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A CONCEPT □F PREP□55E551□N1 

Prepossmion is an exhibition about a condition: che stare of being 
pre-occupied or pre-possessed. Specifically, it considers how 
chis condition arises in disputed rerrirorics, where a history of 
dispossession and trauma continues co haunt rhe present. Ir focuses 
on human experience: on whar it is like to live with a haunting 
presence or preoccupation. But above all, Prepossession makes an 
argumenr about art. Ir proposes rhar by exploring the manner 
in which we inhabit and experience spaces and places, visual arc 
makes a particular kind of concriburion co rhe srudy of culture and 
politics. 

If the works in Prepossession can be characterised as 'political', they 
exemplify a shift in the register of political art from rhe didacric 
to the experiential, sensory and alTecrivc. Far from propagating a 
message in the manner of didactic imagery, these works incline 
coward rhc expressive in rhe way rhac rhey play on a certain affective 
quality of space and objects co evoke modes of subjective experience: 
of loss, trauma or of a past chat continues ro haunt rhe present. Yet, 
at the same time, chey resist any kind of personalisation of history. 
The affect embodied in the desolate landscapes and environments of 
Willie Doheny, William Kenrridge and Jo RacdifTc is noc expressed 
by an individual. nor is ic representative of a particular experience. 
Such affccr is very often a property of the space constituted by the 
image, and thus a means of exploring the relationship of subject to 
ground: the experience of inhabiting space. 

Doherty has evoked the traumatising space - the place in which fear 
and ocher negative affects arise and attach themselves ro subjecrs 
- in works such as The Only Good One is 11 Dead One ( 1993). where 
the human figure is an absent presence, evoked but 1101 seen. No11-

Specific Threat reverses chc terms of this same chemaric, focusing 
imendy on che figure haunced by a threatening presence in the 
surrounding place. This time, it is the environment beyond che 
subject's immediate body space that is the absent core of the image, 
which remains concerned with the idea of enduring inhabitation. 

Doherty's work is both "Non-Specific" and specific. That is, it deals 
wich a general condition; a condition that arises out of a specific 
sec of social and political circumstances. pertaining co Northern 
Ireland. Similarly, Kermidgc's Felix in Exile evokes the psycho-social 
history of a particular place through the play of characters 'in exile' 

and bodies that literally haunt the landscape of die East Rand, the 
desolate mining country outside Johannesburg, in which there arc 
few tangible markers of past violence. His work, like Jo Racdiffe's, 
is 'post-apartheid' in its direct concern with che psychology of 
transition, and rhe question of how one inhabics a terrain char has 
witnessed the barbaric excesses of the apartheid regime. Their work 
docs not simply uncover che rrue stories of pasc inhabitants; it is 
neither reconsrruccive nor historical in chis regard. Indeed, ic resists 
the notion chat art can serve as a simple corrective by unveiling rhe 
truth, opting instead co con from the more difficult question of the 
limitations of vision. 

Racdiffe's Vlnkplnas: 2 June 1999 (Drive-by-Shooting) is exactly 
about the failure of the image, and of me place itself, to signify. 
Vlakplaas is a former South African government secret Death Squad 
training facility - a place with murderous associations that is now 
a furm garden. Noching registers its past in the images Racdiffc 
captures in a literal 'drive-by' shooting with a disposable camera. 
Vlakplaas is, of course, emblcmacic of che horror of apartheid, and 
hence, of the limits of signification. It denotes a horror that can 
never rruly be apprehended or undcrsrnod, even as ic is revealed in 
chc Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings. And ir is chis 
unknowability chat makes it a haunting image: haunting in Maurice 
Blanchot's sense when he says, "Whar haunts is the inaccessible 
which one cannot rid oneself of, what one docs not find and what, 
because of chat, does not ailow one to avoid ic. The ungraspable is 
what one docs nor escape".2 In chis regard, the exhibition explores
the tension between the battle to grasp, understand or possess, and 
the sense of being inescapably possessed. 

In many ways, the 'horror' signifiers of Australia's colonial history 
operate in a similar register. The truth of the Srolcn Generations 
of Aboriginal children removed from their parents has now passed 
inco official history and is publicly lamented and widely represented 
(notwithstanding the incvirnble 'deniers'), and Australian law now 
acknowledges the Aboriginal Land Rights claim; that is, a form of 
pre- [prior] possession.' Tracey MofTau's Up /11 The Sky references 
rhis history in a kind of expansive allegory, sec in a cinema-inspired, 
mythic Australian outback. This surreal, but palpably Australian, 
backdrop is populated by a series of dramatic actors: rednecks and 
Aborigines; a mother and baby; a spooky posse of nuns. These 
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overdetermined symbols have no specific meaning; although 
Moffan's photographic series seems to cell a story, ir is impossible w 
make sense of 1he narrarivc. The black-draped nuns taking possession 
of a baby certainly conjure che Stolen Generations, but they arc 
invented ard1e1ypes, generic spec1res haunting the landscape. 

In Destiny Deacon's video Oller d-fanre, a funny. understated 
suburban backyard drama, such significrs emerge in the mos1 
subtle. eminently missable form: a looped cord, reminiscen.t of a 
noose, dangling nt:xt lO a black doll. If Darrt:11 Siwcs imagery of 
haunring denotes an incontrovertible presence in che landscape or 
urban environment, this is the kind of poignant detail (an echo of 
deaths in cusrody to a local audience) chat is submerged - ofren 
invisible - wichin chc benign domestic environment. 

This is, of course, che poinr. We do nor live in the past, buc in a 
present space that hear� thc marks (indclible and ephemeral, visible 
and invisible) of its history. As much as we occupy places, they 
have the capacity w pre-occupy us. Yee as Deacon in particular 
demonstrates, preoccupation as an everyday condiiion docs not 
imply a melancholic or humourless disposition. 

In invoking this phenomenon of prepossession (earlier possession/ 
ghostly possession), tht:se works do not look back al hi�tory, or 
aucmpt any rcvisionisr narrarivc - nor do d1cy rcpear die cliches 
of trauma and angst in art. They arc, rather, active intervention� 
into a cultural poli1ics - a regional politics, bu1 also a glob:11 one 
in as much as they consritute an aesthetic of the political that is 
generalisable, and potentially iransnational. 

One aim of this projt:ct is w nplore the na1ure of the links 
between these works from Northern Ireland, Australia and South 
Africa, three utterly distinct locations. lmerna1ional exhibitions 
always have potential co reveal new and unexpected poims of 
resonance, although formal echoes and thematic overlap� can, 
of course, gloss over significanr culrnml difference. Mt1giciem de 
!t1 rcrre (Paris, 1989). the first major international exhibition [O
include comemporary arr from radically diverse culrures, iniciaced
a vigorous debate on che problems of promoting panculturalism
on the basis of acs1hetic resonance alone, alerting curacors ro che 
dangers of reading coo much inro incidenral similarities. In du; liglH 
of such debate, it would be spurious co posit superficial connections
between the experience of Reconciliation in South Africa and 
Au.,tralia, or hc1ween the na1ure of race reb1ions in South Africa 
or Australia and sectarian violence in Northern Ireland. Bm on the

4 

other hand, there has been no serious consideration of resonating 
approaches w 1hc political per ,t:. Amid.st all the politicised rhccoric 
of contemporary arc, linlc anention has been given co tht: specific 
way that art contriburcs co political and cultural analysis; to 1hc 
(political) significance of acsrhcric process irself 

Confounding old styk notion, of poli1ical arc, the work., in 
l'repossmion neither propound a pre-given theory, celling us what ro 
think, nor retreat into subjec1ivism (idling us what 01her individu­
als think). They of1en deal with 1he traumatic, bm they move our 
conception of trauma beyond rhe realm of the interior subjec1 inro 
1ha1 of inhahi1ed place, whcrc it is rendered a poli1ical phenomenon. 

In this conrext, alTectivity in an i., nm a dt:scription of :rnorhcr's 
feelings. I have argued elsewhere rhar alrhough arr can always mo,•e 
us, it can never succeed in moving us into the posi1ion of another.< 

Rather 1h:1n allowing us IO share rhe feelings of a rraumarised subjecr 
or aspiring to condense such personal feelings into a communicable 
form, affective imagery, of the kind in 1his exhibition, migl11 better 
be understood as an aesthetic form chat operates by engaging 
differcnr modes ot �ensory and bodily perception as a means of 
shifting perception and engendering new ways of chinking. Instead 
of simply mediating what is pre-thought or t1!ret1dy thought, affective 
an tkals directly with a form of 11111ho11glu knowledge' • the kind of 
knowledge rhar is mediared through body, affe,r, emotion, rather 
than cognition alont:. Trauma is emhlcm:nic of this kind of somatic 
experience. buc rhe work in Prepos;e,sion covers a range of related 
affective states: anxiety, fear, even forms of joy. h is in 1hi.� afft:ctive 
vein rhat visual arr can be properly political, rather than didactic: 
productive of new ideas and insights rather than merdy illus1ra1ive 
of a given theory or proposition. 

