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ARTSPACE

Nicholas Tsoutas
[E e s e e s ]

Critical Spaces

The canon is what gets written about, collected and taught; it is self perpetuating, self jus-
tifying and arbitrary; it is the gold standard against which values of new aesthetic curren-
cies are measured. To refuse the discourse, the words of communion with the canon, in
speaking of art or in the making of it, is to court the benign violence of excommunica-
tion...Victor Burgin...Critical Spaces provides a space for open dialogue, to throw into ques-
tion how spaces generate meanings through art. Where is the culture industry grounded,
who authorises and how is art authorised, legitimised, historicised?..Critical Spaces will
examine how Artist nitiatives function politically as highly charged zones of con-
tention, resistance a Critical Spaces will analyse how those sites of exhibi-
tion and cultural er political conception of the present...how these
spaces affect | 3 and differentiate the contemporary and its
processes...reve 16 olitical, social and economic agendas in
~ ' liti ‘expre and represented in the field by mak-

ch frames and inscribes the critical curren-
ment. In these spaces institutionalised
content interrogating both the immediate
per formal logics of their authorised and
a context whereby artist run galleries
to a contemporary art space such as
Artspace itsell...Critical Spaces is predi-
logy and curatorial strategy...its multi-
of the spaces themselves in relation
.what defines space...how spaces influ-
of the work/artists and how the work
theory and what critical role do these
consumption of art...Critical Spaces
the Artist Run Initiative, provoking
objective is to realise an empow-

es developed within and by these
aking one acutely aware that
)genised ether of the general
centre of life...art...practice....dia-
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PENDULUM .
Mishka Borowski

M

. onsists of two rooms, one g

i j located in Redfern. The space c _ o
Pendulum is an f 2'?&: ?::Z%ef five meters by eight meters-with an ‘umnterrupted. w?“ on on
".‘e"l:g E:Qreni;ndows on the other. The building faces East, so‘the light flooding in is ambigny
f:g:er than direct sunlight. The walls are gyprock, immaculately white.

i ( lidate their position within the ga))
lum seeks 10 encourage emerging amst.s to conso_ P . g ery envi.
:;enn;::r: by providing an accessible venue with professional administration that affo "

: s rds them
opportunity to concentrate on their work-practice. The emphasis is on the work produceq ot t‘:e
potential sale value. 8

The artist pays a fee to exhibit at Pendulum, and for this | provide a maitout of artists, o
galleries, food and alcohol for the ‘opening’. 1 also mind the space for thy i

" . e ©8 out of fiye
ment the work for a gallery archive, print the invitations and act as an administraﬁve
artist.

During the month of the Critical Spaces
and Anne L. Rowe will take place.

ratOTS and
days, dogy,

bass 'tor lh;
a group show with Jay Balbi, Wil

artist and ‘curator’, Pagj e Yerent in artist-run-initiative of working as &

it line between remaining subjec
ful direction with an empathy o P e Practice, and providing practical and use-
inevitably rears its Wm‘z : "@“‘ :';x; artist. The question of authorship a0
Therearemany e ;
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SELENIUM

Terry Burrows
[t v S

ium began its existence in 1986 as a gallery connected
artists from the Sylvester Studio complex. It was con-

e in Critical Spaces with the gallery's
perhaps, but one which fulfils one of

ed the possibility of incorporating
f that their individual projects at
that for the month of May they

ating a thematic of ‘process’
s works in process and to
ribution, although a result of
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sive as possible in its cul
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FIRST DRAFT
Leanne Barnett Helen Hyatt Johnston

Jane Polkinghorne Sharyn Raggett Virginia Ross
_

Like most artist-run galleries, First Draft functions for the specific purpose of providing an exhibi-
tion venue which enables diversity, dialogue and experimentation, mainly through the art practice
of newer artists. Like most artist-run galleries, it is firmly based in its particular niche within the
gallery hierarchy, this position is known and understood by artists, the art audience, the gallery
system and funding bodies.

However, First Draft has an idiosyncratic history in terms of its mode of functioning-unlike many
other spaces of its kind, it experiences a kind of reconstruction every two years when it is taken
over by a new group of directors. The directorial dynamism has had a potent influence on the
construction of First Draft's curatorial policies and has denied the possibility of the gallery main-
taining any permanent or blanket curatorial position, instead promoting an ethic of diversity and
experimentation (notwithstanding that individual directorial groups might have had specific briefs
about the type of art practice they wished to give attention to). Another fact colours the way that
First Draft is perceived and functions-it has existed at three different locations in three very differ-
ent spaces. Each change of location represents some sort of conceptual shift-and the fact of
these shifts renders an understanding of First Draft in relation to one space as untenable. Instead
it functions as an idea, a notion which transcends associations with any one location or architec-
ture or ambient atmosphere. However, it is true that for each of the different spaces-Abercrombie
St Chcppendale Parramatta Road, Annandale and Chalmers Street, Surry Hills-the specific
| to the way the spaces have been conceived and used by exhibit-
location in Chalmers St, with its roller door, large aluminium
indentation in the concrete floor, seems particularly to invite
ould never have been received at previous locations,
ecificity suggests a certain transcendence inherent to
ot just about the space it functions within, it is

iction is so tied up with concepts of loca-
roject has been one which takes up, liter-
\ political concept. The relationship
space begs analysis, and it is this relation-
artists who are ‘representing’ First Draft in
ucture around the existing pylons in the
in the contemporary art space. Anne
aft-first by developing her weed work as
y obscure the Artspace entrance-and, with
from First Draft's Annandale building

s, other times.

