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Barbara Cleveland: 
This Thinking-Business

Thinking Business speaks not only to the Barbara Cleveland collective’s 
unique style of cooperation but, equally, to larger themes of female 
friendship, collaboration and artistic labour over the last 15 years...

By Tara McDowell 

Barbara Cleveland
One Hour Laugh (exhibition view), 2020, 
Thinking Business, Goulburn Regional 
Gallery (Museums and Galleries New 
South Wales, touring). 
Photo: Silversalt Photography
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Dear Diana, Frances, Kate and Kelly, 

When I first set out to think about female friendship, I 
turned to philosophy and found hardly anything there. 
Don’t get me wrong — there’s a rich philosophical 
tradition limning the contours of male friendship, from 
Aristotle to Montaigne to Derrida. I suppose I shouldn’t 
have been surprised at the exclusions (whether unwitting 
or wilful suppression) inherent in the fraternity bit of 
liberté, égalité, fraternité, but what was so striking 
was the vehemence with which female friendship was 
rejected. That vehemence barely conceals an ontological 
othering and a paralysing fear. Nietzsche’s is my 
favourite: ‘Are you a slave? Then you cannot be a friend. 
Are you a tyrant? Then you cannot have friends. All-too-
long have a slave and a tyrant been concealed in woman. 
Therefore, woman is not yet capable of friendship: she 
knows only love.’1 

There’s so much to tease out here. That woman can 
contain—no, conceal—the seemingly unreconcilable 
figures of slave and tyrant. That this renders woman 
capable of love, but incapable of friendship. This is 
because, for Nietzsche, woman can’t be independent—
she is always in relation to another.2 This myth of 
independence or autonomy has gotten us into a lot of 
trouble, while the truer fact of relationality, rather than 
positionality, as Mary Graham would put it, becomes 
more absurdly evident every day, despite late capital’s 
attempt to keep us self-dosing, atomised.3 (Would it be 
an overstatement to say the most famous example of 
collaboration in modernism is that of Georges Braque 
and Pablo Picasso, in the south of France that one 
summer, jointly producing Cubism, as they painted 
side by side? Later, of that episode, Picasso would say 
‘Georges Braque, c’était ma femme’—thus denigrating 
his collaborator from man to woman, but also from 
friend to wife. It’s an exquisite burn, full of misogyny and 
ownership and dismissal and erotics.) 

I’m not the first person to notice this absence, or this 
gendered exclusion, in philosophies of friendship. My 
friend Céline Condorelli wrote a beautiful, dialogic, 
searching, generous book about it, The Company She 
Keeps, in which she asks: ‘How would a discourse on 
friendship that includes women be structured?’4 Avery 
Gordon, one of Céline’s interlocutors (and dear friend), 
speaks of the friendships of excluded and marginalised 
people—women and African-American slaves, in 
particular—that ‘provide one of the richest archives of 
friendship practices throughout history’.5 It’s just that 
philosophy never thought to look there, or to ask. 

There’s a connection between this refusal to admit the 
possibility of female friendship and the systematic, 
violent suppression that occurred throughout much 
of Western history of ‘wise women’, the healers and 
midwives that were later called witches and murdered 
en masse. That shared thing is knowledge. And, back 
of that, power. Female friendships remain unthinkable 
because they are simply too dangerous. They threaten  
to unravel an entire world order of patriarchy, empire  
and submission. 

I love the title of the work by the way—This is a stained 
glass window—and how sweet and simple its metaphor 
is: redolent of rose-coloured glasses, conjuring the ways 
in which glass, like friendship, is always in a liquid state, 
even though it looks solid. 

I love how the work alternates between banal, slightly 
goofy shots of Frances or Diana walking across the  
floor dragging Chux Superwipes on their feet, cleaning  
the white backdrop, to a dreamier state of piano tones 
and voiceover, in which we see each of you suddenly at  
a distance, or through the scrim of coloured filters  
(red, yellow, blue). As if it is an inner monologue, the 
voiceover reminisces about beginnings—When we 
first met, she was wearing a green angora jumper. Her 
directness put me on edge—and mulls over the nature of 
these friendships. 

Barbara Cleveland: 
This Thinking-Business
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Barbara Cleveland: 
This Thinking-Business

For how long have we been looking at each other? 
For how long have we been looking to each other? 
For how long have we been looking through each other? 