One way of t:Xprcssing the rationale of the cxhibirion is drns ro say 
that it looks at the political not in terms of thematics or ·messages', 
bu1 as something th:11 emcrgt:s from the dis1inc1ivc way in which 
visual arr operates: from che kind of aflective engagements chat can 
be activatnl through visual forms alone. 

Ra1her than impming an arhiirary d1eme, Prepossession brings 
together works with political resonance within quite distinct local 
communi1ies, not simply lO a.,k wha1 tlit:y might tell us abou1 1hose 
communities. bm to consider aesrheric strategies - or politics in 
art - more generally. There have, of course, been innumerable 
imernarional exhibitions wirh a polirical inflection. particularly 
since September 200 I. But rhe question of how art engages 1he 



poli1ical is always at issue. Cri1ics are generally wary of art with an 
agenda, as if poli1ics might distract from the core business of form 
- and they are probably righ1 1hat didacticism mitigates against
aeschecic interest. But these objections hold only when politics is 
reduced to a question of content, a rheme extraneous 10 art i 1sclf.

The political isn't a topic char one may or may not cover (when 
confronted with chis formubtion, artists like MofTau will often 
say that their work is not concerned with social or political issues). 
Rather, the political may be understood 10 arise from or within an, 
as much as it emerges from philosophy or wriHen forms; bur ic 
does so in a distinctive aesthetic form. Visual arc, in ocher words, 
generates concepts, bm rhese conccp1s look and feel very difTerenc 
to chose emerging in social science or philosophy, for example. 

This exhibition advances a particular concept: preposmsio11. le plays 
on che multiple associ:11ions of the term (co land, to ownership 
and disposses.�ion, co haunting, co self-possession), bu1 specifically 
it traces che way in which this concept is dynamically extended 
through visual art. The works in che show approach prepossession 
as a phenomenon, an experience, a sensa 1ion, a mode of being, 
and as emblematic of 1he kind of constraints produced by conAicr, 
violence and trauma. \Xthat we end up wi1h is a richly rcxmrcd and 
invigorated understanding of inhabitation, enacted quite differencly 
across three unique locations. 

Jill Bennett 

UNSW 

The arguments briefly oudined here arc more fully developed in Jill Bennett 
£mpn1hir Vi1ion: Affea. 7h11mu1 and Comrmpcr,1ry Art, (Sunford: S1;mfor<l 
Univer,i1y Press. 2005) 
Maurice lll:mchm, Tiu GnuofOrphrm, tr:ms L. David, (Barrytow11, N.Y: Station 
Hill Press), 84 
The Hunun RighLi. and Equal Opportunities Commission rcpart Brin1i111, 1l1tm 
/-lomr. tabled in the Australi.111 parli,unent in 1997, documemed a long-term plan, 
enacted hy previous governments, IO assimilate Indigenous proplC' into \-,,·hite 
Europ<".a.n culture by forcibly .separating children from their families 
Sec lknnen, Empt1thir \lision 
Christopher Boll.u coins the tcrms d1c "'ur1.thought known"' IO refer rh;1t which 
is perceived through the senses hm c.annot be grasped by rational thought; 
ChriSloplicr Boll..,. Thr Shadow of 1hr Objm: 1',yrhoannlytiJ of 1hr Unthoug/11 
Known (New York: Columbi3 Uni\'crsir;- Press, 1987). This concept is developed 
by Miekc: Bal to describe a mode of Ll1ough1 in an and li1eramre; lttl. "/;anling 
Conupts in th� Humartilin. ('foromo: University ofToronro Pras, 2000), 10, 92 

Willie Dohmy No11-Sprcifir '/111'fot 2004 (s,ill from video) 
© the artist. Mace's Gallery. London and Alcxamler & Bonin, New York 
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JO RACTLIFFE 

Vlnkplnns: 2 )1111e 1999 (Drive-by-Shooting) 1999-2002 

This work was originally commissioned for T,·11th Veils, an 
exhibition mounted at the Gertrude Posel Gallery, University of che 
Wirwatersrand, Johannesburg in 1999, which explored the impact 
of che South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Ir 
was presemed in relation to Prime E11il, a documentary film about 
Eugene de Kock, commander ofVlakplaas, the former government 
Death Squad rraining camp (de Kock, nicknamed "Prime Evil" is 
now serving multiple life sencences for murder). 

My first visit to Vlakplaas undid me. I was ucterly unprepared 
for what I saw - or rather, didn't see; that the 'Vlakplaas' I was 
looking for was nowhere to be found. \l(/hac there was, was nothing 
but a seemingly innocuous farmhouse, surrounded by a councry 
landscape, next to the Hennops River. I went hack and shoe it wich 
my Holga camera. in one concinuous srrip of black and white film, 
on the clay of rhc country's second democratic dec1 ions. 

The original phorographic scrip was filmed onto video and overbid 
with sound foornge from Dirk Coetzce's 1cs1imony during the TRC 
hearings and excerpts of an interview between E \l(/. de Klcrk, and 
television hos1 Max Du Preez. 

Jo RacdilTc Vi,,kp/11,1,: 2},m, /999 {[)ri1·,-l,y-Shoo1ing) 1999-2002 (detail)© the artist 
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WILLIAM KENTRJDGE 

Felix in E>:ile 

This film was made between September 1993 and February 1994, 
in the period just before che [South African] General Election. 

The landscape of Felix in Exile is that of che Ease Rand - che mining 
areas near Johannesburg. Virtually all che mines in this area arc now 
derelict. .. it is an art-a thar has nostalgia built inro ic. .. 

The landscape hides its history ... I am really interested in the terrain's 
hiding of its own hiswry and the correspondence chis has, nor only 
with painting. but with che way memory works. The difficulty we 
have holding onto passions, impressions, ways of seeing things, the 
way things rhac seem so indelibly imprinted on our memories still 
fade and become elusive, is mirrored in the way in which the terrain 
itself cannot hold onrn the events played ouc upon ir. 

Sires of events. massacres, battles, celebrations rerain scanr record 
of them ... 

William Kenrridge, "'Felix in Exile: Geography of Memory", 
Wi/linm Ke11tridge, Socicrc des Expositions du Pabis des Beaux­
Ans de Bruxelles, 1998, 93-7 
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William Kcntri<lgc drawing from Felix in Exit, 1994 © ,he anis, 
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HAUNTED HABITATS 

If, as many art cm1cs mighr argue, there has been a discernable 
shift in the way the 'political' is currently manifested, this comes 
in rhe wake of decades of rethinking the political bocb inside 
and outside traditional political formacions.1 In chis respect, rhe
lessons of feminism, poscscructuralism, crirical rhcory, and idemiry 
politics are variously mustered or in play; collectively, these have 
focused anencion on rhe policies of representation as well as rhc 
issue of representability itself. Such a shift is also a consequence 
of rhc enlargement of the arriscic pool both geographically and 
demographically. This pool has itself profited from an increasingly 
global perspective fostered by inrernational arc exhibitions and 
by more inclusive curatorial practices. Thinking here of che two 
previous Documema,, as well as examples provided in a space of 
bicnnalcs from Istanbul co Sao Paolo, there would seem to be a 
renewed exploration of the ways in which arrworks Gtn rdlecc upon 
the social and historical specificities of their own production, an 
exploration char itself prompts a search for formal and affective 
languages adequate ro such ambitions. These exhibitions have 
additionally served co make viewers aware of the range and breadth 
of arc practices char do not refuse the designation or even declare 
rhcnm:lvi.:s openly as 'political.' Even in che U.S., where ch<: bogey 
o( political correctness is regularly brandished, anises such as che 
South African William Kcntridge or che Ausrralian Tracey Moffacr 
have achieved significanr recognition. 

Consequently, many observers would acknowledge rhat rhc most 
imporcanr arr made roday is critical, historically reflective, and at 
che same time, unmistakably local, specific co its terrain. As has 
long been the case with most art recognised as postmodern, such 
arr is nor medium specific and typically involves hybridised forms. 
To define Kencridge's protean work (film, puppetry, opera, shadow 
plays, graphics, etc,) in medium-specific terms would make no 
sense of his project. Whether in rhe dcmaccrialiscd form o( 'scone 
age cinema' or in the form o( cast bronze homunculi, as puppet 
theatre or as mammoth etchings. the individual works arc rarely 
autonomous; they read as clements of an ongoing and open-ended 
work. Despice their formal diversity, they are work.1 gcner:ued 
by an overarching engagement wirh historical circumstance and 
determinations as they have shaped the past and rhe present in a 
specific place and time, on subjectivities thar are fully collective 
even when figured through and represenred by an individual. The 
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Felix Teirlebaum who appears in Kcmridge's film series may well 
perform as alter ego (even co rhe poinr of physical resemblance), buc 

Felix's rcpresenracional function exceeds the personal circumstances 
of his creator. Similarly, the work of che Australians Destiny 
Deacon, Tracey Moffat, and Darren Siwcs (who appears in his 
own piccures) are 10 grc:ucr or lesser degrees informed by their own 
ethnic idemity, which is itself che legacy of colonial conquest and 
dispossession of Australia's first peoples. Nonc1heless, 'Aboriginaliry ' 
exisrs in their work more as a theme or problematic rhan as a 
personal amibure although ic is, of course. bo1h. Grouping together 
artists from three countries (Northern Ireland, Australia, and South 
Africa) chc choice of which is itself significant, Prepossmion focuses 
on artistic practices whose affective register is chat of collective 
hauncing. As Jill Bennetr remarks in her essay, "Prepossmion is an 
exhibition abour a condition: rhc state o( being pre-occupied or 
prepossessed. Specifically, it considers how chis condition arises in 
disputed cerricories, where a history of dispossession and trauma 
continues to haunt rhc present."' 