‘May 1st, 6-8 pm) Michael Florrimell
onstructing the artists, the space and
ap tho territory of the empty art space,
Il be incorporated into the gallery’s
as epitomised by First Draft, between the
of the humidity and temperature of the
seums to maintain archival conditions)
paoe of the gallery, and reaches out, via




Artist statements

michael Florrimell
In taking on First Draft as @ space, it; identily is §onsidered — the individual or party who int
ds the evidence of .lnteractlo.n in that space, records their work in a pan?aqs
ation an artist records their activity within a space, and in icular
t? In a magazine? A slide to show as ?:,:i

where do we usé i
ion in a space? Or do we need the record of work for other reasons
the documentation we are interested in? My doa:

ence or proof 0
. ioation be enough, Of is it
ated to First Draft as a photographic recording

Would not the participation
mentation for the Critical Spaces project will be don
1st May 1995. First Draft is a space in time that has

of space and interaction which took place on
provided, for almost ten years, @ venue for the exhibition, viewing and discussion of space
and social interaction within its own history. May we see it expand over the next ten year'sm

d individuals who do not normally partici-

participation and support from artists, and also groups an

pate in art spaces.

Anne Kay

 characterised as unwanted ‘weeds'. The previous

aft. It s eaboMssuesofvisibiityald
Atkmpace.theweedscow
ne can see into and out of the
nally invasive presence,

See (Plant material & PVA)
Seeis the third in a series of works

piece was worked into the
on. of hidden histori

Poor House [pap
tric fan]. '
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Jay Balbi

Bragis after the liver apples, a caffish | once knew was an instant cure for weariness, ill temper and
failing health. It was inexhaustible, for immediately upon being placed at the table it was supplant-
ed by its alternative. The laudable bargees being none the wiser enjoyed a cheesy grin.

Anne L. Rowe

Nusquam tuta fides. (Our confidence is nowhere safe)

Robert Pulie

Untitled

Today we made almost $12000 at Admissions. Isobel was standing at the door to the gallery
towards the end of the day while we tallied the number. Zane called across the amount. The foyer
was still crowded. It had been a busy day.

“Only two thousand” asked Isobel in disgust.
“Twelve thousand”, repeated Zane.

| was on my way to the safe, just to check the float, when Isobel passed me and took most of the
cash from John's till and the money in front of Simon and headed for outside. | was too shocked to
do anything. | thought it was a reckless joke. Isobel had anticipated astute people in the crowd who
tried to bar her way. She simply bought them over by handing out one hundred dollar and fifty dol
lar bills. Those who wouldn't accept the bribe were pushed aside by other eager for the money.

By the time Isobel mum bul!ding. she was empty-handed and running and laughing and
everyone else remained pr g ndvely into each other's eyes, and clutching their cash.

Mark Brown

\lewhere between the museum and the
'd spaces, condition or unconditioned, is
in this invisible process.

 displays visible archeological, archi-

‘enclosure in dissolve, a plenum or
and ideological synapses. In this zone

Olga Cironis

% '*‘l icality is il dle irresistible, an atavistic desire to run your finger

ure hits you. The fine red velvet seduces
urprise. But, oh, the desire to feel the pres-
arm. You regress to your own private plea-
it red-handed.

between object and performance, by seducing
5 at first to be a self-contained art work. With
s to unfold, as the ‘viewer’ becomes complicit,




betraying his or her own desires and taboos. The ambiguity of the work js carri

: 64 furhe
i iati of interaction: s it f by

adictory associations of the object and the manner of int ot e
:;no;t?r a stez frame covered in foam? Is the touch a \'nolatuon? an embrac:;?: Child? g, by
assessment of the object’s construction? Is the ‘viewer' now the ‘performer’ NOW the m%
him or herself? bt

Her sculptures try to rise above objectification by actively encouraging the ‘viewey o .
betweenp desire and consummation. In erasing the distance between him or hersejs wﬁh_lm
the voyeur becomes part of the spectacle. Objecy.

Jacqueline Millner

Joanne Linsdell

Patch

She told me, when she was in primary school'a long time ago, to learn sewing she was given 5
needle and thread and a patch of gingham fabric.

