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Is anyone out there, 
they used to say, or was 
they also some remote chance 
of people, a company, together.

What one never knows is, 
is it really real, is 
the obvious obvious, or else 
a place one lives in regardless.

—from Robert Creeley, ‘Water’ (1990)1

Selective, fallible, unforgiving: the true pre-
decessor of photography is human memory. 
Although the two are now hopelessly entwined, 
their image-origins could not be more differ-
ent. Compared to the human body, the camera 
makes a poor instrument. Whereas a body—
typically in infancy—is capable of overcom-
ing solipsism, a camera has no mirror stage.

Photography’s history has not been one 
of battles over representation, but a struggle 
against its own limited capacity for empa-
thy and imagination. The camera, or anything 
that emulates it, is all ego. Indexicality implies 
indifference. In the hands of the neoliberal 
subject, or contemporary artist, it consistently 
proves itself a weapon of the most craven kind.

Cowardice is now the hallmark of pho-
tographic practice. As public space is fur-
ther privatised and surveilled, and as privacy 
slips into privation, the range of acceptable 
uses for a camera by a citizen has narrowed. 
Squeezed from multiple sides (by paranoid 
privacy advocates, governments and corpo-
rations eager to shield their activities from 
scrutiny, and alarmist campaigners for ‘child 
protection’), the photographer-artist is one 
of the more cramped figures of our age.

Among those who use photography as 
medium (and not as corporate shill or dumb 
recorder), some camouflage themselves in 
hat-and-sunglasses, or as harmless consumers. 
Many keep their distance, seeking shelter in 
private architecture, or in landscape. Still others 
retreat to the cameraless, shaking off the 
instrument (but not its poverty of imagination). 
Like photography and memory, photography 
and alienation embrace at terminal velocity.

The ego-eye of the camera—real or 
simulated—alienates its users from the 
world at large, and from each other. More 
than most media, photography resists 
attempts to complicate the norms of singular 
authorship. Nonetheless, a good artist can 
inhabit this alienation and develop a careful 
self-consciousness. What the categorical 
survey exhibition holds out—especially 
when that category is photography—is the 
possibility of collective consciousness.

All exhibitions make promises. Most 
of them cannot be kept. Whether a survey 
exhibition’s pledges can be met depends on 
the artwork’s ability to navigate the prob-
lems of the survey itself. This challenge is 
compounded—and the risk of failure height-
ened—in an exhibition that shows work from 
a single locality, made within a certain time 
period, and using the tools of a single medium.

In one respect, photography has a great 
advantage in engaging the local. It tends to 
produce images that, in their visible nuance, 
could only have been made in that place. Yet 
its formal limitations (notwithstanding all 
attempts to introduce new processes) and its 
callousness, frequently combine to produce 
objects that may as well have been made any-
where. In the globalised practice of contem-
porary art, what photographs look like is more 
important than what photographs look at.

Considering what these photographs 
are looking at (and how they are looking), 
does this exhibition succeed in providing an 
image of Western Australia’s consciousness 
of itself?2 A catalogue essay is in no posi-
tion to judge. Written as this is from a great 
distance and prior to the exhibition’s open-
ing, attempting to answer this question would 
amount to an exercise in science fiction.3

What is obvious, even from this van-
tage, is that if a macro-image can be said to 
emerge from this grouping of artworks, it will 
be as fallible as any of the singular images in 
the exhibition. It should not be forgotten that 
photography is—presently as much as histori-
cally—an easy friend of colonial ambition and a 
handy means of erasure. Close attention must 
be paid to who makes an image—especially a 
collective one—and what is excluded from it.
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A similar scrutiny must also be directed 
at claims for the value of local contempo-
rary art practices. Who is included in argu-
ments for the greater visibility of Western 
Australian art? Who is missing? The state’s 
relationship to its own peripheral status is 
a fraught one, wavering—as in many simi-
lar places—between pride and insecurity. But 
complaints of under-representation in national 
discourse must be tempered by an acknowl-
edgement that the urban centre of Perth has 
its own history of incurious isolationism.4

The globalisation of the art world has not 
collapsed the centre-periphery dynamic; it has 
merely proliferated it. Despite the apparent 
freedom and speed at which information flows, 
power still accrues in places where financial 
capital and social capital meet. The interven-
tion of city- or state-funded institutions in this 
context is less corrective than it is complicit. 
Nonetheless, public institutions retain—at least 
in principle—a critical responsibility to their 
audiences not shared by other arbiters of value.

Yet public art institutions are also prone 
to the asociality and indifference inherent in 
the medium of photography. Tethered as they 
are to real estate and staid norms of presenta-
tion, most communicate within a limited formal 
range. Much like the camera, the exhibition is 
an instrument with a limited imagination. The 
expansion of ‘public programming’ in recent 
years is an acknowledgement of this prob-
lem, but a great deal of this activity serves 
only to bolster the exhibition of objects as the 
prime site for the experience of visual art.

Wherever there are artists who identify 
themselves with what is called contemporary 
art, there will be some who attempt to chal-
lenge the mainstream art world’s “holy trinity” 
of authorship, objecthood, and spectatorship.5 
With the will and the means to work in soli-
darity with each other, these are the sites of 
productive antagonism where artists develop a 
genuinely local contemporary art practice. This 
is how what was once called an avant-garde 
can emerge. This is also how artists, acting 
collectively, can begin to form alliances and sol-
idarities with artists embedded in other places.

For this to be realised, artists, their sup-
porters and their educators must reject the 

dominant social model of contemporary art, a 
system which functions as “a dispersed network 
of competing individuals who never cohere 
into a historical subject with the capacity for 
collective resistance.”6 Communities of artists 
working in the periphery (that is, most com-
munities) must forego the chance to sit at 
the existing table and collectively reconcep-
tualise the form and logic of the table itself.

Demands by those in a peripheral place 
like Western Australia—or Australia—that 
their artists receive greater visibility in national 
or global discourse, merely on the grounds of 
‘fairer’ representation, do a disservice to the 
artists who work in that place. If local institu-
tions truly wish to foster a rigorous community 
they must support open-ended experimentation 
whose outcomes are not decided in advance.

What might this look like? For organi-
sations with the resources to provide artists 
with funding, logistical support and access 
to audiences, potential shifts are not hard to 
conceive. A move away from the exhibition as 
the representative form of contemporary art 
practice is a good start. Likewise, increased 
support for non-object and discursive practices, 
as well as for collaborations and collectives 
whose aims are not market-driven—all guided 
by a commitment to maximal artistic auton-
omy—will significantly change local conditions.

Some artists may see a turn from the role 
of agile hyper-networked agent towards col-
lective efforts to re-make their immediate art 
world as counterproductive. Yet counter-pro-
duction is precisely what is required. Artists 
working at the centre may have the privilege 
of ignoring the true social and cultural con-
texts for their work, but those working in the 
periphery have a responsibility to practise in 
ways that renounce the myopia of the powerful.
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