Rooted in the photographic, rclcvi.�ual, or filmic image, rhac is co 
say, rhc i,mgc bank o( rhe already-seen, the mass media forms from 
which certain of these arrim draw arc subjected 10 techniques and 
interventions that recast them and as apparitional forms and charge 
them with che work of haunring. Moffat's Up in the Sky mimics b&w 
film srills from an enigmatic narrative of violence and generalised 
menace; Siwes appears in his own photographs as a disembodied 
phantom; evoking the conventions of the ghost movie; Deacon's 
nightmarish doll pictures use the degraded material of mass cul cure 
itself - kitschy black dolls - and Kcntridge's film, Felix in Edie 
siruares the protagonist in the despoiled landscape of rhe Easr Rand 
where he is haunted by the unreachable black woman Nandi. In 
all instances, what is at swkc is a reckoning with a violent historical 
past whose legacy in the present remains variously that of racism, 
exclusion. alienation and political conflict but where the historical 
evidence can nor be directly represented. 

It is in chis sense rhat one has recourse co the notion of haunting, and 
co che evocation of rhe ghost, the apparition, the spectral which is so 
evident in che arc of Preposmsion. Insofur as the norion of haunting 
rums on what is obscene/off-scene, it operates between the states 
of visibility/invisibility, and absence/presence (phorography has 
rhus a quasi-ontological relation 10 our norion o( haunting and is 
similarly linked to the uncanny). Bur equally, the notion of being 
haunred turns on what is hidden, unsaid; it involves the presence in 
the present of che unredeemed past, a past chat refuses co be done 



with or surmounccd. Psychically rclai:ed 10 Freud's concept of the 
uncanny and the return of d1e repressed, haunting in the sense I use 
it here is less to do with individual subjectivity and the vicissirudes 
of the individual unconscious than with d1e collective unconscious 
and its historical dererminations. 'Haunting,' as Avery Gordon 
writes in her exrraordinary study Ghostly Mnuers, 'is a constiruent 
element of modern social life. It is neither pre-modern superstition 
nor individual psychosis; it is a general social phenomenon of 
great import.'3 In fact, the notion of hauncing is one that has an
interesting legacy in modern theory and philosophy; from Adorno 
and Horkeimer's 'On the Theory of Ghosts' to Nicholas Abriliam 
and Maria's Torok's discussion of the phantom, to Derrida's Specters 
of Marx and counckss other texts.• Although such philosophical 
or psychological considerations of ghosts and haunting hardly 
constirutc a unified field, and are theorised very differently, what 
is significant here is that the interest in spectrality appears to have 
a new urgency in contemporary thought. This is not morivated 
so much by an interest in the occult as such, as is it by a concern 
with the modalities of historical memory and historical trauma 
as political agents in the present. As Warren Montage poses the 
question, 'What exists between presence and absence that prevents 
the non-present from simply disappearing?'1

Walter Benjamin fumously remarked of Eugene Atget chat he 
photographed the meets of Paris as though they were 1he scene of 
d1e crime, the photographs thereby 'acquir[ing) a hidden political 
significance.''' In these artists' work, however, the scenes of crime 
are neither European nor necessarily urban; they are, in the case of 
Australia and South Africa, spaces and places far removed from rhe 
Western metropolis, the past-haunted cities Benjamin walked. The 
crime scenes here are from chc East Rand of Johannesburg, the I 9'h 
century architcccural remnants of Melbourne or Perth, che mythic 
outback, the no-places of colonial ancestry. In some instances 
these crime scenes depict neither criminal nor victim; rather, chey 
are merely habitats in which the traces of catastrophe and trauma 
have been apparently eradicated. They remain nevertheless haunted 
spaces, and thus it can be said of the arciscs in Prepossession that 
chcy seek in their work co mobilise the haunting, co conjure up 
the ghosts, for as Gordon argues, ghosts and apparitions are social 
figures; sedimentations of historic repression and unresolved 
conflict. The very language of haunting refers co what comes back 
again; che rcvcnant is she who returns; hence it marks the return of 
the repressed. 'The ghost,' writes Gordon, 'is a crucible for political 
mediation and historical memory; che ghost story has no other 
choice then to refuse the logic of the unreconsrructcd spectacle.'7 

Darren Siwcs Th, Black & Whirr Manor ofMn/rmry 7irla 2003 
© ,he artiSI and Greenaw·Jy An Gallery. Adebide 

\X'illi:im Kcntridgc drawing from f�lix ill £1;i/r l 994 © t.he :;utist 
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(consider Jo Ractliffe's work in rhis regard). It is surely not accidental 
that with rhe exception of Kcntridgc, the work in Prepossession is 
phowgraphic or filmic, for in some respects phocography irself 
has been long linked with the uncanny and rhe spectral. Like the 
melodrama, the novel of sensation, the Gothic, the horror movie, 
or, for that matter, pornography, the uncanny operates viscerally 
insofar as it excites an embodied response.• In this respect, Bennett's 
brief for a political :m adequate co the experience of hiscorical 
trauma insists on rhe bodily regiscrarion of affect; a form of 
imrasubjccrive communication between artwork and viewer that 
is boch emparheric and conducive ro critical thoughr.9 Rejecting
'crude empathy,' Bennett affirms an arr practice that 'by vinuc of its 
specific affective capacities . . . is able ro exploit forms of embodied 
perception in order ro promote forms of critical inquiry.''° 

Siwes' picrures are obviously the works that mosr clearly (indeed 
literally) make reference to rhe ghostly, and equally literally prcsenr 
rhe haunted aspect of those places in which he s rages his apparirions. ll

And although ir is American racisc slang chat designaccs blacks as 
'spooks,' Siwes' (dis)cmbodied self represenracion is relevanr ro all 
ocher 'white' culrures where people of colour arc at one and the 
same rime hypervisible (as racially 'marked' others) and invisible, 
an invisibilicy explored, for example, in Ralph Ellison's The Invisible 
Mnn. Bur ir is no less rhe case char che orher arrisrs in Prepossession 

conceive of their respective habitats as haunted, and it is thus 
rhe inrenrion of rhe work ro make d1e viewer aware of why rhese 
places arc haunrcd on a level of perception rhar is distinct from 
cognitive forms of hiscorical knowledge. Tracey Moffou's Up in 
the Sl.y which depicts enigmatic and menacing 'scenes' staged in a 
desolate desert environment re-deploys the by-now cliched notion 
of the omback as haunted rerrirory. This re-deploymcnc contains 
hints of the reasons the country is haunted; rhe sinister nuns and 
the black baby are surely allusions to the 'lost' generation of stolen 
Aboriginal children. All of which is ro say rhar the Prepossession 
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amsts various invocations of haunting seek co address what is 
other.vise unrepresentable, either because it occurred in the past, 
has been repressed, or is of an enormicy (i.e. genocide, aparcheid) 
rhar is not amenable co convcmional orders of rcprescmation. It is 
here where rhe uncanny, and irs strange forms of recognition, joins 
wirh the empathetic to produce a parricular kind of knowledge that 
links rhe viewer in her own space and rime to these orher spaces and 
times thac have been summoned, quickened, and animated by the 
artists who bear rhe burden, as do we all, of our haunred histories 
and habitats. 

