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n VISUAL ARTS

Christopher Allen

David Stepher
ArtGallery of NSW, Sy

nti July 23.

he relation of art to politic i always

a delicate one. Political awareness

and a concen for the important so-
cialissues of an artsts time can

bt tothe deph of the work,yet

the overt expression of political views seldom

makes for good art. It s even worse when such

expressions are directed at an audience that

concerned join ina

futile game of self-congratlation and collective

‘moral indignation.

The challenge, when art sccks to deal with
cal issues, i to touch the hearts
and maginaion ofthose who are not alrady
algned vith your views. This can beachived

anly by avoiding mnlenlmm ind deologica

assertions and allowing space for something
Tore sbtl, the dawing of awareness Tobor:
s expression about the writ-

rary characters, showing is always

id Stephenson, whose best-

etic rather than tendentious. Stephenson was
born in the US but immigrated to Tasmania in
1982 and has lived there since. He had already
been interested in the grandeur of nature and
the intervention of human development, and he
arrived in Tasmania for the culmination of the

and successful struggle to preserve the
Franklin River (1976-83).

‘The earliest works in the small exhibition at
the Art Gallery of NSW are from his American
years, and one of these is a panorama — o trip-
tych — of the great ol pipeline in Alaska (1951).
Built afer the oil shock of 1973 and extending

across Alaska from the new Prudhoe
Bay oilfields to Valdez Bay in the south, the
pipeline project was controversial and many

HUMAN
NATURE

Bay its name. But here there are, for example,
two triptych panoramas, side-by-side, one of
which evokes an area devastated by human in-

wilderness. But Stephenson's work is more neu-
traevenagnostc
e grandeur of the natural land-

cape b ipine s o whie el
dustrial and utiltarian construction trailing
along the foot of a mountain — i also a notable:
feat of engineering. There is a clear contrast be-

ural beauty and the impressive but
ultimately ugly product of human industry,
itisa contrastoffered for us to meditate on rath-

s 8
ey wha seems o e il 3l and
scae (952 Ve he contrat ot T

Other pictures i this exibiion ponder the

David Stephenson's

ine, Range,
Alaska (1981), below left

One image is a view of a beach: the long ex-.
posure has tumed the picture into a series of
monochrome bands, barely differentiated in
tonal value but where we can just make out the
sand, then an area in which breaking waves
have merged into a lighter blur; then a dark
band of the sea beyond, marking the horizon;

conventionally legible photographs, but which
might be hard to sustain if we encountered

AGNSW collection but not in this exhibition.
Christian architecture always attached particu-

Francesco Borromini, for example, including
those of San Carl alle Quatto Fontane and

Stephenson's fascination with the sublime in
nature, with a power so immense it ca

tinguish human life, and a vastness so great that
it eludes comprehension by the mind, has led

ings, unlike ancient. temples
entilly 10 be experienced fom the outide
The mass takes place he sacred edi

o gl and cancerting bk
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Stephenson's Mount
Dove, Tasmania
(1983), left; Cane

3 il

North Queensland
(1983), below left

the vault or cupola, does not have this advan-
tage —in fact photography can never fully cap-
ture the spatial experience of architecture

but it can reproduce the ceiling in a symmetry
that tuns it into something like a mandala, an
object of spiritual contemplation. It is almost
erwork so different from the

naturs subjets and minimalim o the wrks
zclually included in the a
deey ean see » spilhsal Caperience

encountered in nature could ead t the pursutt
of analogous themes i culture.

Itisapity tha constraints of space prevented
the incision of one at eres of ictures,the
Sar Drawings, pr

) ire 2 seies of black-and-white
photagnphs, produced in the central Austra-
lian desert, an environment of flatness, vast

we
up into the cupola, we find all these seemingly
harsh ious

There, in the pitch
ik s gt Sphensantock Uese

e slightly ighter
Other pictures in this series are cloud studies
hich,

Th

tral evocation of spiritual experience. He has

of the series by Alfred Stieglitz that was shown
at the AGNSW in 2010. They seem to be medi-
tations on the inexplicable energy, movement
and, one is tempted to say, life of inorganic
phenomena of nature that long predate the ap-
pearance of the simplest plant or animal forms.

vastness,its amorphousness and again by the
power of inorganic natural phenomena of a

strikingly Offshore Docking Facilty, Ticinda
(1983). This was one of a series of images com-

of the
‘matrix from which life emerged.
Stephenson’s photographs of the Antarctic

SR between 1978 and 985, nd prsentd st

vehement. Even in the d
e are conscious of T Tores o e

cation
is in north Queensland, north of Townsv\lle

earler cloud studies. Here it is no longer poss-
ible o identify or recognise any motif with cer-
ty. There are tantalising suggestions o

ded by

Another fing work on the same theme but
done much more rcently i not I the present
exhibition but Mu-

unataral yet tsguing Structure igagging
outoer the waters of ashallow bay.