(This made me think of a raw, time-stopping moment 
in The Gleaners and I, when Agnes Varda holds out her 
aged hand in front of the camera and says, ‘This is my 
project: to film one hand with the other hand. To enter 
into the horror of it. I am an animal.’ But of course, yours 
are eight, not two, hands.) 

Frances told me you read The Company She Keeps too, 
and liked the quote Céline included by Hannah Arendt, 
describing her friendship with Mary McCarthy. ‘It’s not 
that we think so much alike’, Arendt explained, ‘but that 
we do this thinking-business for and with each other’.6 I 
hold onto this offhand remark like a lifeline, wanting it to 
dilate and expand and become the riposte to all of that 
writing on male friendship, which, of course, is hardly fair 
to Arendt. 

Recently I had the deliriously pleasurable experience of 
listening to Jack Halberstam speak. He recommended 
an essay by Saidiya Hartman, The Anarchy of Colored 
Girls Assembled in a Riotous Manner, a critical fabulation 
of the lives of young black women who had been 
surveilled and incarcerated but who remained essentially 
‘unthought’, their history thus untold. ‘To appreciate the 
beautiful experiments of Esther Brown and her friends’, 
Hartman writes, ‘one needs first to conceive something 
as unimaginable and unprecedented as too fast girls 
and surplus women and whores producing “thought of 
the outside”, that is, thought directed toward the outer 
bound of what is possible.”7 

The outer bound of what is possible—isn’t that where we 
most need to be? 

But we’re already there. My old home, California, is 
burning, and so is my new one, Australia. A sixth mass 
extinction is underway, Australia is stricken with drought 
and floods, refugees are detained in offshore prisons, 

and authoritarian rule is on the rise. We are clearly at the 
end of something—an entire way of being in the world 
that has manifest as the Hydra of patriarchy, empire, 
capitalism and religion (what the queer poet Robert 
Duncan referred to as the monstrous ‘Daddy Sunday’). 
Thought of the outside would be the thought of all those 
who have been left outside: indigenous people, refugees 
and migrants, slaves, non-humans, para-humans, non- 
binary humans, fast girls, surplus women, whores, and 
all those who fall outside the traditional systems of 
classification erected by Daddy Sunday. 

When I read this line by Hartman—thought of the 
outside—it reminded me of something that the poet 
Bernadette Meyer wrote in her own wild, sprawling yarn, 
written from inside the fever dream of new motherhood, 
The Desires of Mothers to Please Others in Letters. 
‘Women’, she wrote, ‘can still wind up writing some 
unheard of things don’t you think, I mean things that 
have never been written yet’.8 Well, yes. Not only might 
there be something to be written yet about female 
friendship, but some unheard-of things, some thought 
directed toward the outer bound of what is possible, 
is what is urgently needed, as though all of our lives 
depended upon it. 

Yours, Tara 

Tour: Barbara Cleveland Thinking Business

+ EXHIBITION TOUR DATES

https://mgnsw.org.au/tour-barbara-cleveland-thinking-business/
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01. Barbara Cleveland
excerpt from One Hour Laugh, 2009. 1 channel 
HD video, 60 minute loop. Edition of 5. Concept, 
Direction and Performance: Diana Baker Smith, 
Frances Barrett, Kate Blackmore and Kelly Doley. 
Video Editing: Kate Blackmore. Sound: Frederick 
Rodrigues.

02. Barbara Cleveland 
Meeting Time (exhibition view), 2020, Thinking 
Business, Goulburn Regional Gallery (Museums 
and Galleries New South Wales, touring).  
Photo: Silversalt Photography

03. Barbara Cleveland
What is suspended between us can also shatter 
3, 2019
c-type photographic print
30 x 45 cm or 32.5 x 47.5 cm (framed), edition 
of 5 (#2/5)

04. Installation view, Know My Name: Australian 
Women Artists 1900 to Now Part One, 2021, 
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 2021, 
featuring: (left to right) Barbara Cleveland: 
Frances Barrett, Kate Blackmore, Kelly Doley, 
Diana Smith, Bodies in time, 2016, Choreography 
and performance: Angela Goh; Videography: 
Gotaro Uematsu; Video editing: Kate Blackmore; 
Original sound: Andrew McLellan; Production: 
Bev Shroot; Hair and makeup: Sophie Roberts; 
Esme Timbery, Bidjigal people, Shellworked 
slippers (detail), 2008, Museum of Contemporary 
Art Australia, Sydney. Purchased with funds 
provided by the Coe and Mordant families 2008 
© the artist, photograph: Karlee Holland
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