Abigail Solomon-Godeau 

U.C. Sama Barbara

Sec in d1h respect. Jill Bennett's '"A Concept of Prepossession ... in this cat::iloguc 
Benne,,, Prt1po11rnion 
Avt'ry Cordon, Ghostly Alnuar: I lamuing 1111d 1hr Soriologic,1/ lmnginntiorr 
(Minneapolis: The University of Mi1111«ota Press, 1997), 7 
.. On 1he Theory of Ghosts" is a n\'o•plgc note in Tht /Jialtflit of tiili1,hu-11mo11, 
M"" Horkheimer anJ Theodor W. AJorno, tr.in,. John Cumming (New York: 
Herder & I lcrder. 1972): Jacque., Derrida. Sprrtm of Mflrx: th, Stau of1h, Debt, 
1hr \flork of ftfouming, and rhr Nrw lntrrru11iona/, 1ram., Peggy Kamuf (N� York: 
Routledge, 1994): the disc11.ssion of 1he ph:1111001 is in Nicolas Abraham and Maria 
Torok's Thr Sl1rll m:d 1hr Krrnrl.· Rrnrw11U of Pry·cho111111/piI, n-:ms. Nicholas ltrnd 
(Chicago: U11iversity of Chicago P,ess, I 994) 
\X'arrrn Monrag. '"Spirits Armed :ind Unarmed: Dcrrid:1.'s Sprtttn of Afan:'"' in
Michael Sprinkler, ed., Gl11mly Drmarf',11i1J111: A Sympoiium on }nrqu,i Dmid4i 
Spmm of Mnrx (London: Verso, 1999). 71 
\Vaher Renjamin. "The \Vork of Art in d1c- Age- of Mech:mical Reproduction'" in
Benj,min, !l/11mi11ntio111 (New York: Schockcn [looks. 1978). 226 
GorJon. 18 
Uruurprisingly, i1 h:i.s long hcen associated wid1 femininity ant.I its a,c.::ornp;inylng 
excess 

'' Jill lknnc11, F.mp11tl1ir Vision: Affen Trauma 11ml GOmrmpomry Art (S1anford: 
Stanford University Press, 2005) 

111 Hcnne11, £mp111hit Vision. 10 
11 Sec in this respect. ho Maclcan's c.xccllem discmsion ofSiwe.s work in .. Uncanny:

Darren Siwcs's )rdt Is series of pl1ot0graphs'" Dn"rn Sir1.1n: Just Is (Adelaide: 
Greenaway An Gallery, 2004) 



Dcs,iny Deacon /Jring Thtrt 1998 © 1he min •n<l Roslyn Oxlcy9 Gallery. Sydney 
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Tr,cey Moffan Up m tli< Sky ;,9 I ??7 €> the ,nisr and Roslyn Oxley? GJll<r)', Sydney 
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51TE5EEING: TRAUMA AND PLACE IN THE WORK OF 

DESTINY DEACON. TRACEY MOFFATT AND DARREN 51WE5 

In Australia, conrroversial and contested issues about place and 
aurhoriry primarily revolve around the rights to and connection 
with land by Australia's Indigenous people. The rhree anim in the 
Australian componem of Prepossession are of Aboriginal descent, all 
acutely aware of the political role their pracricc pbys in redefining 
Australia and the world's attirude ro this country's original 
inhabitants and rheir place in a posrcolonial world. 

The arrists arc linked by ocher factors that underlie rhe political 
resonance of rheir work. They were all born in the decade spanning 
the late I 950s to late 60s, a period of immense social change in 
Australia, when European migration was at irs height and rhe plight 
of Aboriginal people ar one of its lowesr ebbs. Yer ir was also the 
era of a burgeoning Aboriginal voice, when claims to land, to the 
vote, even ro one's own children, were heard for the first rime in rhe 
political and public arena. Activist Charles Perkins, inspired by the 
example of bbck America, embarked on the Freedom Rides across 
rural New South Wales in I 965; in I 967, when Destiny Deacon 
was ren years old and Darren Siwes getting ready to be born, a 
national referendum declared thar Aboriginal people be accorded 
equal rights. 

The three Ausrralian arrisrs in !'repossession share elements of 
autobiography in their work, if nor in their individual stories, 
in the experience of ongoing racism in contemporary Ausrralian 
society. Unlike many Aboriginal artists from remote regions of 
norrhern and central Australia chat have gained international 
artistic repu1:1tions (from the men of Papunya in rhe I 970s to 
the women of Utopia in the 1990s), Deacon, Moffatt and Siwes 
arc ciry dwellers, living in Melbourne, Brisbane/New York and 
Adelaide respectively. Whether raised in a white foster home or on 
rhe edge of town in an Aboriginal community, they have lived on 
rhc fromline of racism in Australia's so-called 'multicultural' urban 
centres, denied the experience of belonging, ins[ead having to deal 
with being [rea[ed as 'o[hcr', of being forced to assume an identity 
based on socio-political strategies of assimilation, or, as Destiny 
Deacon aptly describes it, "forced into images''.' 

The political content of their arr, therefore, is neither objective 
nor didacric: like the best art produced anywhere and at any 
time in the world, it is born of deeply felt visceral and emotional 

Darren Siwes 71,, Tangkd Sk,in.i O/Th, Hoi Polloi 2004 

© the: 3rtist ;;md Grccn:1,v-ay Arr G;illcry, Adelaide 
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experience:. Their work i,, in other words, possessed. not by 1he 
1radi1ional Aboriginal spirics chat sometimes haunt paimings by 
their desert colle.1gues, hm by the spirit of lived experience, of 
injuscice and oppression. And it·, J spirit characterised by feelings 
of anger. 1c:mpcrcd in rhc:;c arti,1s' practice with irony, wit and a 
wry incellcctual approach to negotiating the con/licred imersection 
between black and white MJCial 1erri1ory in Aus1r,1lia today. 

Unlike rhc: arrisc, in rhi, exhibition. Aboriginal Jrtisc; in remOle 
regions of Australia re-insrate an lndigc:nous presence through 
ani,1ic continuance, spc:cifically in their me of tradicional 
vi;ual lexicons rendered with wc:srern (in place: of tr.1ditionally 
ephc:meral) painting technique,. For those anises. 1radicion­
ba ... c:d paiming i ... a method of keeping Jlive cultures orherwi,e 
thrc:ncncd by as�imilarion.' Conversely. 1he prac1ice of Deacon. 
,\ 1olfarr and Siwc, chart, new terrirory. directly addrc,,ing some 
of the mo,i confronting issues that have hampered and haunted 
the Aboriginal population since l>ritish coloni1a1ion - including 
povcrry. alicnacion and invisibility. Their praccice i, based in 
photo-media (Mollan extending this ro film, Deacon to video and 
installarion). irs immediacy and documentary capaciry enhancing 
i1; political agency. While rheir work still 1ells chc traumatic stories 
of Aboriginal Australia wi1h 1hc sense of'au1horiry' often credired 10 
1hc bcsc of Aboriginal paiming, it c1•ade:; cdmographic pigeonholing 
by embracing the visual language of i111crnational con1cmporary 
art. These are overtly figurative images, narra1ivcs informed by a 
deep undc:manding of white Au.malia\ largely r.1cis1 percepcions 
and trea1mcnr of Aboriginal people. The: images are menacing in 
tone and ,ubversive in cheir stor,•1dling. It is chcsc artists' focm on 
both individual and genc:ric stories and renditions of 's:1cred sites' 
(whether domes1ic, geogr.1phic or cultural) that locates this work in 
a global comemporary an conrcx1. 

Another common feature of 1hc work here i, not only tha1 1he 
images arc figur:11 ive, but that they arc unabashedly s1age-craf1ed. 
Each is a theatrical vigncue srnrring 'ac1ors' (ofren the artis1s and 
their friends or family) in situations rhat range from rhc banal 
10 the surreal. The performa1ivc aspecr of the work is crucial to 
its in1erpreca1ion, making the poin1 1h:11 1hesc are 1101 random 
snapshors, but carefully planned images. cxecu1ed and cJired for 
maximum dramatic e1Tec1. 

While /1.lolfau and Siw� employ new and old photographic 
rechnology ro achieve poignant and polished final image,, Destiny 
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Deacon is delibcracely low-tech both in means and presc111a1ion: 
Polaroid snap,hors arc tramformed into brgc digi1al prims, 
sacrificing sharpness of imagc: in favour of a blurry, amateur finish. 
In a perverse wJy, the simplicity of the anist's technical means 
hcighcem 1he ·authenticity', a ,bp-in-1hc face gesture 10 1he hordes 
of sightseer collectors wanting to buy i1110 'authcncic' Aboriginal 
culture. Deacon re1•e.1ls Aboriginal life a, i1 rc;illy is. living in 
,uburban Mclhournc with working class friends and family, a 
penchant for Aboriginal kicsch collec1ibles and .1 keen awarcnes, of 
1he pervasive, insidiou., nature ol' racism. The ponrair she presents 
of contemporary Aboriginal life, once we sec past rhc veneer of 
tragic-comical humour, is di,concerring: by apparencly ridiculing 
the plight of urban Ahoriginal life, is she in foci subverting 1he 
r.1cist nonchalance (complicity) of non-Indigenous Amtralia? As 
Christine Nicholls wro1c in response 10 Deacon', 2004 cxhibi1ion 
.11 the S.ilzburger Kunstverein, "Deacon takes an ironic stance 
where 'performing che subjuga1ed and complia111 na1ivc' becomes a
position that i, in fact 1he opposite of submissive or yielding". 1 

Deacon's work is pan fiction, pan :11ttobiography. Her c:1refully 
choreogr.1phed backyard photographs and lounge-room videos 
arc like the raw and ra1b.1ggy pbys 1ha1 children perform for their 
parenis, characterised hy gari,h homespun costumes, precariously 
placed props and meandering. seemingly under-rcheirsed 
dialogues. For non-Indigenous audiences. the doll.s d1a1 the anise 
often substitutes for real people serve bo1h 10 depersonalise and 
globali,c the signific.mcc of De.icon's projccc. The artiM bcliel'es 
1hat audiences arc more receptive to Aboriginal people if 1hey are 
rcprescn1cd by dolls ra1hcr than the real 1hint - the sightseers prefer 
1he '01her' as inanima1c entities, because, in Dc·,1iny's words, "1hcy 
don't answer you back"\ Ever compliant, Deacon's long-suffering 
dolls arc degraded, shoved unwiningly into uncomforcablc 
scenarios, even mu1ilarcd and amputated in order to fit in. 