Seum of Conterporary At Drowned No 62
2002) The picture shows wat 1 now Lake

f
projects that turn as e possible o

but
o them The pctures evokea woris m whichall
certainty melts away; they make one think of
allegories of a process of becoming lhal never

settles into the finite form of actual be
T hese whit ictures, Stephenson fakes his

Photographs of Tasmania from the years
when Stephenson first arrived also have Some
of this ambiguity. Coincidentall, the Frankiin
River is named after the famous and tragic ex-
plorer John Franklin who also gave Prudhoe

Continued from Page 9

When Nitsch called his actions orgies he
wasn't necessarly talking about sex. He was re-
fering to 8 maximum mulisensory exper-
ence, an all-embracing

clarity of human architecture and engineering

e T5Ton o it ek esoncpon
s us that the large flat body
of water we see is not natural; yet the general
impression is one of serenity and silence. Na-

ages that can be flt rather than directly seen.
The it o thes s an arlysries of pcures
taken through

telligibiliy, even credibiity. We need a certain
villingnes to belee tht hat weareseeing s
s erucple tan overex-

At o mvery o i oo, o 1

intesell he time. You have tolock t the sy,
he \llem! Everything is music
encedby ev g
e counts fis beloved composers offon his
fingers:“Bach, Beethoren. Bruckner, Wagner,

hing His

ctons v s been abou agony and -
and destruction. About every-
tens e, crammed ogether,all t o
who want to understand my work
Sl ok he el ke e says, offering
me a glass of his excellent white from a bottle
hos labelfestures a splterpnting dore in
pretty blues.
Wha the aucienceat 150 Actin il experi
ence s an event hat' part primal instinct, part
fent sacrament — an
ion. The splayed animal carcass (other
Nitochsay.desine for a uteher s meatlock-

msictoo My musicstimuaes he honsamd
the actions stimulate the
3in a smock cum vestment, Nitsch
willbe at the centre oftheproducton, decing
acast thatincludes 20 ators, 10 “passive” actors
(inat . hose bound to cross o poaring lood
from a cloth) and 20 or 50 helpers assisting in
nything you m:
heand about “discipls”,a word erroneousy re-
peated inthe meliall imobedarsimly en-
thusiastic admirers of his
e rather not gointo frther deal The
nature of my action i not to be narrated. It
he action will end in a cre-

the psyche of the person being

Leigh Carmichael, the creative director of
Hobart's Dark Mofo

rehearsals for two weeks prior to the official
action. “In this way they can see how they will

Do photomraph O sohine 1. the st of
trust established by our experience of the more

veen audiene and the perfomers A il
big perormance the people
ork mg h me always say it was the greatest
expenence ey naveevr
tis important to me that my theatre is a
:manl oflearning.
around at the viokence in the worl.
Surely it is much better to make theatre instead
fwar.”

splatter paintings and traditional oil paintings
of the crucifixion; rows of colourful Catholic
vestments are draped over wooden pews. After-
wards, Rita walks me down to meet Cindy and
Luisa, who are grazing side by side in a grassy
paddock, clipping off some cuttings for them
along the way.

organ-

‘Alterabreak
bl

system ofnotation, summoned fom musc he

embrace.”
A group hug?

take part

“There are the old and young people work-

ing directly in the action; some of them are
naked. Ot

. Nitsch s it
of the courtyard, dogs and cats at his feel. His
face i to the sun,his eyes are gently closed.

igging. Itisto

Nitsch's symphonies_contain surpnsmg
amounts of sweetness and light “You can't be

e, Nits audience,
his ,,uene.mehmu or panmpam o come to
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ture Othersar playing music Othersar ct-
ingand drinking an
s o e thn e is o border be-

cks, . are quiet.
"Hermann Nitsch' 150.Action wil toke ploce on
June 17.n Hobart os partof Dark Mofo.

Wil Aesmstinn =

one of which culminated, in 2005, n a book on
the great domes of European churches, Visions
of Heaven. Unfortunately none of these arc

cance. In the great
od, the apogee of Christian cultures, the
interiors are conceived almost as sculptures of
space: members of the congregation are drawn
into this dynamic s e aloft to the
transcendent heights o the vauled celng

Even more interestingly, Stephenson went
on to explore the vaulted ceilings of churches
and cathedrals; some of this series are in the

was com-
by doubs and nsions, mm isoftena
dlsmnlmulty between the lower and upper

Spaces of a church interior I the interoms of

the imag-
es that Stephenson photographed for his book
Heavenly Vaults (2000), presumably lying flat

cturs ooking p at
ey st e ook up e o
ihedrel overlaying e time xposures of

on thefloor of each churc iy

metrically. We rarely see any of these
ceilings in such perfect framing when we visit
the buildings, but the intensity of our experi-

afthe movement of oo own panct Kant cted
the starry sky as an paradigm of
i men g Stephenson s venaned it

e comes from y being in one
space and looking up towards another.
The photographer, concentrating only on

turable in his quest to capture, in the case, the
movement of time it

\
Calia Porcaval, Whie Cockiss in Banksia Near Gundeana, of on canvas,

wag

ner
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