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The Abyss gathers works by twenty-five artists
whose distinctive practices destabilise and
recombine images, forms, and bodies to offer
critical perspectives and new ways of being.
Their works explore contemporary issues by
utilising historical grotesques and various visual
strategies—from the horror vacui of elaborate
surfaces, through to the abject and informé.
Many of these artists approach materiality in
enigmatic ways to suggest there is value to be
found in not understanding. They invite us
to consider our individual perceptions, fears,
desires, and potential for metamorphosis.
The desire for knowledge, especially for an
intimate experience of knowledge, can be seen
through the dialogues that occur within the
compositions and across the imagery in The
Abyss. The space of potentiality, incongruity
and the unresolved is especially urgent in the
contemporary, where turbulence in politics and
chaotic media messages increasingly fragment
peoples, support divisive ideologies, and
normalise violence.

Life consists of burning up questions.
I cannot conceive of work that is

An open-ended conception of creative acts as
the products of inquiries and dialogues between
‘conceptual horizons’ of our selves is productive.
As Mikhail Bakhtin asserts:

detached from life.
I do not like detached creation.
Neither can I conceive of the mind as detached from itself.
Each of my works, each diagram of myself, each glacial
flowering of my inmost soul dribbles over me [...]
Excuse my absolute freedom.
I refuse to make a distinction between
any of the moments of myself.
ANTONIN ARTAUD [1]

There is neither a first or last word and there
are no limits to the dialogic context (it extends
into the boundless past and the boundless
future). Even past meanings, that is, born in
the dialogue of past centuries, can never be
stable (finalized, ended once and for all)—they
will always change (be renewed) in the process
of subsequent, future development of the
dialogue.[2]
Maurice Merleau-Ponty suggests that if we can
make an object of our perception (for example,
the touch and the visible), then we can attempt
to inspect its limitations. As Mark C. Taylor
explains:
Reflection [Merleau-Ponty argues] cannot
grasp its full significance unless it refers to
the unreflective fund of experience, which it
presupposes and upon which it draws. This
resource, which is perceptually apprehensible
but conceptually ungraspable, constitutes
something like “an original past, a past, which
has never been present”. As a result of this