This patch was to be used for tacking stitch practice.

They would sew following the pattern of the fabric.

If they managed to do this neatly they would then be allowed to do a running stitch through the
tacking stitch.

That was their reward.

Kim _McClintock

Mother Tongue

| am interested in narrative through an account of the body as subjective exper
tive is not prescribed, but developed and implied through my workiny ) pr
ity e | RS

| seek connections, feeling in the unknown sp:

sonal-female expression of culture, se;
ence of sculpture | attempt to position tt
nence of form and the fluidity of ide

"... bodies, cannot be adequately
simple way; they are not only ir

but are the products, the direct e
ply that the body is represented |
gencies while it remains basically
a derterminate type.” :

Elizabeth Grosz
Volatile Bodies 1994




ture and with the sculptural, have been set aside in favour of the synthetic in The tie that binds. In
fact all the frayed edges and loose threads of his previous work have been transformed into a
more palatable commodity — a spherical exo-skeleton of extruded plastic which has been moulded
over rope poses as an ‘artwork’ and a vinyl covered sofa upon which to contemplate this artwork.

The shift in materials also marks a shift in focus from that of artistic production to artistic consump-
tion. The tie that binds questions the exhibition and consumption of art, it is critical of its place and
the space it occupies.

The installation comprises the very arena in which it is contained, the site of sign production
enframed within the site of sign production — that is, given that the (alternative) gallery is in the
arena in which the production of those signs is enacted.

Gianna Santone
Brett Smith
Adriana Korkosova

When is a puppet not a puppet and not a sculpture? By placing a marionette into the context of a
gallery, its original purpose is transformed and it attains attributes that are of a higher conceptual
nature than those originally intended. ‘High art’ operates at a level beyond the physical or repre-
sentational attributes of any given object. Objects are no longer representations of reality but
become multi-layered metaphors in a new language of art. When ‘high art’ is the subject matter of
‘high art’, the complexities and potential paradoxes can illicit an interesting response from both an
informed and uninformed audience.

With my piece Twins | am attempting to present the viewer with a multi-layered work that exposes
the internal working of art itself At the lowest level there are a collection of objects that can be

seen as toys for childr are two copies or twins of each object, one is destined for the high
life and its sibling i th tow lite. We are next confronted with the inequity of the pre-
sentation of the ns, al and accessible to the viewer physically and intellectu-
ally, and the @ C and in a sense out of the reach of mortals. Yet

into different contexts. This dichotomy can
on the viewers' past experiences and
level the piece itself can be seen as a
use the language defined in these
eX expressions.

David Challinor,
m Bill Kehajias

w early teens. Our work doesn't
it is suitable material to be shown in
express ourselves and present our

 s/he may be stalked, harassed,
es in a practice that is regarded as
encies are given free reign to inflict
. every day. Likewise, state and federal
whole ecosystems in order to fulfil their
g ot train s/he is portrayed as a crimk
exist for short periods of time until it is
d as ‘high art’ or not is irrelevant, it will contin-
ining of recorded human history.




Ann Morrison

Artists - In Space

his text addresses the implications of the role of the artist within a threefold process of
l involvement within the artist-run initiative, Selenium. Firstly, it considers the process, pro-
duction and impact for the artist in administering this venue. Secondly, for the artist as an

entail operating within a group format. And thirdly,
cts as an individual, within a collab-

intersection of points of crit-
the works of the

individual addressing the site which r
for the artist involved in the Seleni
orative response to a material and v the int
ical engagement. | will then dis

selected artists and their spe
and installation. _

To elaborate, the artist
needs leaving less tim
initiative with a numb.
artists own profes
process of running £
streamlined to oper
art practice needs
administering
continue his
suit all of the

For the sel




to address the immediate physicality, as opposed to the remembered impression of the site.
Installation work encompasses and commands the entire space and in that it also requires that the
artist respond to (and eventually the audience experience) ‘non-exhibited’ features such as pres-
ence, scale and the architectural implications of the site. Whether a group functions as a unity or
as a set of disparate entities in Selenium is arbitrary, although a loose association to enable the
smooth organisation of the program becomes a necessity as the more pragmatic details require
interaction and negotiation. Some form of aesthetic, thematic or political coherence is the norm
but not necessity with project or group programs which run the space over a period of two or three
months. Once selected Selenium does not interfere within these processes but may suggest
examples of other groups solutions and practical facilities and operations previously employed or

available within the Selenium network.