In Me/1111rho91 (2000). 1he doll has been decapi1:11ed so 1ha1 i1 fits 
in10 the exo1ic framework of a watermelon skin. Ser on a cheerful 
gingham 1ablcclo1h, rhe lircle hlack doll has been ,acrificcd in 
the quest 10 satisfy non-Indigenous perceptions of the how the 
domescic Jnd exotic might co-exist. In rc.ilicy. children of the S1olcn 
Gcnera1ion werc: made to fit in10 an ideal vision of white society 
("forced inco images"). uncil the practice of child removal was 
finally ended ju,1 a gencrJtion ago. They were educau:d in wescern 
ways. dressed in western cloches and denied access ro (in some cases 
even knowledge of) their Aboriginal heritage. 



Dcs1iny Deacon O,,rr rh, Fm« 2000 © 1hc ani.lr and Ro,lyn Oxlcy9 Gallery, Sydney 
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The psychological tr.mma of assimil.11ion policies is still being 
felt, here a� a menacing undcrcurrcm cleverly invoked in much of 
Deacon's imagery. As 1Vlarcia Langwn h.15 commented in relation 
co her work: "The tension berwcen assimilating Aboriginal people 
hy extraordinarily brucal means in reality and ycc :11 the same time 
depicting them as fascinating primitives reOccted the need of che 
older colonbts for sccuril)' and for emblems of cultural uniquene5s 
and difference from Europe".'• In Bei11g 71,ere (l 998). for example. 
the two little dolls seem perfectly ar home playing with marches in 
a grubby imerior on their "street of dreJms·. They are of course. 
playing with fire, living on death row, cheir innocence (as dolls) 
comribucing 10 1hc pathos of chc image. An Austr.1lian audience 
rccogni�es the likdiho0<I of adult crime and incarcer.1rion. a 
common enough scenario that conjure� the rra11ma1ic n.:alit)' of 
Aboriginal deaths in custody. 

Deacon's recently completed video work, 011er d-fence (2004). 
also makes reference, again using doll�. 10 cleat hs in cust0dy. The 
human protagonists stumble through chcir dreary day in the shabby 
backyard and adjacem suburh.m street,, 1heir bl.1ck dolb/bJbie5 
pushed :iround in wy strollers and subjected playlt0rture 1ha1 
includes hanging by 1he neck. The fence divides individuab from 
their pesky neighbours, while .1lso suggesting a heuer place wirhin 
or beyond. Though there is linlc dialogue, the few words spoken are 
on rerricorial rhemes: a linlc boy look< longingly through the gap 
in the fence and says that he wishe, he could be in there; che bossy 
woman ncx1 door orders rhe children out of her backyard. 

The fence in thi< work is both a symbol of escape and a barrier, 
represeming borh po\session .111d exclusion. In Tr.iccy l\loflau·s Up 

in rhe S/.ry ( 1997). the image or rhe window has :1 similar symbolic 
function. The black baby is imidc and the nuns olllside. yet from 
.1 colonialist poim of view, the 111111< reprcsenc the mainstream 
(inside) and the child, because of its colour, exists on 1he periphery 
(outside). 

In conrras1 to Deacon's grungy and e.mhbound meloclr,1mas, 
MofTau\ images h.ive an otherworldly. ethereal quality th:11 
diManccs them from real-world narrarivcs. l\loffa11 h.15 consi"enrly 
duded catc.:gorisation - whether arti,tic. rheoretical or political 
- pursuing instead a cincmaric and univer<al aesrhctic thH crosses 
culcural horders. In .1 similar wJy IO much of\Xlillie Doheny\ work, 
in particular the new work in this exhibition, Non-Specif,,- Thmu
(2004). the narrative, in Mofl:11t's oeuvre arc enigmatic in content,
brimming with familiar motifs and feeling�. yet dcf)•ing arriculation.
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In both artists' work, there is an interest to describe rhe psychological 
rather than fuetual nature of traumaric experience. \Xlhcrhcr on rhc 
srreets of Belfast or in an outback Australian communiry of misfirs, 
a feeling of malevolence prevails. Similarly. in l\loffau's video Night 
Cries: A Rum! Tmged;, ( \ 989). an oppressive threat of danger and 
impending rragedy overshadows rhc entire drama. These works arc 
possessed by rhc histories of 1he place in which they are enacted. 
Narrarivc scenario, are implied rarhcr than de.-cribed, conjured as 
much by viewers' imaginarion and a.,(ociarion tl1Jn any significant 
,ignposrs pbmed by 1he arci,1 (in co111r;is1 IO rhe loaded �yrnbolism 
in Deacon's work). \'11/hilc Up in rhe Sky invokes horrific ,wries 

from the Swlen Generarion, the status of rhe woman, the baby 
and of rhc feral characcers pl.tying peripheral roles, is uncertain. 
The historic, 1he universal and rhe specific overlap and imcrsecc, 
creating a psychological tension 1har. like Dohcrty's work. b more 
closdr linked 10 artistic poetry and cinematic rhrillers rhan didactic 
or political art. \'11/c'vc all experienced rhe sense of fear in Hitchcock 
films and the menacing anxiety 1hat imbues George Miller's Mrtd 
Mrtx series. just as we know that danger lurks in areas of Northern 
Ireland .md. as construed myrhologies of rhe l.md ha\'e ensured, 
unknown forces inhabit outback Australia, so these images arc 
familiar because they lie <omcwhcrc in-between knowledge and 
imagination. between hist0ry Jnd fiction. 

"The Up in the SJ.:y pic111rc, look a litclc like photo docurnenrary, 
bur there i� still :t \urreal quality. Some of the images are in fact what 
I saw and phorographed but mosr arc staged up, scr up. I like that 
people can't cell which is which. I like that there is an 'in-bc1wecness' 
abom rhem".- Thi, 'in-between' quality chat l\loffau rder.; IO, 

which infuses all 1hc work in !'repossession, conveys the .10-ecrive 
- emorional and p,ychological - impact of traumatic histories 
connecred 10 place and circumstance. These im.1ges are haunred, 
not only by rhe fact of what mJy or may nor have happened in rhe 
locarions or sirnations rhey depict, but by rhc audience's existing 
knowlcclg<e of the comcxr.

This pos,c�sed knowledge rdaccs ro cultural preconceprion: while 
Deacon plays on .md exa!(ger.ues white perceptions of urban 
J\horigin:il exisrcncc, 1' loffa11 make, cynical reference 10 rhe 
coloniali,t myrhologising of Ausrralia\ desert interior a., a harsh 
and barren land of po1e111i;1l danger. Darren Siwes' sClling, are 
those created by rhe colonist, - neo-cla�,icJI archi1ccmral spaces in 
Adelaide, Perth and London. These urban landscapes arc haumed, 
quire lircrally. by rh<e ghosrs of Indigenous inhabit.um. 



Tracey Molfan Up in the Sky II I 1997 © ,he aniSI and Roslyn Oxley') Gallery, Sydney 
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1\s 1hc youngesc .misc in 1hc ,·xhibiciun, Siwcs h,1, a slightly diffcrcnc 
.1ppro.1ch 10 rhc poli1ics of pl.ice wich regard 10 land righcs .rnd 
reconciliation. Hi, work i,, ,1ccording 10 Ian McLcJn, concerned 
"wi1h 1he theme, of philosophy. hi,1ory, coloni.ilism and J type of 
pu.�1-Aboriginal identity ch.11 seek... ro move beyond 1he c:oloni.1li,t 
cssen1i:1lisi111,; ofidcmitic, and 1ow.irds more complex and nuanced 
postrnloni,11 frames of reference".' Born in 19(,8. Siwcs ha, 
Aboriginal (lndigmous) and Du1ch (immigr:1111) hcricagc. Just Is 
(200J-04) . .  t play on the word jm1ice, which in 1he comex1 of 
Aboriginal Aus1r.1lia i, .1 poli1ically loaded conccpr. i, .1 phrase 1ha1 
implic, compli.rncc - 1hc ,itu,11ion, no m.mer how wrong. 'just i\·. 
Thm Siwc, project rela1cs ro Deacon's. whose co111plian1 doll, :ire a, 
,ilcn1 in 1heir pro1est .1s Siwc.,· Aboriginal gho,1 ,entries. 