“original past”, the self-conscious subject (the
eye/I) can never turn around fast enough to see
itself seeing; vision and knowledge have blind
spots and, therefore, are always incomplete.[3]
The Abyss explores a number of ideas or
strategies: firstly, the debasement of the art
object towards the informé or ‘formlessness’;[4]
secondly, the forthright and integral depiction
of the human body; and lastly, the means
with which artists resist structures of power
and oppression, such as religion, mainstream
media, and colonial rule. Tensions and
resonances aggregate between works that have
the capacity to elicit experiences of pleasure as
well as discord—sometimes at the same time.
Several works use devices such as detailed
ornamentation, patterning and intense colour
to engage and to seduce us to look longer even
when their subject matter is disturbing.
Repulsion is also evoked by certain works that
evidence the social dynamics which support and
regurgitate profoundly misanthropic messages.
These messages, which take aim at groups of
people with the purpose of disempowering,
marginalising and dehumanising them, are
subverted by these artists to present ideas of
liberation and acceptance, and to overcome
censorship, stereotyping, sexualising,
medicalising or pathologising.
The debasement of the art object can be seen
in the work of Dieter Roth (1930–1998). His
subversiveness is evidenced on the one hand
through his choice of organic and perishable
materials, and on the other through his
aversion to the aura of authorship, such as
that manifested in the ‘artist-as-shaman’
persona invoked by his contemporary
Joseph Beuys. Roth’s work has magnetism,
but it is of a different order. The work Insel
(Schokoladenpyramide) (c.1971) takes a material
that is delectable—chocolate—and allows it to
become rancid and succumb to rot. In the cycle
of Daily Mirror artist books presented in The
Abyss, aesthetic order imposed by the artist
is treated as arbitrary, giving ‘quantity’ not
‘quality’.[5] For example, in Quadratblatt (Quadrat
Print) (1965), the expectation of a book—
possessing leaves of paper set in a particular
order—is dismantled, so that the onus of keeping
order and meaning making is shifted away from
the artist to the handler.
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Other works in this exhibition possess a sense
of the inchoate—evoking a feeling that they
have been paused just at the moment that they
are coming into being. Hany Armanious’s
repertoire, for example, operates at the edges
of casting methods. In Armanious’s Snake Oil
(1997), molten ‘hot melt’ is poured into cold
water and sets in the space it makes within the
liquid, emulating the interaction of forces such
as shock between temperatures. Tim Schultz
takes paintings apart and reconfigures them as a
tissue of appearances, so that in Hippies (2004),
solidity of modelling gives way to dissolution
of forms, while Emily Hunt’s monoprints After
Giorgio Ghisi (Italian, Mantua ca. 1520–1582
Mantua) I–III (2017) scrape and gouge across
lustrous silks hung billowy and free from the
gallery wall. Ian Haig’s animations Analogue and
The Video Hole (both 2016) and Another Brutally
Satisfying Video (2014) funnel defamiliarisation
and body horror into abstractions, showing
cavities and orifices as the intersection of the
internal and external. Karl Fritsch and Francis
Upritchard’s sculpture Give me four (2019)
incorporates beauty and the macabre with
absurdist doublings of the hand and hand-made,
where skin covers skin, and where jewelled
adornments for fingers preserve fingerprints
through lost-wax casting techniques. In Optic
Grotto (2015), Robert Pulie casts spectacles
into concrete render and oyster shell, where the
seriality of different lenses warp and magnify,
making visibility itself a subject.
Next, the frank depiction of women’s bodies and
the inclusion of the personal, the Dionysian,
and kinaesthetic are argued as legitimate
means to knowledge and expression. Carolee
Schneemann’s film Interior Scroll – The Cave
(1975-95) is drawn from the now canonical
performances of Interior Scroll (1975 and 1977).
Schneemann’s thinking on the vulvic space
is echoed in numerous works in The Abyss, as
central core imagery punctuates the exhibition,
however problematic depictions of the vulva
may be if they are taken as signifying all women.
In The Abyss, these artists depict genitalia as an
index of sexuality and knowledge.
For instance, Krista Berga’s bronze sculpture
My rage fingers my strength (2018) presents an
image of a distended pubis and vulva straining
from a truncated form. It is sinuous and violently
rendered, the labia cut at. Louise Hearman’s
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painting Untitled #983 (2003) positions the
vulva centrally. Seen between white pine trees
and bright thighs, it evokes the kind of guided
voyeurism and consumption of female bodies
that we have come to associate with modernists
such as Gustave Courbet and Marcel Duchamp.
Sophie Takách’s trio of works titled Evert
Manifold (2017), distinguished by the cubic
centimetre measure of the dental alginate used
to open the space of her vagina, makes visible the
form and details of this space which is generally
closed. In the video Anasyrma (2018), Anastasia
Booth performs in a Greek Dionysian mask,
wearing a phallic apparatus adorned with bells.
In this work, Booth’s interest in ancient gestures
and Freudian legacies is invoked, as she shakes
the strap-on phallus at another mask made by
her father.
Taking issue with the Freudian concept of the
‘castrated woman’ as possessing a fundamental
lack, this group of works matter-of-factly show
intimate body parts as they might an elbow
or shin, while the flood of repressions or
associations they invoke reveal to us so richly our
cultural ‘istory’ (a term used by Schneemann to
reject the gendering of our collective pasts).[6]
Also explored is the constructedness of the self,
presented as being related to contexts of power
and control. The work of Tyza Stewart elides a
conception of self-representation through the
lens of gendered imagery. Stewart’s Screen shot
2013-01-04 at 10.49.11 PM 2 (2013) is taken
from an approximately year-long portraiture
project which was published via a Tumblr
account. In the form of a digital image presented
on an open laptop, a body is constructed out of
multiple frames and set against a backdrop of
desktop folders, revealing its highly contingent
status. Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran’s 3 Legged
Deity #2 (2017) conflates cultures and aesthetic
traditions: the monkey head of the sculpture
draws on various mythological narratives while
the homoerotic figure of Saint Sebastian is
referenced in the pierced torso of the sculpture.
Paul Yore’s Happy are ye poor (2017) invokes the
philosophical concept of ‘aporia’ in this work
that collages and stitches together a dizzying
array of references to toxic and hegemonic
aspects of culture, with Rupert Murdoch and
Pope Francis as central characters, while Juan
Davila’s social commentary is both scathing and

