontage form that allows an lusion of larger space with






multiple perspectives and a play with various scales that offers the viewer an extended
perspective, as if one was inside the room. These curious spatial Busions emphasise
Bilingham’s long-term interest in spatial exploration. For exampla, in the Ray's a Laugh
sarigs, Bilingham’s Uintitied photograph (1994) represents his mother Liz resting on a sofa.
Liz appears to be unaware of the camera. Her hands are behind her head and her pose
compares 1o a number of Old Masters pictures that represent Venus in similar poses, In
the new series, an Untitied montage of Liz also represents her resting, this time asleep, like
Giorgione's Sleeping Wenus. However, Bilingham's manner of combining photographs has
curiously aftered the perspective and increased fha width and length of Liz's body, making it
gigantic. This emphasises the spatial and perspective experimentation that are the key focus
of the wark whils the viewer's interest in Liz's social class and character is discouraged.

Although much of the critical writing has focused on Liz's tattoos, the stains on wallpaper
or the days Ray cannot get up from the bed after heavy drinking, it is not a reality drama,
but the formal qualities of portraiture in interior space that make Bilingham's work unique:
his combination of colourful fabrics, furniture and objects in juxtaposition to the complexity
of human interaction, movement and gesture. A variety of responses to Bilingham's work
has malntained the iconic status of Bilingham's family pictures. Over ten years after the
publication of the Rays a Laugh seres, thesa visually curous photographs still have an
ahility to arest the viewer's attention. They continue to encourage discussion, allowing the
viewer o situale them in a range of aesthetic, political, social and entertaining contexts.
They not only portray Bilingham's family members but also, more importantly, recansider
the pictonal tradition of portraliure in interior settings.

" B Dl for Vileitire: Ermpowearing Poople to Work” in Desctgen (14/01/2005] hispoiwws ot gowu

F Palenc, A, 'Evarybody's Hamven' in Remic images Pholoogrpiegued, e, Aubort, )., Pélanc, A, ard Morrissy, 5. (Nintes:
Mursge des Baavee-Arts de Mantes, 1068) 35

¥ Bum, G, ‘Fay's & Lawgh: Fchard Blingham's Family Photogrohs’, The Guandian Woekend 30051006 18

* Wiliama, G, Richand Blngham’, Ant Monitsy, no. 198, [Seplernbor 1506 31














































































PLACES JULIANA ENGBERG

Richard Bilingham's bizarmely saturated industrial-scapes of the Black Country are ke hauntings of
place. Using light and colour in a dense wash, which, in tumn, forces verticals and grids Into high
contrast against dark uncertain shapes and sky, Bilingham constructs an eere atmosphere full
of apprehansion, These drab, fordorn zones of absent humanity, constructed of brick walls, metal
spiked fences, destitute and vacant blocks, boarded-up buildings and dead-ends, sesm sucked of
air: stad, petrified evan. And, yet, for all the evacuation, a lurking omnipresence is indicatad, a kind
of paranormal insistence, as if someone or something has just passad through.

Even while the Images of factory walls and fenca palings, desered streets and graveyards, are
mummified wunder the autopsic light, other forcas impinge. Grass in a foreground blurs and fiutters
to deny the stasis of the bulky bullt forms that dominate the composition; trees saep into sky as the
profonged camera gaze permits the unsattlsd movermnent of leaves 1o paint the air,

This Is the place Bilingham grew up in. Cradlay Heath is a part of England where the coalmining
and steal mill industries of the ninateenth century built solid brick factones and refineries that defined
a naw typa of township, These red brick castles of industrialization were chronicled at the time in
paintings that contrasted the lingering bucolic village (ife - its festivities, debaucheries and social
strafifications - against the sobid rectangular buildings and chimney-stacks that belched black soot
that would soon cover ciic buildings, housas and people.

But Bilingham's sarly 21st century Cradiey Heath is evacuated of the community of frolic and
diverling pursuits, and even of the desperale measures that ameliorated aganst the drudge of a
factary life existenca. These post-industrial places and vacant community bulldings describe a
dystopian after-ife that has ended bluntly without a purposetul further direction,

Dislodged from social purpose then, there is an element of surreslism In these guesrly coloured
landscapes, They become aesthetic encounters and synthetic pleces. An ‘othes” world kind of
quality is introduced by the pocls of light created by Bilingham's use of out of date fim slock
and long exposures, These photographs have become wealrd noctumes, not unlike Magritte's day-
night conundrums. There is even a lurking aspect of Victoran melodrama and “fairy' painting in
Bilingham's usa of dramatic colour and light.