The ,cries was made in J\ustr,ilia (identified by 1hc pro1.1goni,t/arii,1 
,1:1nding in 1he foreground) and England (in "hich 1he male figure 
i, in 1he background). S1anding like guardiam or .m Indigenous 
pre,cnce on site, of hisioric.11 significance. Siwcs· ghmcs inh.ibit .1 
noc1urn:1I slipp:igc rnne. in a ,rate, IO borrow Moffa11's term. of'in­
berwecnnc,,. They arc neither hiswric nor con1cmporary figures. 
nei1her rc:11 nor imaginary. In cheir cramluccncy (in the I radition 
of the best gho;t stories, we can ,cc straight 1hro11gh chem), 
1hey subvert photogr.1phy\ rhewrical c.1paci1y ro infer f.icn,al 

documen1ation. 

Aboriginal culture is revered for it, spiri1uali1y: while in Moffrn', 
work 1hc spirits of 1hc land .1ppe:1r, ironically. not 10 be of .rncienc 
fndigcnom heri1age, but white-skinned nuns (quicc likely of lri)h 
heri1af:\e), in Siwe,· work they are contcmpor.1ry young men and 
women we.iring 1he uniform of anonymous ci1y workas - 1hcy 
are dressed for busines.. In ,ome. 1he eyes arc masked, a ch�~.uric.tl 
,1ra1egy 1hat heighten, rather 1h,111 diminishes their presence: 
despite their accoucrcmcnrs. 1hey are no more anonymou., than 
they arc invi,ible. In co111r:1s1 IO 1he protagonists of �loflm's and 
Deacon's vignencs. the .,c character, are 1101 embroiled in vagariou, 
dr:1111a, of their own, bu1 imi,1 on Jll unimpeded vis11.1l con vcrs:11ion 
wirh u,. rhc viewers. They s1:1nd. s1if

f 
and still (for mc1:1phoric as 

well as technical reasons, given rh.11 Siwe, use, old-f.15hioncd long 
cxpmure times 10 ,tehieve his dTecc), ,tarin1,;.s1r:1igh1 imo 1hc camera 
with .1 quie1 determination ilut is a, confronting JS it is unnerving. 
Siwes' figures are prcpm\Csscd: they arc neither vic1ims nor are they 
overwhelmed by circu1m1Jnce, like those in Dc ,tcon:, and Mofl:111', 
work can be. hu1 n:rnding 1heir ground, watching and wai1ing. 
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The wa111ng rnncinues. Despite inueJsed pubil supporc ,rnd 
i111t·rmi11e111 polirical am:ntion. fony p:ar, ,ince Charles Perkins' 
high-profile bunch or the Aboriginal righcs moveme111, very li11le 
ha, changt>d in cerm, of Indigenous ,1Jncl.1rds of living: poverty 
Jnd dise.1,c rem.,in rife. children are under-educated, Aboriginal 
employmcnc rates and life cxpec1Jncic, .ire .11Jrmingly lower chan 
those of non-lndigcnom Au,ir.1lian,. Aboriginal art, ironically, 
enjoy, a high profile inccri1.11ion.11ly. prm·iding ., boo,1 ro 1he wurist 
industry hy at1r.1Cring sigh1,eer, from around 1he globe. However, 
as the work of Deacon. r-.lofl:111, Siwcs and manr others rc\'eJls, 
ic i, 1he i\boriginal anises 1he1mclves who arc 1hc .1url1en1ic site­
,ccrs, who have the inside .,tory on r\m1ralia\ conccmpor.1ry socio­
policic.il l.indsc.1pe. 

Felicity Fenner 
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MARKING TIME AND PLAC:E: 

Liam Kelly interviews Willie Doherty and Frances Hegarty 

LK I would like ro begin our discussion by considering your 
work in relation to rhe general cheme of chc exhibition 
- the relationship between place and trauma. Wich regard 
co the imporrance of location it seems t0 me that the 
basis of Fran's work was uprooting,  if you like, and that's
where chc crauma springs from. Whereas you \X'illic, in 
a sense, are more rooced, you've goc an allegiance to a
panicubr place and a�pccts of associated memory arising
from parricular events.

WD Your suggestion that places arc important in my work 
arises from the decision that 1 made to cominuc to work 
in Dcrry or even 10 �•art making work in Derry. At clue 
time there was a very direct rdatiomhip between chat 
place and my work. I used very particular locations likc 
the river and the border, until at a certain point I became 
slightly dissatisfied with thac because I felt chat to read the 
work fully required a certain amount of local knowledge, 
or at lease some knowledge of the history of Ocrry and 
its politics. I decided rhac I would make a change within 
the work, to pby down ilw references ro 5pecific locations 
char I felt inhibiced che reading of my work in some way. 
More recently, I've used the relationship thac I have wich 
particular places and locations as a kind of a staning 
point in the work and more and more che specifics of 
place may nae be fully cviden1 in 1hr: finished work. 

LK Bue nevertheless I would imaginr: that viewers elsewhere 
would pick up che general sense of anxiety and cension in 
your work. It come� out of place bur ir moves beyond it 
as well. 

WO I guess chac was the kind of shift chat I dccid,d 10 
make within che work. I cried co make visible some of 
the lacenr feelings of anxiccy or paranoia that I might 
associate with a parcicular place. le was chrough chis 
thac I became more inrcrestcd in th, moving image and 
th, possibilities presented by narracive. I cried co use 
cinematic conventions as a way of borh unearching and 
visualising some of che anxiecies or paranoia I experienced 
around panicular places. Some of the fim videos that I 

Willie Doherty Non-Speciflr Thmu 2004 (srill from video) 
© 1hc .1r1i,1, Mau·� G.1llery, Lon<lun .1nd Alcxandtr & Bonin. New York 

Frances Hegany Auto l'ormtit #l 100 I Co the artist 
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mack were ,ho1 at night. ,o underlying everything was 
a rdt'rcnce to our fear of' the cbrk, as some1hi11g rh:11 is 
often used within conventional cinema ,15 an indicaror of 
being in another kind of ,pace or ano1hcr kind of frame 
of mind. 

Bui the d.irk ncu1raliscs the space as well; it mJkcs i1 kss 
specific. 

That was 10 mr aclvamage. hm abo I wa, thinking ;about 
thi1 really in rcrrm of rhc audience and how 1hc audience 
migllf re;1d 1hc work. 

In his e".IY Troubled ,\kmorics' for your exhibirion :11 
1he Irish Mu,eum of 1Vloclern An, Dublin. Caoimhin 
:-.tac Gioll.1 Lei1h, .rncl it, nor a crirical commcm that he 
make,. bu1 he S:l}'S: •• ... 1hcn: is no going forw.1rd wi1hour 
going back"'. me.ming that p:micular loca1ions ,1ill 
inform rhe work ,omchow. 

One of rhe thing, 1hat has been happening wirhin my 
work. as rhe body of work develops, is this idea of going 
back or rctr.1cing foomeps. of going hack tu dilTcrem 
locations rcpc:aredly. For example I've made :t number 
of works on CraigJvon bridge in Derry and I've made 
a whole series of works in and around the border. I 
revi,ited border roads bo1 h when 1hcy were closed for 
security rc.1,ons and rhcn when 1hey were re-opened. I've 
also 111ade .1 number of works in Rclfos1 on the Wesdink 
dual carriagcway. The i,,ue of mcmory. of unc.mhing or 
rcir.1cing became an importam a,pcct of 1hc work, bur 
as ,omerhing dewlops things come in and out of focus. 
A, one moment your :u1cntion is on .1 very specific ,e1 
of i"ues an<l other rhing, rake a liule hit of :1 hack <ca1, 
rhcn other 1hings are framed ,1gain. I gues, one of the 
things rha1 has been recurrent is the idea of parrirnlar 
plJces and specific locuions .teting as kind of 1riggcr 
for a piece nf work and initially that's became of some 
personal a,sociations with a pbcc. I am also concerncd 
wirh how panicular place, have ,t .1i111il.ir role within the 
puhlic imagina1inn as well JS the private imaginJrion. So 
I 1ry to embrace both po"ihiliric, wi1hin 1hc work. I'm 
very comcious of audience and my de,ire is not 10 close 
rhe work down. So i1 will be interesting when this work 
is shown in l\usrralia. 
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I think, Willie, it', really intcrcs1ing 1ha1 you mention 
filmic rropes in your work because I rhink rhat gives 
pcople .mother kind of access to your work ... and also 
rhe high production values arc very evident. Ir's through 
rhis really high technical quality that you also make 
1he rdation,hip to film. There i, also ,omcd,ing in the 
fractured narrative rhat i< panicularly challenging 10 your 
audience. \Ve know you arc not 1clling the whole 'lory 
and we have ro use our own recollections, sometimes 
from film. to fill in. I've ofu:n come out of your work 
where I've conrinucd rhe narrative. 