tender in Holy Family (1985), where he positions
sexuality within the context of Christian
religious tradition.
Gordon Bennett’s early work Outsider (1988)
deploys postmodern strategies of requoting and
détourning source materials. Informed of his
Indigenous Australian and Anglo-Celtic heritage
while a teenager, Bennett contends with issues
of displacement and identity in this work via
references to the expressionism of Vincent van
Gogh. Gordon Hookey’s work Payback Painting
(2005) likewise invokes van Gogh’s The Bedroom
(1888) and his work functions at the interface
where Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures
converge. Payback Painting tells two stories of
retribution—one from a distant past and one that
was aimed directly at the moment of its creation
under John Howard’s Prime Ministership.
Hookey’s painting raises the issue of punishment
for crimes against humanity. Tony Albert’s
Old sins cast long shadows (2018) suggests that
the effects of past crimes are far-reaching
and intergenerational. The work depicts a
caricature of an Aboriginal man constructed
from racist depictions of First Nations peoples
taken from popular cartoons, books or massproduced souvenirs. Albert’s words form a
spear across four sheets of paper to critique the
misrepresentations of people that continue to
harm individuals and communities.
Natalya Hughes’s ‘Woman’ series investigates
depersonalisation from the modernist canon of
painting, specifically Willem de Kooning’s 1950s
paintings of women. De Kooning sometimes
referred to women as ‘it’ when talking about their
forms as pictorial objects. Incorporating fabric
patterns from the period, Hughes recreates each
woman with complexity and with a sense of
agency. Wart’s expressionist paintings such as
Show us your Boombox, Lady and Kiss of gin (both
2019) likewise show women fully inhabiting
the compositions with sensuality and fullness of
sentience at a moment of repose but also where
vulnerability allows the menace of thoughts to
emerge.
A personal response to abuses of power can
be seen in Karla Dickens’s Sleeping Beauty 1–4
(2016), which represent the horrific rape and
death of Lynette Daley, an Aboriginal woman,
at the hands of two white men whom the NSW
Department of Public Prosecution declined to