1 A different approach was configured to the Critical Spaces project by Selenium with process set as
a thematic and the photographer, Heidrun Lohr, separate from the selected group Echo, invited to
participate in the project to consolidate an exploration of the artists’ process in an interpretive doc-
umentation. Echo’s brief, not to start a new project, rather to ‘stretch’ their original process and to
adapt the possibilities emerging from that process to incorporate the new site and the emerging
discussion related to the situatedness of that site and the attendant process. Via round-table dis-
cussion this has evolved into a more strategically team approach on both pragmatic and conceptu-
al levels most notably with the group exhibition at Selenium which runs concurrently with the exhi-
bition Critical Spaces. Here each of the artists simulates a column (an echo of the Artspace site)
signalling the altered implications for their process in adapting the original intention of their initial
Selenium proposal to incorporate not only another site but another larger project that involves the
interests of many. This ‘many’ includes other artists, other artist-run initiatives, other writers and
speakers, documentation and a publication within a discussion of the place ARI’s take and make

within Sydney for contemporary Works. The landscape is altered by the very existence
of these works, erating in a pragmatic response to this need and then the project
itself acting rtance of this phenomenon in an Artspace initiated event.

paces exhibition as the ‘show and tell’, reading as a
is is deceptive as it is not the policy of Selenium to
d art’. Selenium does not promote any particular
\d then selecting the strong and the proba-
-apply for funding for initiated specific pro-
ed to exhibit at this time.
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r it be for their density and weight or the
 physicality, with a coincidental repetition

Yo ul

rena because all sculpture in one sense
-and by the necessity of negotiating its
to the body of the spectator. The fact of

' seeing it, of experiencing it. The body
n of reciprocity, the sense of scale is
1 of object and illusion in a rejection
butor of meaning. The spectator per-



es of reality, primary elements, factual fragmen
in a manner that does not attempt to transcend the every day b::
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invites thoseé a§oa§d iates and oscillates between the simplicity of origin and a plurality of exper;
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: disrupting exp ; A
ence and mterpre:;"’"v P acquires two separate meanlng§. The signifier acquires a ney
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Linsdell's work most specifically addresses tpe arc impl ite. Her
:?:é‘:ses accesses the site as the origin of the work, dictating the possibilities of what can and can-
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al the structures utilised within the process as the reason for
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being of the final product and reflect her sensibility to a sense of self, of belonging, of body in

response to mass.
of four's works but with Olga Cironis, Wayne

The absurd aspect resonates in all of this gang

Snowdon and Kim McClintock the eros is undeniable. Their works do not investigate the formal
aspects of space as much as it's signifiers in a general process of encoding.

Wayne Snowdon’s work looks at the fallibility of our understandings of matter as solid, as stable,
and the reality of illusion in shaping the simulac of our understandings of the world in a culture
that privileges the visible. His wipe-me down re omer slippery sex seat sits in
absurd sci-fi contradiction to the k ' ing air-filled fraud of
mass operating as a simulation of .

Enticed by the sensuous
velvet elephant finds t
‘sacred’ orifices of the
down that long curva
spectators performing
With Kim MCC“ 1 (e 2
useless these d
matrix of thoug!

world by using actual piec
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Kit Messham-Muir

Critical Dys-course

continuously challenged
an essentially aesthet-
al discourse. Clearly, criti-
s interesting while it is ani-
 becomes closed and stat-
nt things. Moreover, the
question. Almost invarj-

els that animate the discourse,
al engagement entails evalua-
a degree of metacriticism, an
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being explicit about values being employed so that an audience can, in turn, engage with them_
n

: iticism must come from either an objective or a subjective position. |
Itis oﬂg"h?v?e‘\'::dt:iha? fg: criticism to have common value to a discourse, it must come from a
conten 'ithin the context of the discourse. On the objective model, the task of the critic is to
pz:?"f,’g critical distance, and assess work according to static, supposedly neutral criteria. This
?nod'iu is incapable of understanding the morphic character of contemporary art. .Cor}vers ely, with
subjective view, a critic is to act as a translator for. the ams't, as though the reylew is the literary
equivalent of the artwork. This assumes that the discourse IS amorphous, that it has no common
values, only interesting but unrelated contrasts. Both these models fail to address the shared criti-
cal interests, histories and traditions, which are the_ curren_cy of gont.emporary art. 1 would like to
argue that criticism, to be relevant, needs to situate itself within this discourse of shared meanings.

Contemporary art's discourse is not simply an exchangg of fir'e between the pole's.of artist and crit-
ic. The discourse is far more complex, and the relationship between its participants are much
more diverse: critical discussions are just as likely to take place amongst art students over coffee.
Nevertheless, the gallery circuit and art reviews are commonly regarded as the principle sites
where audiences engage in the discourse. These critical spaces significantly mould the conditions
within which art is produced and engaged.

Compared to fifteen years ago, Sydney's critical print now has a fairly strong infrastructure of
newspaper reviews, and national and international magazines. In the very first issue of Art & Text,
in 1981, Paul Taylor’s editorial comment expressed his frustration with the critical paucity of most
of the art reviewers of that time. For instance, Taylor noted “such list-makers attribute artistic suc-
cess by listing the number of exhibitions an artist has had...or by noting the number of works sold
in a show. Properly speaking, such writing is barely criticism at all"1.