Ir', cncour.tging 10 he.tr that. Our knowledge of film has 
been something thar I have really rried 10 use :1s a strategy 
"ithin the work in order jmt to do that very thing. I want 
ro fociliratc rhc audience in having a rel:uionship with 1he 
work rhat is bod, person.11 and .1lso allows viewers tO emer 
inro this larger idea of ,1 ,hared cinematic experience. The 
fac1 that we arc .,hie ro ,hare a kind of common memory 
b.rnk of cinematic image< ha.� been re.illy useful ro me in 
rcrms of being able ro crc:11c ,pace for the .1udicnce to 
continue the n:1rrJtive .rnd develop the story. 

Returning ro thi, aspect of loc.ttion in your work. Fr.in. 
The uprooting that you experienced .1� a child was wha1 
brought the 1rauma - the problematics of alienation in 
another country and living in ano1her v:1l11e ,yitem. 
Th.11 sen,e of loss anti confu,ion. linked to cultural 
and geographic:11 change. ha, underpinned your work. I 
would su1;gcsr. all the way through. 

I ,upposc in my !arc teens I was aware of what had 
h.tppencd (being taken Js a 1ccn.1ger to live in Scod.111d) 
as quire :1 traumatic experience. b111 I dicl11'1 know how ro 
u,c rha1 11111il 1hc !are I 980s wht•n the politit.11 si111a1ion 
in Britain was so charged ir made me re-look al my own 
idcmiry .111d my own cultural position. However. 1hat 
same political situation did .1llow me IO ,peak .1bour
rhc initial rupture and I wa, able w use thc rraunu
of my own experience in the work \1,ice Onr ( I 9')6),
which I made in Croatia with refugee women from the 
former Yugosl.i,•ia. I felt I could heucr idcnrif}' wi1h 
rheir psychological scn,e of 01herncss .111d los, and their 
i�ol.11ion in a culturally alien place. The /11110 l'ortmit
works (2000-04) and latterly /111en1 (2005) certainly deal 
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bcrween rwo cultures ::It the same time. I\ ly p�rems 
thought emigrarion was the best thing 10 do for us, but ir 
mc::inr lc::iving pbce and language behind, for themselves 
too. 

But there is an attempt in your work all the time to 
re-engage with that IMs and thar disconnection and 
somehow you can never manage to bridge it and it's the 
di1connec1ion and the continuous desire to a11emp1 10 
make that closure that sustains the work in mJny ways. 

)'c\, Yes. 

I found imeresting your describing that kind of innate 
understanding of language .... you'd forgotten r.11her 
chan completely 1011 it; in ocher word, it was possible to 
retrieve it. I'm interested in that process as well, although 
I've tried to look at it in broader and more public terms 
r.uher than through the private .md personal. The work
that I h::1d an opportunity 10 make ::1 few years :1go in
Chicago, True N,1111re (1999). was made in collaboration
with a number of lri,h Americans whom I manngcd to
track down in Chicago. Specifically I tried ro find people
who were second or third gcncr::ition Irish Americans
or who would de,cribc 1hcm1clves as ,uch. but who
had never been in Ireland. I had some \'Cl)' imere,1ing
conversation, with these people about this place that
they had never been 10 and how they formed and
underst0od chcir identity as Irish. It w.1s interesting just
hearing people talk about the variom ways in which
Ireland is rcprescmed; whether that's through cinematic
repre�cnc:11ion or through the news media. our abo
through family historic;. and Mories that had pa,sed
through several gcnerarions about the pbce they had
left behind. Some ofi1 was ringed with romamicism and
nostalgia. Bue most of 1he people th:11 I spoke 10 had very
specific information that appeared 10 be intact duough 
generations about a particular house or a particular town.
So it was intriguing chai these people wanted 10 try and
visualise that in some way. I was inrcrested in the process
of how some of that family memory had been mixed up
with cinematic images or something that they might
h::1vc seen in a book as a child and rhar they remembered
very vividly. So all of that layering of information came
together. What impressed me most was that these people
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had never been to lrclJnd but they had this very strong 
sense that rhey were Irish. 

There is a parallel strategy in the work chat you did on 
Bloody Sunday, 3(/

h }t111t1lll)' 1972 (1993). It also deals 
with the problematics of mem0I)' and media coverage of 
that evem. 

Yes. the difficulties of remembering that specific evenr. I 
acrnally made that work in 1993. pred.11ing the sub,cquem 
enquiry, which b still ongoing as we speak. And ar that 
time I wa, really imerc,1ed in the way in which an event 
like Bloody Sunday, which was obviously traumatic for 
the whole community here, how something like rhat is 
remembered. So again, I did ,ome interviews on Rossville 
Street in Derry, where some of the shooting happened. I 
a,kcd pa¼crsby, from a ,·ariety of age group,, if they had 
been there on rhe day could they tell me what 1her saw. 
or if 1her weren't there. if they could describe a televised 
or photographic image that they remembered. And .1gain 
what was interesting wa, the crossover berwecn rhc two. 
Some people who were Jccually there, when they told me 
about what they saw switched into de5cribing how they 
saw ic on the television. And people who hadn't been 
rhere talked about il as if chcy were d1cr�. 11 was so real 
for them. The imJge itself became some kind of surro1,,are 
for the actual experience. That crossing over and hlurring 
wa, kind ofi111ere,1ing in relation to memory and crauma 
and the :ncempt LO deal wich 1r.1uma and chc desire 1101 10 
loose :1 collective memory of the evem. I didn't acruall)' 

m:ike chc work as a co111ribu1ion ro che documelll::11)' 
material that surrounded Bloody Sunday. It was more 
abom rhi, problem of trying 10 remember .1 tragic and 
traumatic event. 

Fran, Willie has just described those perceptions of 
lri,hness by way of Chicago. Immigration :rnd post 
colonialism was a feature, among orhcr things, in 
1ha1 particular work Gold ( 1993). linkin& Derry and 
Australia. 

Cold c::1mc our of a residency I did at the Orchard Gallery 
and from a $pccific experience when walking through the 
securil)' checkpoims in Derl)'• Coming from Donegal, 
Derry wa5 a point of origin for that gcogr::1phical 



diaspora and I was familiar with srorics about going our 
through the Foyle by boat for America or Britain. Ir was 
always somewhere tlm held this possibiliry for me, the 
possibility of freedom. \Xlhilst in the city itself I realised 
chat rhesc checkpoints where actually paradigms of a 
ccrr::iin kind of colonialism that still persisted. I knew 
rhis theoretically, but almost rn:eded the experience of 
going through one in order to think seriously about rhe 
idea of how colonialism operated ancl how a lor of my 
own people, a lot of Irish people, were to some degree 
agen1s of rha1 same colonialism. Ausrralia was probably 
the furrhcst point of the diaspora in my own family and 
on my first visit there in 1992 I shot a lor offoorage in rhe 
desert and Cold now contains some of those sequences 
as well :is rhe original walk through the Derry security 
checkpoint. 

LK There arc 1wo images from rhe Australian sequence which 
stick in my mind and one is of rhe woman standing on 
rhe rock, replacing rhe usual male figure who looks upon 
the landscape as if it were a rrophy, conquering and 
owning the landscape somehow, or acquiring it, but this 
time ir's a woman surveying thar landscape. The orher 
image is of a woman dipping her hands into rhe sand and 

scooping rhe sand into her skirt. 

FH The image of rhe woman on rhe rocks is one of surveying 
an osrensibly empty landscape. Ir came from rhe archive 
research I did through rhe British Geographical Society 
where early explorers so manipulated space rhat they 
wholly eradicated the presence of rhe Aboriginal people. 
I also rraced lerrers sent by immigrant men and women 
back home and the tone of voice in rhose lerrcrs was quite 
different. The men were concerned wirh this search for 
material wealth and rhe women were simply concerned 
with keeping food on the table and rhe snakes our. The 
two concerns seemed rornlly different. I subsequently 
videoed the sand sequence in the desert landscape around 
Uluru, which early settlers had referred ro in their letters 
as the 'dead hearr' of the con1inc111, as being em pry of any 
Aboriginal presence. The sequence performed with the 
ochre sand is an a11empt to acknowledge 1ha1 landscape 
as in fact :111 essential pan of the cultural map of the 
'other'. 

Fr.mcc:s I legany Auto Porm1it #2 2001 © rhc artist 
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li.1rning rhcn to the use of the figure or the use of the
body in boch your practices ... with Willie the figure is
someone else, as it were. and in more reccm works or in
all the works actually it's a figure of every man. W.illie,
your early works were non-figurative. Bur there is always
the sense of personal detachment with regard 10 the
deployment of rhe figure in lancr works, whereas in your
work, Fran, your body and indeed your pcrsonaliry arc
powerfully present, very emotionally present and I was
just wondering, Willie, if you could maybe say something
about the way chat you gradually brought rhc figure into
rhe work and maybe in parricular the work you are
showing in the exhibition Non-Specific 77mnt (2004).

