10 - 28 July 2012
Essay by Phe Luxford
The river is everywhere at the same time, at the source and at the mouth, at the waterfall, at the ferry, at the current, in the ocean and in the mountains, everywhere, and
that the present only exists for it, not the shadow of the past, nor the shadow of the future. – Hermann Hesse*1
O ur com prehension of tim e occurs in a slippage som ewhere between the present and passing m om ent. Always m oving forward, tim e perhaps is best felt
when we are at our m ost still, when the m om ent is allowed to unfold in slow, palpable units before us. The opportunity to witness a m om entary event with
clarity, to observe and hold onto som ething of its essence, be that the changing quality of light or the fleeting m ovem ent of a cloud, is an alm ost sublim e
encounter. It is within this flow of duration and change that the truly am biguous nature of tim e reveals itself. The intersection of the event and its recollection
constitutes the seed of artistic enquiry.
The artist is capable of m anipulating these tem poral structures. By slowing down or speeding up the trajectory of tim e the m om ent can be viewed in a state
of suspension or reverberation. From the utter stillness of Verm eer's dom estic scenes to the haunting pre-dawn activities in Georgio Di C hirico enigm atic
landscapes, painters have a unique ability to m anipulate the scenes they depict. The urban landscapes of William Br e e n reveal such a confidence,
transform ing the ordinary into the extraordinary. Having deliberately rem oved any trace of hum an life, traffic or debris from his scenes, Breen transform s the
norm ally bustling streets of inner city Melbourne into dream like landscapes of uncanny quiet. C aptured in what appears to be the near horizontal light of
early m orning, these uninhabited built environm ents take on an im m obile quality. Breen succeeds in halting the m om ent, freeing it from the urgencies and
anxieties of the everyday.
In contrast to Breen’s suspension Callum Ar no ld presents a series of m anifold im ages to explore the m em ory of a m om ent in tim e. O ften form ed through a
com posite of m ental and photographic im ages – what is felt and what is docum ented – the lasting im pression of an experience is never static. Arnold m akes
this convergent cognition explicit in his m ulti layered landscapes. Separate visions coalesce in a single scene, overlaid in a tim e sequence that appears m ore
cinem atic than painterly. The experience of looking becom es blurred, less concrete and m ore ephem eral. The fragm ented m em ory of a m om ent repeats,
hovers, and stretches within a single picture plane.
Within a vast field of sea and sky, split by a shim m ering divisional line, the changing tones of daylight form the basis of
Ke n Smit h's painting practice. Interested in the transient nature of light, Sm ith's canvases carefully docum ent the subtle variations of tone and colour that
unfold through the course of a day. As soft blues gradually slip to grey, these m inim al landscapes dem onstrate an acute awareness of the subjective
condition of perception, and the relentless certainty of change. O ften returning to the sam e site, Sm ith's paintings, when viewed as a series, offer a diaristic
account of unfolding tim e and dem onstrate how ‘colours can be used pictorially to evoke such encounters’.*2
O bservations of light and the passage of tim e also play out in the work of Nao mi Whit e . Focusing on the quality of shadows from m orning to late afternoon,
White depicts ram bling driveways, garden sheds and the kerbsides of suburbia to gauge the fleeting effects of light on the day. In m any of these works the
bleaching effect of sum m er plays off against the cool dark shade offered by trees and awnings. Dappled shadows intersect with the hyper-real rendering of
tree trunks, pebbles and leaf litter. What at first appears to be the representation of a spontaneous, alm ost inconsequential lived m om ent, a sim ple
observation on the way to the letterbox perhaps, begins to harbour a m ore intentional purpose. A poetry of the everyday unfolds; crisp and alert in a passing
m om ent.
Since the early 18th century explorers and artists have earnestly attem pted to annotate m om entary encounters with the sublim e – the sensation of awe and
hum ility that com m only arises when the individual is faced with the grandeur of nature. Car o line Ranne r s be r ge r 's practice seeks to explore the
transform ative power of such direct engagem ents with nature. Working in the rugged landscapes of the Northern Territory and Tasm ania, she states that her
practice is not so m uch about recording a m om ent in tim e as being com pletely in that m om ent, of painting the unfolding event of ‘being’ as it happens.
C om bining subtle gradations of earth with ethereal m otifs of wind and sky Rannersberger fuses the self within the landscape to capture ‘the very elem ent of
a passage of life’.*3
O bjects of antiquity are also capable of conjuring up a sense of the sublim e. Im bued with the residue of past achievem ents the artefact operates like a kind
of tim e travelling device. Having collected the dust of centuries they becom e a vehicle by which to com e closer to an epic experience of hum an endeavour.
The installations and paintings of Pe t e r Jame s Smit h exploit such readings by transform ing the antique object into som ething once again living. Standing
in the stream of tim e, his practice releases a ‘m eridian line back to the enlightenm ent’ *4 and deliberately reels objects into the contem porary m om ent. By
subtly altering the surface or context of these found objects Sm ith distils the past with a new visual language and cultural m eaning, rendering the present as
potent as the past.
With a sim ilar antiquarian concern Chr is t ine Willc o c ks invokes the work of the curator within her practice. C alling on m useological m ethods of collecting,
her objects and installations assum e the guise of the historical and replicate the archiving techniques of natural history. Her sculptural form s sit beside found
objects and annotated drawings. Together they serve to create a fictitious collection of fossilised finds. While they hold the physical appearance of the aged
and worn, their true m eaning as a collection rem ains elusive. To encounter her cabinets of curiosity is to critique the very nature of preservation, to question
what m akes som e things m eaningful and therefore of value, and others not. Subverting of the notion of preciousness allows the slightest and m ost decayed
of objects to becom e a coveted m em ento, em bedded with significant personal m eaning.
The enduring and sacred traditions of Australia's Aboriginal culture are ancient. Unlike Western notions of tim e, in which the desire for change and progress
are driving m otivations, Aboriginal artists find the logic of their practice in a grounded ability to place the self within a continuous story deeply linked to past
ancestral custom s and beliefs. C harged with the task of preserving oral and visual storytelling, the work of artists Judy Wat s o n Napangar di and Alma
Nungur r ayi Gr anit e s both speak of the im portance of tim elessness. Granites' paintings depict the creation story associated with the Seven Sisters
Dream ing. Within these stories the m ovem ent of the P leiades star system serves as a link to the creation stories of the Warlpiri wom en. Watson's com plex
and brightly coloured works depict the Napangardi and Napanangka wom en's creation story of digging sticks and the subsequent dream ing into being of her
ancestral lands. For both wom en their visual practice directly links them to the lives of those who have gone before them .
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