Bilingham made these photographs of the Black Country in 2003 after a period away from his
fuome tosem. Thay differ considerably from his earfier investigations of the same place in 1997, where
the gaze Is more mundane, and executed in daylight, In the 1897 seres, the dilapidated council
hising, poody maintained roads and general atmosgharnic stupor is delivered deadpan and devold
of sentiment. The phatographic point of view is a middle distance.

By contrast, the Black Counfry nocturnes seam invested with a knowing emation, a clear anifice and
corttent, With the lapse of time, a cenain detachment offers the cppartunity of 8 closer engagement,
perhaps even a clinical appraisal of a place and set of spaces thal wers once ondinary and a part of
a life unguestioned, Mow the buildings are encounterad at closer range, almast confrontationally, The
photographar seizes the vision and controis i, As a resull these are works of a considerable authority.

Metaphorical and spatial aspects that continue from the earlier family seres and persist into the
Z00 sanes am also prevalent in this collection of urban spaces. Claustrophobia, restiessness
operating against stasis, persist in the works of Richard Bilingham whether he is insida the coungil
flat, journeying in places of escape and recreation, of returning 10 haunts of the past.

This restlessnass is particularly evident in Bilingham's video Sweep: a slow panning shot of
trees at the verge of a township, This blustery blue-black footage pushes psychological triggers






and shows Bllingham sourcing the dark romance within landscape production, Sweep s
Bilingham's most painterly landscape; and joins with works like Fishtank, Liz Smoking and
Jason Chopping where Billingham blurs the absfract qualities of moving images and allows
movement 1o create swathes and patterns,

In Sweap, the edge of the forest represents the point between cognizant and confounding space,
while Ihe bufteting qualities deflect the possibilty of antry into the ominous unknown zone, Perhaps
linking to the fairy tale paintings of the Victonan era, Bilingham registers the sense of hidden dangear
inculcated as a child,

The litte boy in Richard Bilingham's works is never far removed from the grown-up man who
has pacome an artist. The family, landscape and Z00 seres each represent different aspects of
escape and reconciliation. Bilingham's use of various technologies — the child's instamatic camera,
the grown-up's fange format camera - allow him to replay and rehearse these regressive and
progressive aspects of his subject and content.




































ANIMALS RIKKE HANSEN

....children visit the zoo, or rather, they do not simply ‘visit”, they "get taken' by their
parents or thair teachers. This taking is also giving, a handing over of knowladge from one
generation 1o the other. Il s an education which begins with the power of naming. “What is
that one called? we ask, and the child answers: ‘tiger', 'lon’, ‘gorilla’,

Anchored deep within the family fabric, the camera presents itsell as the ideal fool to
commamorate such days out, In addition, these excursions offer an opportunity for children
and adults to play with the camera, to test its possibiliies, pointing it towards living and
meving animal subjects, who, unlike humans, do not have 1o give thelr permission for the
photo 1o be taken. The intimate relationship betwesn the camera and the animal exhibit is
not, however, limited to such days out, but runs through the history of photography. In fact,
we might say that the camera has itsell grown up with animals and thus influenced our
ideas of what makes an animal, from Eadweard Muybridge's and Jules-Etienne Maray's
early ‘camera gun’ recordings of animal locomotion, to later debates surounding the uses
and abusas of animal actors in popular and avant-garde cinema.

Richard Bilingham's photo and video project 200 centres on the ves of animals in
zoological gardens around the woeld and comeas out of a two-year research perod, running
from 2004 o 2006, When shown together, the works tum the exhibition space into a
zo0 of sorts, undedining the way cultures of display are evarywhare to be found within
modem and contemporary societies, The pleces demand individual attention; howsaver,
the content of each work ‘leaks’ into the one next to it, much as one zoo display inevitably
leaks into another. Matural history divides animal beings info species and families, yet,
this Is an ordering which struggles to keep animals apart. Specles who share the same
habitat in the wild are most often divided into separate cages In the zoo In order 1o hide
A perceived brutality of nature, Monetheless, caged animals cannot escape the smell and
sounds of each other; for the lion, dinner = or rather, the small of - is around the comar in
the zebra or antelope enclosure,