It is hard to tell whether we now have a greater level of critical engagement in art reviews. There

are many more venues for art reviews, ostensibly opening up the flow of critical discourse.

However, with greater opportunities for to be written about, the critical value of reviews is

publicity. The editorial endorsement that is stamped

e than any paid advertising space. In the

which egos and power cliques trade.

to write their review. The result-

ith the shining advocacy of a cat-

_critical engagement, but, in
criticality.

onto a favourable review is i
Sydney artworld, reviews
Hence, it is not uncomm

Power cliques mining role in the life of
Sydney’s cc ‘milieu in which cliques
could bear | in terms of finance or

press assure that many
few writers immersed
‘while remaining critical
/ and bitchery, deter-

to its discourse,
d by the reaction
in Agenda, this
perceived that by
ly that Butler did




: temporary art’s renegade, ready to cut through the politi i
: 32?2:"5:2;0 :‘,,mczl e;);ball. McDonald's contempt f : el it
wit
°°"'°.m,':: contemporary art ("Duchamp was the start of ajl th
dij‘da"‘ say in his defence’d) mixed with the zealousness of an evangelica| visio
wlgt) tos descend from a lineage of connoisseur taste-masters, from Fuller a
W"::‘rgl to their writings is the philosophically modernist notion that ail ary can
| S:jectivew judged against a universal template of excellence. Thus, truly gr
, enius masters, and the best a mere mortal caq hope to achieve, is a close a
%eal. Accordingly, artists who diverge from this prescribed task are deeme
and their work to have missed th.e pouqt. Th!s IS McDonald's greatest critici
art:that it falls to measure up against this particular criteria,

nothing | would
nary. McDonald's
nd Kenneth Clark
be empirically and
eat art is made by
Pproximation of this
d to be impertinent,
sm of contemporary

tal and important, while

al”5. It is against the universal template of
excellence, privy to McDonald's eye, that some work is “self-evidently bad". McDonald's verdicts

ith, or interrogate, the evaluation. With no room'
for negotiation, McDonald leaves readers the option either to accept his silent thumbs-down, or
dismiss him aftogether. It is not discourse, but monologue,

10 question the value of McDonald's criticism to this particular discourse. This
© not with contemporary art. Indeed, criticism made with no par-

@ can be very generative. Rather, it is that with McDonald’s criti-
there are two incommensurate discourses operating”.6

SPecific to contemporary art that his criteria and expec-
& yardstick in a metric world.

of the major factors which form critical condi-
Critical Spaces project, this critical context is
The relation of the ARI circuit to
ON to other gailery institutions. It
commercial galleries in the 1980s,
--marginalised, ARIs ran as a sub-
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ing to placate funding bodies.

The fact that ARIs are artist-run makes them a unique kind of critical institution. An AR] s often
directed and run by a small group of like-minded artists with a definite, focussed notion of what
their gallery represents. In addition to their curatorial autonomy, ARls are free to adopt criticaj
agendas based on the particular interests of the directors. Representing just four of Sydney's
many ARIs, Critical Spaces demonstrates that each gallery proposes different forms of practice

Each holds a position in relation to the others: one gallery would seem to agree more with the
propositions of some galleries, and more vehemently oppose others. Their independence allows
them to declare their interests more readily. For instance, Mishka Borowski is the sole director of
Pendulum, so the gallery’s agenda parallels her concerns as an artist with a kind of materiaj poet-

ics. The works of the four artists which Pendulum represents in this project seem to take this as

their main tenet. Combined with the selection of artists, the work produced often corresponds to

the director's concerns.

As a consequence of their focussed agendas, ARIs characteristically have not been compelled to
exhibit a broad representation of concerns. This narrowness could be seen as being negative.
Indeed, in the case of an institution which is required to present a survey of artistic heterogeneity,
such as the Art Gallery of New South Wales, this would amount to cultural fascism. But for ARIs,
this is their most important characteristic. The current boom-time for ARIs means that there are
now many galleries, with significantly different agendas. The sum of their focussed programs cre-
ates the potential for a broadly polyvalent discourse.

I have argued that criticality is a vital element of contemporary art, and that an animated, interest-
ing, discourse depends on it. Much of our critical press fails to provide effective criticality. In
Sydney, there is a need for greater criticality in both reviews and the gallery circuit. The diversity
of the ARI circuit goes some way towards creating a much needed critical space.