charge on two occasions before finally convicting
them. These painting and collage works feature
floral-patterned fabrics, motifs of Dracula,
Frankenstein, mummies and skulls along with
other references to racism and colonisation.
Christian crosses dominate the scenes. Chantal
Fraser’s Maiden Prismatic Taupou #1 (2011)
uses photographic composites to build a
topographic self-portrait that simultaneously
expresses cultural ties while declining to explain
her identity, asserting a right to inscrutability.
Jemima Wyman’s Aggregate Icon (Blaze) (2011)
is also constructed from hand-cut photo collage
where DIY camouflage costumes synonymous
with liberation activists are composed in a
gestalt dazzle pattern, in order to consider what
those bodies can do individually or as a group,
politically or socially.
The Abyss gathers a polyphony of artistic
approaches that privilege ways of working
that lead us into spaces of the unresolved and
unreconciled. The artists in this exhibition
employ strategies to generate schisms in the
psyche: those moments where language fails,
where chimeras are registered, and where taboos
are challenged. In this sense, these artworks
perform dual operations—they draw us close to
reveal ideas from which we might want to recoil.
Naomi Evans 2019
Endnotes:
1. ‘The Umbilicus of Limbo’ (1925) in Antonin Artaud,
Antonin Artaud: Selected Writings, ed. Susan Sontag, trans.
Helen Weaver (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux,
1976), 59.
2. Mikhail M. Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays,
trans. Vern W. McGee, ed. Caryl Emerson and Michael
Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986), 170.
3. Mark C. Taylor, “Skinning Art,” Singular Forms
(Sometimes Repeated): Art from 1951 to the Present (New
York: The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 2004),
32.
4. Georges Bataille introduced this idea in 1929, and it
was taken up again by Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss
in 1996 for an exhibition titled Formless: A User’s Guide,
held at the Centre Pompidou. See Yve-Alain Bois and
Rosalind Krauss, Formless: A User’s Guide (New York: Zone
Books, 1997).
5. Dieter Rot (Deiter Roth) quoted in ‘Note from the editor
to this Quadrat-Print’, Steendrukkerij de Jong & Co.,
Quadratblatt (Quadrat Print), Hilversum, The Netherlands,
1965.
6. Carolee Schneemann, “Women in the Year 2000”
(1977), in Imaging Her Erotics: Carolee Schneemann –
Essays, Interviews, Projects (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press),
147–48.
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Natalya Hughes
Woman I 2018
Opposite
Tony Albert
Old sins cast long shadows 2018
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The Abyss
List of works
All works are © of the artists unless
otherwise stated.
Tony Albert
Girramay/ Yidinji/ Kuku, Yalanji peoples
b.1981, Townsville, QLD
Old sins cast long shadows 2018
Ink on archival paper
76 x 57.5cm (each sheet), 254 x 95.5cm
(framed)
Private collection, Sydney
Image courtesy of the artist and
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney and Singapore
Photo: Aaron Anderson
Hany Armanious
b.1962, Egypt
Snake Oil 1997
Hotmelt, oil paint (free form), plastic
crates
15 x 240 x 69cm (plinth); 4.5 x 116 x
57cm, 5.5 x 27 x 27cm, 2.5 x 28 x 25cm,
8.5 x 18 x 28cm, 3 x 24.5 x 23cm, 7 x 9 x
13.5cm (objects irreg.)
Courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9
Gallery, Sydney
Photo: Carl Warner
Gordon Bennett
1955–2014, Monto/Brisbane, QLD
Outsider 1988
Oil and synthetic polymer paint on
canvas
290.5 x 180 x 4.5cm
Collection: The University of Queensland
Purchased with the assistance of the
Visual Arts/Craft Board of the Australia
Council, 1989
1989.03
© The Estate of Gordon Bennett
Image courtesy of Milani Gallery,
Brisbane
Photo: Carl Warner

Performance at Netherworlds, curated by
Amy-Clare McCarthy and Kieran Swann,
Spring Hill Reservoir, Brisbane, 2018
2:32 mins
Courtesy of the artist
Photo: Louis Lim
Juan Davila
b.1946, Chile
Holy Family 1985
Oil on canvas
60 x 50cm (unframed)
62.5 x 52.5 x 4cm (framed)
Collection of Alex and Kitty Mackay,
Brisbane
Image courtesy of the artist and Kalli
Rolfe Contemporary Art, Melbourne
Photo: Carl Warner
Karla Dickens
Wiradjuri people
b.1967, Sydney, NSW
Sleeping Beauty I-III 2016
Mixed media
120 x 120cm (framed)
Image courtesy of the artist and Andrew
Baker Art Dealer, Brisbane
Photo: Mick Richards
Sleeping Beauty IV 2016
Mixed media
120 x 120cm
IES Indigenous Art Collection, Brisbane
Image courtesy of the artist and Andrew
Baker Art Dealer, Brisbane
Photo: Mick Richards
Chantal Fraser
b.1981, New Zealand
Maiden Prismatic Taupou #1 2011
Hand cut photo-composite
110 x 80cm (sheet); 125 x 90.5cm
(framed)
Griffith University Art Collection
Purchased 2011
Photo: Carl Warner