In hig influential essay "Why Look at Animals?’, John Berger argues that animals have
been increasingly marginalised in capitalist sociaty, with the human gaze conditioning and
producing animal lives. What we witness in the zoo is a separation of life forms based on
scopophilic desires, Animals are the cbsarved; we am the obsarvers. Our knowledge of
them testifies 1o our power aver, but also our detachment from, the natural world, despite
the way zo0s, in their contermporary conservationist forms, attempt to hide this,

Billingham tends to position his works in the gallery in a way that reiterates the viewpoint
from which the photos or videos were originally shot, Giraffe is often projected highe,
echoing how we see these 1all animals, foroing viewers 1o tilt their heads back o watch.
The videos Pofar Bear and Lion include zoo visitors in the frame. As people pass by the
displays, we are looking at them looking. But we ame also looking at oursalves looking.
We ara not simply on the outside, gazing in on these animal ves; we are caught up in the
production of their visual appearances.

The focus on the enclosure in Billingham's work charactenises the project and we find oursahves
continusally drawn to the borders of the image, as the framing itself, as porous a5 it might be, s
browght 1o tha fore. Bear shows an animal pacing back and forth. Reaching the borders of the
scraen, the bear's snout brushes against the frame of the image and she turns and haads in
the other direction. Occasionally, she escapes the stafic camera, only to retum within seconds,
Tha video lasts six minutes and is presented as a loop. The primany locping hare, however, is
fhat of the animal's stereotypical behaviour, This is looped looping.






Z00 is mome than a deconstruction of tha hurnan gaze; animal sulfering 5 ndeed prasant
here, but only to the extent that this is what 'happens’ in a zoo. In the video Sephants,
the repetitive movernants of the animals becomea almost pleasurable to watch, ke some
strange dance, Wa might not want to enjoy this, but, as our eyes folow the rhythms of the
bodies swaying back and forth, it is difficuft not to.

The pictorial gualities of the photographs extend this emotional ambiguity, bringing out a
tansion batween cruelty and beauty as integral te each image. The sterectypical behaviour
creates pattems in time in the video works. In the photographs, these patterns are laid
out across the surface and after a while you start to see triangles. Ines and shapes. In
Orangutan and Tiger, the bars of the cage break up the image. as does the cage furniture,
Each element here is as important as any other, These pictures are not portraits: the animal
is photographed as a *figura’, attracting our gaze and undoing It at the same time.

In Goritiz the animai's face is blurred, her bedy no mone or no less in the foreground than the
enclosura itsell. Other photographs appropriate a snapshot assthetic, Here, using cheap,
disposable camarag, the artis! peels away the professional connotations of high-definition
images, The grainy quality camies other associations with it, reminding us of our own famity
snaps taken at the zoo, images which are loaded, yet Innocant and clainvoyant,

To ask the question 'what is an animal?’ is also to ask ‘what is in a name?" or 'what is
naming?'. In Judaic and Christian myths of creation, the task of naming animals falls upon
the first human. Jacques Derrida notes how the very word ‘animal’ i= dependent on &
distinction from humans. That i, the singudar term “animal® is nothing more but a rolling-into-
one of alf non-human animals through a linguistic performative which effectively sarves to
produce that which i human and, of coursa, animal.

Bilingham labels the ndividual works in a straightforward way, using the names of the
animals as titles. Thiz is not so different from a child pointing a finger at the cage, identifying
what lies behind the bars or the glass: "tiger’, "ion’, "gorilla’...
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W5« 1AP

Sanyg Bird 2005
Framed colour photograph
110.5 x 85.4 x B cm
E & 1P

Gevilln 2005

Single channed video
rstaliation

4 mins 9 sacs

173 + 24P

Saal 2006

Engle channel video
installation

7 mins 9 socs
173 + 28P

Giraftos 2005
Singla channed videa
instaliation

A ming 40 sacs

173+ 24P

Polar Bear 2005
Single channed viden
instaliation

33 mins 30 sacs
173 + 24P

Dioe 2008
Framad oolour photograph
108.5 % 126,56 ¥ 6.5 cm
145 + 1AP

Eatyy Crangutan 2006
Framed colour photograph
130,48 x 161 x 5.8 om
15 + 1AP

Girafe 2006

Framad colour

1877 x 234 6558 cm
15+ 1AP

Graffes 2006
Framed colour pholograph
1877 x 23 5 5.8cm
1/5 + 1AP
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