1 Paul Taylor, “Editorial:

, Autumn 1981, p. 5-11.
p.9-12.
' y, April 15 1995, p. Spectrum

4 Peter ! ” 1 ainters: 23X ns on British Art , 1993,

P. Spectrum 13A.
's The Australian
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While the identity of ARIs may be determined by the interaf:tion of a variety of discourses--inolud-
ing exhibiting artists, individual directors, audience, location, level or existence of funding—the
impact of criticism on that identity has rarely been subjegt.tq much scrutiny. What happens at the
point where those two fraught discourses, around art cntyc:sm and ARIs, meet? fiti-
cism forge the i ity of a icular ARI 112 ? That today ARIs bear more
of the stigma than the proud banner of marginality, that an qxhubnlon there is more often seen as
CV material, a dry run for the “real” galleries, than as an end in nsglf: is this partly a result of a lack
of engagement by our critical establishment? That reviews of this work are not that common, or
often written, at least in the journals, by less experienced writers, often friends of the artist- does
this perpetuate a circumspection which could well engender mediocrity? How might a more
thoughtful, committed and frank critical practice go to change the character of ARIs?

The raison d'etre of most ARIs is accessibility, “to seek a wide range of curatorial policies and pro-
posals for exhibitions and events; to stimulate the development and presentation of a variety of
artworks™ as set out in First Draft's constitution for example. First Draft advertises for proposals
and ends up accepting roughly between 50% and 75% of these. While the directors look for quali-
ty of concept and execution, their curatorial policy aims at diversity and inclusiveness. In a gallery
program, diversity in media, aesthetic properties and inevitably in artistic impact can often be read
negatively by critics as inconsistency and irritating incoherence. On the other hand, consistency is
seen to design a signature for an ARI, to render the space a definable entity which the critic can
grasp easily. The praise Sydney critic Felicity Fenner had for one ARI precisely for its consisten-
Cy1 suggests that severely limiting the range of work and artists exhibited can be a real winner.

The qualities of the ARI itself, especially the space, can also be implicated in this impression of
iresoluteness, as with Fenner's disparaging reference to First Draft's rear gallery as "the dark
(qamp]... cement cell2. To sleight an ARI space for lack of finish is missing the point entirely.
Since their inception most ARIs have welcomed the physical transformation of their spaces, and
resisted the temptation to 3ciou: ose often hand-rendered and self-gyprocked
cleanliness, elegant presentation, profes-
8 that they] differ from what they are
nd more down-market"3 might ring
ficity, remain great assets to
Sproul’s original proposal for
Sproul herself inside the per-
estrictions by the trustees
from the ethereal atmos-
redolence of First Draft's
t Project are palpable
mercial white cube with

appears, believe that a
perception of being a
res on critical kudos.



sistency and shoddiness appea:_ to alienate some critics, What

their OWR terms? On the rare occasion that works exhibited in an g
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rather, it is to lament the paucity of high profile writing in thi uch a presenctenr?ﬂgcrh'tng:le'
set a climate of qitlcal iNquiry so as to avoid the tendency either towards simple mutual self-proi-)
motion—"you write ab.out me and give me profile™, “I write about You and give myself profile”—or
self-indulgent wallow in mediocrity. .

critical appraisal of AR work? It seems the critical establishment waits for

nent of public institutions before crediting the work of new artists. Once Artspace
TisK, only then is the work worthy of comment, only then has it achieved
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Could the lack of critical engagement with work by emerging artists betra-y a larger problem with
critical writing about the visual arts in general? Now, there’s a hoary old issue. Back in the 70s,
the publisher of the short-lived Art-Network, Peter Thorn, railed ag_am's_t.Art & Australia for being
“complicit in promoting a fear of criticism” and “unwilling to engage in critical debatg'. “By exclud-
ing polemical texts, by excluding whole sections qf the art community [Ar”t & Australia had] fostered
a twenty year history of non-interrogative art criticism and critical neglect™.8

Art & Australia is probably an easy target. Perhaps that non-interrogative and exclusive history
lives on in our self-avowed cutting-edge journals. How much of the writing there is more documen-
tary and descriptive, rather than analytical and evaluative, how much a lip service to current theo-
retical issues rather than a critical exploration of them in terms of work being produced and exhibit-
ed? Sometimes, this rarefied atmosphere can render the critic blind to, or worse, intolerant of,
work which does not seek to locate itself according to theoretical rubrics with which the critic is
familiar. Purely descriptive writing also does little to add grist to the mill of aspiring artists.

No doubt, the pendulum has been slowly swinging away from critical writing stultified by the termi-
nal self-reflexivity of poststructuralist theory and its concern with the impossibility of authorship, to
a more meaningful approach better grounded in the materiality of the art object. The challenge
that must be tackled is to bring theory to bear in a practical way on understanding both art works
and thé minutiae of everyday life in general, or as Rex Butler urges, art criticism should concern
itself with how to make the work of art “do something, how to make it introduce a kind of difference
into the way we live and think”.9