Krista Berga
b.1970, New Zealand

Karl Fritsch and Francis Upritchard
b.1963, Germany; b.1976, New Zealand

My rage fingers my strength 2018
Black bronze, edition 1/5
30.5 x 22 x 18cm (irreg.)
Collection of Beth Jackson, Brisbane
Photo: Carl Warner

Give me four 2019
Mixed media, leather, stitching, armature,
rings: Gold, ruby 2008; Gold, diamonds
1993; White gold, amalganum 1993;
Gold, emeralds, diamonds 2014; Silver,
niello, tanzanite 2015; White gold,
diamonds 2015; Silver, gold plate, rubies
1999
7 x 22 x 8cm
Courtesy of the artists, Gallery Funaki,
Melbourne; and Ivan Anthony, Auckland
Photo: Karl Fritsch

Anastasia Booth
b.1988, Brisbane, QLD
Anasyrma 2018
Single channel video, 16:9, colour,
sound, no dialogue
Videographer: David D’Arcy
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Ian Haig
b.1964, Melbourne, VIC

Emily Hunt
b.1981, Sydney, NSW

Analogue 2016
Single channel video (Maya animation,
1920 x 1080 HD), colour, sound, no
dialogue
Sound: David Haberfield
10 mins (loop)

After Giorgio Ghisi (Italian, Mantua ca.
1520 – 1582 Mantua) I-III 2017
Monotype: Akua ink on Indian silk;
brackets: Ebinger-Schnass glaze on
stoneware; brass
I: 125 x 104 x 19cm, II: 140 x 114 x
14cm, III: 134 x 110 x 19cm
Courtesy of the artist
Photo: Sofia Freeman

The Video Hole 2016
Single channel video (Maya animation,
1920 x 1080 HD), colour, sound, no
dialogue
Sound: Darrin Verhagen
10 mins (loop)
Another Brutally Satisfying Video 2014
Single channel video (Mortal Kombat
sources, 1920 x 1080 HD), colour, sound,
no dialogue
10 mins (loop)
Courtesy of the artist
Louise Hearman
b.1963, Melbourne, VIC
Untitled #983 2003
Oil on masonite
57 x 69cm
Collection of Alex and Kitty Mackay,
Brisbane
Image courtesy of the artist and Roslyn
Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney
Photo: Carol Ha
Gordon Hookey
Waanyi people
b.1961, Cloncurry, QLD
Payback Painting 2005
Acrylic on linen
162 x 170cm
Griffith University Art Collection
Purchased 2017
Image courtesy of the artist and Milani
Gallery, Brisbane
Photo: Carl Warner
Natalya Hughes
b.1977, Macksville, NSW
Woman I 2018
Acrylic on canvas
192 x 147cm
Woman V 2018
Acrylic on canvas
155 x 114cm
Courtesy of the artist and Milani Gallery,
Brisbane
Photo: Nicholas Aloisio-Shearer

Ramesh Mario Nithiyendran
b.1988, Sri Lanka

Mayer, Köln, London, Reykjavik 1970.
Edition of 1000, with 100 copies in
multiple designed by the author, painted
corrugated cardboard with 2 signed
miniature books cut out of Daily Mirror
newspaper.
472 pages offset, 23 x 17cm
© Dieter Roth Estate. Courtesy Hauser
& Wirth and Dieter Roth Foundation,
Hamburg
All collection of Noreen Grahame, Centre
for the Artist Book, Brisbane

3 Legged Deity #2 2017
Earthenware, glaze, lustre, bronze,
acrylic
79 x 41 x 36 cm (figure); 95 x 53.5 x
53.5cm (plinth)
Collection of Rosco Goodworth and Kurt
Crowther, Brisbane
Image courtesy of the artist and
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney and Singapore
Photo: Simon Hewson

Insel (Schokoladenpyramide) c.1971
Chocolate, iron and plaster on wooden
board in Plexiglass box, mounted on
wooden board
35 x 50 x 8cm plexiglass; 40 x 55cm
board
Collection: Art Gallery of New South
Wales - Gift of Geoff Ainsworth AM
2015. Donated through the Australian
Government’s Cultural Gifts Program
© The Estate of Dieter Roth. Courtesy
Hauser & Wirth