I chink my first arrcmpts co deal wid1 rhc figure really 
came our my desire 10 replace a voice that had been 
denied or rnken away. And char was really in relation to 
the implications of che broadcast media ban in 1he North 
of Ireland where the voices of a number of organisa1ions 
were prevented from being heard on rclevision and radio 
in the acrcmpt to, I chink Margaret Thatcher said, <lcny 
rhe terrorises the oxygen supply of publiciry. So I made a 
number of works chat used the fucc or 1he image of the 
terrorise, or the person who was designated as a terrorise. 
These were images chat I had sourced from the media, 
from television or newspaper sources. They're nil the same 
( I 991 ), looked at notions of 1he terrorise as the 'or her'. 
being demonised bu1 also inextricably linked ro ideas 
of the landscape and d1e land itself. At the time. one 
of the things that I was looking ac was an old courist 
guidebook co Ireland that was written in Lhe 1930s. It 
was a companion book for travelling round 1hc country, 
counry by counry, and the author actually described 'the 
natives' of each counry as being incxrricably linked co 
the physical nature of the landscape. It was an amazing 
diatribe of clichc after cliche. So I incorporated some of 
that into a monologue, describing this face, rhe face of a 
1crrorisc thar became a kind of foil for talking about other 
kinds of issues. So from that desire co replace a forbidden 
voice, I developed the possibilities of using voiceovcr and 
narrative wirhin d1e work. 

The 011/y Good One is a Dead One ( 1993) which was the 
first video work rhat I made, had two sequences, one shor 
from a driving car and the od1er from a static car. What 
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I wamed 10 do was something rhac doesn't really happen 
within conventional cinema or drama, rhat is co make 1he 
pcrpetraror and the victim chc same person. Normally. 
they never meet and they arc certainly not embodied 
within chc same person and so rhat wa.� an auempr tO ralk 
abour the complexiry of both victimhood, blame and guilr 
:ind all of diose major issues that cominue co dog us here. 

From rhat possibili1y I saw the opportunity 10 use the 
human voice bur also chese charac1ers that began to 
emerge as :1 means of trying 10 forefrom some of those 
issues. At 1he rime rhat I made The Only Good One is a 
Dead 011e, the Northern Ireland Office were running a 
series of advertisements on television, public information 
films, designed ro ask 1he popularion 10 help rhc police 
with any information rhey had on murders and ocher 
kind of violent incidents. Bur what began 10 happen ac 
1hat rime, a year or so before the IRA ceasefire, was that 
through these advcniscmcn1s you could sec a process in 
which the population was being primed for negotiation. 
In the first series of ads the figure of the terrorist wasn't ever 
visible, we only ever saw the victim and rhc consequences 
of terrorism. Bue the terrorist began 10 emerge as a kind 
of characcer within chesc advertisements until finally this 
shady figure was shown as having a fumily and having a 
place within sociery. 

And is there a connection there with Non-Specific Threat 
that we arc going co show in 1he cxhibi1ion as well? 

Yes, there is. I was reminded of the Irish contexr with the 
post 9/ I I a11cmpts ro again close down language and close 
down possibilities of discussion around lsl:IITl and around 
the reasons for a war, the reasons for a conAicr. The work 
No11-Sprcific Threat, ald1ough the figure is a white wesLern 
male as opposed co someone from an Islamic country, 
references the way I hat language has been made part of 
rhe arena again. And ir foregrounds some of the same 
issues. Ir was interesting having lived through the troubles 
here 10 sec many of che same issues and dilemmas being 
replayed again in another kind of conAic1. 

To go back co the point chat Fran was talking about 
earlier, characterising your work as being privarc in a 
way or coming from a set of personal issues. I've always 



FH 

LK 

undcrs1ood your work as being rhar buc also abour a set 
of very public issues. In a sense it's abom rhe voice of the 
Irish in Bri1ain ar a rime when ir was very difficult to have 
an Irish voice in Britain or just to actually speak with an 
Irish accent. and co be known as Irish or ro be visible as 
Irish in any way. 

To be Irish in 1hc I 980s in Brirain was very difficulr. I 
suppose what I meanr about my work being personal is 
char it comes from a personal experience of the polirical 
and social. Of course, as you say, ir rcOecrs public issues 
as well. 

Just to go back to my original ques1ion which had ro do 
with, in your case Fran, your personality and the body 
being heavily involved in your arr pracrice. There is an 
absorption of trauma into the body as you use it. You 
continuously harness and register it in your work. You 
have said "I have to be borh subject and objcc1 of my rcxt, 
while recognising chat the work is object and subject as 
well and so may usurp me".-' Could you just ralk a li1rlc 
bit abom your involvement of the body and your own 
predicament? 

It's quite complicated. Okay, I rhink ro make a 
representation of yourself as a woman has been especially 
problematic as there have been and are so many competing 
discourses around. I have always been interested in being 
in the moment, che real time of the work. 1 n the 1980s I 
made a number of performance works in public, but a1 a 
certain point I became uncomfortable wirh my position as 
a live presence in the work and realised 1har the recorded 
image offered me anorher type of co111rol and chat che 
initial performance was in itself as srrucrurcd as any pose 
producrion editing I might do. This allowed me ro milise 
technology and start ro use ir ro mediare representations 
of myself. The temporal element of boch forms is crucia.1, 
bm I would suggesr rhac the rechnological image that I 
finally manifest is so manipulated rh:n I feel personally 
distanced from it. It reinforces what I have actually sec up 
in terms of the real rime performance and perhaps allows 
the psychological dimension to come rhrough. I can't ace 
that srace: the rechnology allows me to heighten what I've 
sec up. 

LK And chat brings me ro your series of self portraits, and in 
particular Auto Portrait (2000-4), che work that you are 
going to show in Australia, and the way that there is this 
condensed personal lirany - a personal chronology and 
that ir is paralleled on the screen by this physiognomy of 
stress and the rech nology has allowed you to do char. 

FH Yes, that's righr. When I started to make the Auto

Portmir trilogy and was shoo1ing thac work I was very 
aware of myself as an image. I don't go inco char space 
of performance, mental or physical, for therapeutic 
reasons. I'm warching the monitor and I'm looking at 
myself. I'm working out how I am going to edit this, 
how long this piece is going ro be. All of chose things are 
playing in my mind as I am making che work. Also co 
be in the work performatively has allowed some of these 
aphonic or, if you like, hysterical ges1ures ro happen, in 
the knowledge rhac I can manipulate chem subsequenrly 
through technology. In 1he insrallarive form of Auto

Portrait #2 the sound crack is another element that's 
physically pulled om from rhe video image to a.llow the 
audience co negoriace the assault. People can listen to 

what's ostensibly a life history cold in minu1es in a quiet 
way or rhey can srand bcrween the image and the sound 
and lee themselves be assaulted by both. I was aware from 
the beginning chat I was going ro implicate the audience 
bc1wecn 1hosc two elements. 

LK And, of course, for both of you cdi1ing and s1ructuring 
visual rhythm is rerribly important as well? 

WD/FH Absolmely. 

LK Technology, however, is only as good as the concenc it 
supports; it's in the service of ideas and feelings isn'r ir? 
Ir's 1101 necessarily a law onro icself; it's how you deploy 
it. bm ic facilitates what you wanr ro do. 

FH I found it cransformacive. I'm so glad chat I have had rhe 
opportunity co use video and photography and rhose 
processes, because they indicate this temporal immediacy 
both for me while I am cdiring i1 and also for the 
audience when viewers are engaged in ir. 

LK Ir's the inclusion of rime isn't i1? 
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fl I h include, 1ime in .1 very, very immedi.Hc way. le can 
h.we :ill som of ,pati.il conno1.1tions .ls well within 
its installative form. but in il\df ir h.1s 1hi, close up
immediacy which suits my work in rhat I am try ing
10 alTect my .1udicnce, afTect rhem psychologically and
physically in the viewing space. So. chc use of technology 

i, a bonus for me in rhis arena. 

I K Finally IO return full circle to the re!Jriomhip bcrwccn 
I.ind and politics. Everything in Ireland come, b,1ck 
10 quesciom .issoc iatcc! with the land. In 1he North of 
Ireland we mark our streets with territori.il ,ign, an d 
,ymbols, .ind .is such it reAec1, our imeu1ri1ies .1, much 
a, .1nything dse. 

FH One of the things I specifically remember is meeting an 

Aborigi1ul writer in Australia, and her asking why do we 
in the \Xie\! need to erect s1a1ues and pl.1qucs 10 m.1rk 
hisrory and territory. whilsc 1hcr che Ahoriginal people 
:ire so knowledgeable of chc history of their bn,bcapc 
thac they don'c need 10 mark it in that w.1y. I suppO\e in a 
place like Ireland there i, an equivalent feeling - f.1111ilies 
know cheir land and landscape. 

Derry, Janu,uy, 2005 
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Colleccion Reg and Sally Richardson, 
Sydney 

Up in the Sky 1997 (# 14) 
Off sec print 
61 x 76 cm, edition of 60 
Collection Reg and Sally Richardson, 
Sydney 

Night Cries: A Rum/ Tragedy 1989 [Belfast 
only] 
35mm film 
Duration 17 minutes 
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