By putting theory to the use-value test, critics are much less likely to be cowed into complicity with
work which says absolutely nothing to them. Moreover, they may see the value of putting their
opinions to a wider public, be initiates of artspeak. Having a broader repertoire from
which | w in writing abou the temptation to bring that readymade analyti-
' These developments may go to facilitate greater criti-

work. Thankfully for ARIs, the debate over art criti-
‘. _I..r ]!
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ut whatever the gallery may lack in financial and criti
: : : c ;
diversity and scale of its activities. fitical recognition, j

has easily made U
allery organized twenty-Six exhibitions, five music and art performanc
lectures, three workshops and an eastern states lecture tour by two i'e:s botl_w on-
udget of about $40,000. These activities included a tour of local ae?ct,ernauQnal
tival and Carnivale curated by Street Lev:ﬁls Z’,"sts
Irec-

p bands for the Sydney Fes
k gigs at Street Level organized by music coodi
na-

tor, Con Gouriotis, and all-ages hiphop and pun
dinator David Cranswick also organized one of Tricl
ops

tor Evonne Borg. Special projects COOr
international’s first public performances, “Molten Godhead”, opposite the new casino si

Pyrmont, which was featured on SBSTV's “Imagine”. The gallery also provided facilities tos'\tz at
Ryde Community Access Centre, working with disabled people, and continues to aSSis: | est
aerosol artists in securing funding for materials, as well as legitimate sites to produce their w(;c,: |

through the suburban Wall Project.
what has been called youth and community arts and fine art

Street Level bridges the gap between
or in a more traditional vein, between wow” and “high” culture. The three components of Street
» «Twins”, and “Silent Invasion” are represen-

Level’s contribution to Critical Spaces, “Wave Action”,
tative of the diversity which the gallery seeks to embrace.

But this is just the public fa initiative. Although Street Level has managed to

maintain an extraordinary level of activity over the years, it has been doing so within the context of
minimal finances and a huge amount of volunteer work. Consequently, it would seem instructive
scenes and take a look at some of the broader issues surrounding the basic

to step behind the

administration and financing of such a contemporary art space.

in the same way that other areas of social service and public expenditure have been softened up

for funding cuts by the econocrats of the New Right, the premise that cultural organizations should

seek to lessen the fiscal burden on governments by seeking corporate or business sponsorship
But the reasoning which seeks to

has. been used to rationalize smaller and smaller arts budgets.
justify this situation is flawed from two perspectives. Firstly, it assumes that ans organizations
e that the government no longer deems is its

should gakg responsibility for generating revenu
resp9nsnbuhty to supply, argd secondly, it assumes that reduced government expenditure in cuitural
activity can be offset by private sponsorship in an unproblematic way.
To accept this. premise is to accept that the government is acting justly when it continues to reduce
public expenditure on aspects of the economy that capital never has had any interest in maintain-
;r:,g: In fact, in the case of many forms of culturs ‘expression, business and industry does see itin
in::re;:tierelg ;9 n;zrgmaﬁze or silence orms which question their legitimacy. Hence the
i anngd!;h iased and U Ppo erades as public debate in the mass
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iderations of the intrinsic value of promoting cultural diversity.
ethical 01

. t erosion of democratic ideals and the public sphere by the so-call
yet desple_m-: v;.gnuﬁanseem that the cynicism of postmodern discourse towar)és political :t?u';rgel:
eleers od any resistance to these incursions virtually mute. Nevertheless, the significance of
nde;s for arts organizations in Australia ig clear. State and Federal Governments will focus
tren enditure on activity with a high public profile and those areas seen as having a com.
ouburl ential; the rest will get the crumbs, and that may or may not include ARI's

mercial pot _ _
according 10 @ recent survey published in Artswest, although Western Sydney contains 42% of

ney's population, it is oqu recpiving about 11°/? of sgate anq federal arts funding allocated to
whole of Sydney. This is obviously a grossly inequitable situation and one that needs to be
jooked at carefully by funding bodies. I_f we look at Street Level's record, however, the gallery
to be doing better than these hgurgs would seem to indicate. For example, of twelve
grants applied for last year, Street Leve! regewed fqur, whnch amounted to about two-thirds of the
gallery's running costs. But although this hn.t-and-rmss ratio is roughly the same as the proportion
of grants given out by the Australia Council relative to the number of applications they receive,
each of these grants takes at least one week fpr one person to prepare. In some cases, they take
up 1o four or five weeks of pfeparation. Even if we take the minimum Preparation time for a single
grant as an indicator, this still am9un.ts to about.three and a half months work for one person, just
to prepare grant applications! This gives some idea of the amount of work involved in maintaining
an ARl like Street Level.

A growing awareness of these political realities by Street Level board members has necessitated
the development of a range of strategies which attempt to alleviate the detrimental effects of such
trends. Primarily, it has necessitated a focus on strengthening the gallery's ties with local govern-
ment and other regional cultural organizations and galleries.