Robert Pulie
b.1969, Sydney, NSW

Carolee Schneemann
1939–2019, United States of America

Optic Grotto 2015
41.5 x 34.5 x 17cm
Spectacles, oyster shells, concrete
render, brass, copper, beeswax
Collection of Karina Harris and Neil
Hobbs, Canberra
Photo: Carl Warner

Interior Scroll – The Cave 1975-95
Single channel video, 4:3, colour, sound,
dialogue
Edited and produced: Maria Beatty.
Cave participants: Lilah Friedland, Jade,
Jackie Lipton, Sativa Peterson, Naomi
Schechter, Carolee Schneemann.
Voices: Maria Beatty, Kathy Brew,
Cynthia Gaasch, Carolee Schneemann.
Camera: Maria Beatty, Abigail Child,
Caroline Koebel, Ethan Mass, James
Schaeffer
7:30 mins
Courtesy of Electronic Arts Intermix (EAI),
New York
© Carolee Schneemann/ARS. Copyright
Agency, 2019

Dieter Roth
1930–1998, Germany/Switzerland
daily mirror book 1961
Artist’s book of newspaper. Publisher:
forlag ed, Reykjavík. Printer: Daily Mirror,
London. Edition: approx. 220
Unsigned proof
3 x 3 x 2cm
© The Estate of Dieter Roth. Courtesy
Hauser & Wirth
Quadratblatt (Quadrat Print) 1965
Artist’s book, offset printed. Publisher
and printer: Steendrukkerij de Jong and
Company, Hilversum, The Netherlands.
Edition of 1,000
60 sheets: 25 x 25cm (each sheet)
© Dieter Roth Estate. Courtesy Hauser
& Wirth and Dieter Roth Foundation,
Hamburg
Collected works, Volume 10 Daily Mirror
(Deluxe edition) 1970
Variant of ‘Quadrat Print’ and ‘daily
mirror book’, offset printed, stitched,
softback. Printed by Staib + Mayer,
Stuttgart. Published by edition Hansjörg

Tim Schultz
b.1960, Sydney, NSW
Hippies 2004
Acrylic on canvas
154 x 154cm
Courtesy of the artist and
The Commercial, Sydney
Photo: Tim Schultz
Tyza Stewart
b.1990, Moura, QLD

Sophie Takách
b.1979, England
Evert Manifold [80 cc, 51cc, 48cc] 2017
Bronze, modified leather tool belt,
performative action, brackets by Sarah
Poulgrain
Bronze objects: 14 x 5.5 x 4cm; 12 x 4.5
x 4.5cm; 11.5 x 4 x 5cm (all irreg.)
Collection of Alex and Kitty Mackay,
Brisbane
Photo: Sophie Takách
Wart
b.1958, Geelong, VIC
Bubble bath 2019
Oil on board
120 x 90cm
Courtesy of the artist
Kiss of gin 2019
Oil on board
120 x 90cm
Courtesy of the artist
Show us your Boombox, Lady 2019
Oil on board
120 x 90cm
Private collection, Sydney
Smoking in the bath 2019
Oil on board
122 x 91.5cm
Private collection, Sydney
Photos: Carl Warner
Jemima Wyman
b.1977, Sydney, NSW
Aggregate Icon (Blaze) 2011
Hand cut photo collage
204 x 204cm (framed)
Courtesy of the artist and Milani Gallery,
Brisbane
Photo: Carl Warner
Paul Yore
b.1989, Melbourne, VIC
Happy are ye poor 2017
Mixed media textile appliqué, including
found materials, iron-on printed fabric
transfers, wool, beads, sequins, buttons
230 x 207cm
Private collection, Melbourne
Image courtesy of the artist and Neon
Parc, Melbourne
Photo: Paul Yore

Screen shot 2013-01-04 at 10.49.11 PM
2 2013
Digital image
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist
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