For example, Street Level has been developing a close relationship with Liverpool Council and
Casula Powerhouse over the last couple of years. Liverpool Council helped finance the Survival
Research Laboratories Workshop and Lecture Tour, and Casula Powerhouse hosted the opening
for the tour, which featured a performance by Triclops International in what was then an unfinished
site, as well as an Australian premiere of Leslie Gladsjo's documentation of SRL's latest San
ow, “A Forecast of Ultimate Doom: Sickening Episodes of Widespread

d by Sensations of Pleasurable Excitement”. Liverpool Council's Cultural

, was also a speaker at The Mutating City forum which con-
laborative projects are still being developed, including plans
nan artists working with new technologies. This is intend-
aimed at educating young people in Western Sydney about

h Blacktown Council in terms of negotiating a potential
as the gallery's current site has been for sale forthe
longer secure. Street Level board members David
h architects from the Ecodesign Network based at
Is in ecologically sustainable design techniques, to
design of an eco-artspace for Street Level. Part of
s that the new space should be a landmark building
ation, building materials, design and construction
work with local community groups, schools and indi-
ruction of the building.

he Best” since the middie of last year, a joint market-
' orative, First Draft, Artspace, the Performance
Part of this initiative includes the Artbus, which
nber of different galleries every Saturday. Street
the Survival Research Laboratories Workshop, and
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included an impromptu performance by Rod Nash of one of his walking machines insjde th
@ back-

space of the gallery.

se of this year, the backspace of the gallery has been r

bers have decided to make the gallery Spaoee:;;zte'?‘ ::‘dde°mned for
ftists having to pay to exhibit their work. Street L:eVel is a:l‘o combat
the Internet, courtesy of the University of Western Sydney and Westnet COmmumfo now on
Electronic Network, which is based at Tri Community Exchange in Penrith. The gauy Access
newsletter posted on WESTNET, and hopes to expand its presence in cyberspace ove,eg eh;sma

ing months.

Given the demands 0
ing to maintain an inco
thing to voluntarily take
but it is an even greate
gained in understanding t

Over the cour
exhibitions, and board mem

the continuing trend towards a

n volunteer staff which such a busy schedule entails, the exigencies of h

me for individual staff members can create considerable problems. It is -
ime out of waged work 1o pursue your own work and not to get i)aid t;n;
¢ sacrifice to do it on another's behalf. Although valuable expertise is'
he processes of curatorial and administrative organization, it's not always

clear whether this will translate into paid employment, especially when voluntary involvement ma

extend over a period of years. As Anne Morrison has pointed out, these demands on the panicz
pants’ time serves to reduce the amount of time spent on pursuing your own creative practice
This can be particularly frustrating when all of your efforts for years at a time are spent just "ying.
to maintain the gallery's basic functions and the finances to keep everything going. It's no wonder
then that people suffer from burnout after a fairly short time and abandon their involvement when
the workload becomes overwhelming, or financial and other external exigencies overrule.

It is an indictment of the current funding arrangements that an artists-run-initiative like Street Level
has operated successfully for seven years, but still has no guaranteed funding to maintain its exis-

tence. It is even more disturbing that so much unpaid labour should be involved to provide what

can be seen as essential services for sustaining cultural activity in the West. Without Street Level

to serve it, thig diversity of practice would have great difficulty in finding expression. Surely it
should be possible for smaller arts :ganizauons that have been in existence for a certain amount
of time and have sustained 2 cert in level of activity to get guaranteed funding at a reasonable

Jevel relative to their ver. s
Street Level has p the cultural development of Western Sydney, and is
and committed organization. If the gallery

and that activity, then it is going to have
it is currently operating.

) space going, there is only
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Critical Spaces Artspace Program

FIRST DRAFT

Anne Kay .
terial & PVA] and Poor House [paper cast fireplace

See [plant ma
(middle room First Draft [West], Annandale), cast timber, electric fan).

Bruce McCalmont

untitled
Computer imagery assistance. Michael Bognak

Mark Brown
Gap Junction Plenum

s PENDULUM 5= eIt

William Gruner :
GT designed by Jay Balbi, GT designed by Robert Pulie,

GT designed by Anne L. Rowe

Jay Balbi
Cat Proverbs

Robert Pulie

untitled

Adriana Korkosova
Twins ' " i
Sharline Bezzina, Dz allinor, Tim De Haan & Bill Kehajias
Wave Action y s, -
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critical Spaces Artist Run Initiative Program

FIRST DRAFT

: Michael Florrimel)
First Draft Interaction documentation archive

Mark Brown
Gap Junction Plenum

Olga Cironis

Joanne Linsdell

? Kim McClintock
| Wayne Snowdon
Echo

Heidrun Lohr
Echo Projections

PENDULUM

William Gruner

Rupture
Terra-Sublimus

Ornament 2
s Smoke There Is Fire...(in the House Of New Theory)

i, William Gruner, Robert Pulie, and Anne L. Rowe
e Drawings

] ‘Alucinor’ A short film by Anne L. Rowe
Scree lng at 6pm Friday 12th May and Friday 26th May

STREET LEVEL

Adriana Korkosova
Silent invasion
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