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One of Australia’s most intriguing 
anti-establishment artists, eX de 
Medici’s works have long spoken 
truth to power. 
F E AT U R E b y  N EH A K A L E 
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Some people lean into authority. 
But for eX de Medici, rules from above 
are to be treated with suspicion. Attempts 
to control, dictate and persuade should 
be resisted at all costs. The renowned 
contemporary artist came of age in the 
Canberra punk scene, a freewheeling 
space that welcomed dissent, even anarchy. 
It’s shaped her worldview ever since. 

“When you’re a young person, 
music is incredibly important,” she says. 
“I remember going to see The Saints, who 
were the first-ever punk band. I remember 
Chris Bailey, who was belligerent and pushy, 
a real bastard saying, ‘what the hell did they 
put into the water?’ They got the biggest 
audiences here.” She gives a throaty 
laugh. “My motto was ‘we are not your 
freaking product.’ Now everyone wants 
to be a product, to brand themselves.” 
She pauses. “I’m still someone who 
refuses to wear a logo. I cut them off.” 

Late capitalism, of course, would 
come for punk. Turn it into something 
you could consume. Iggy Pop as the 
face of car insurance. Three hundred 
dollars for a pair of combat boots. 
De Medici, meanwhile, would spend 
the next three decades chronicling the 
cultural forces that now ensnare us: 
capital, corporatisation, violence, greed. 

Her wild and intricate paintings 
shuttle between the poles of attraction and 
revulsion. Pleasure and nausea. Beauty and 
decay. They employ a logic of seduction to 
show rather than declare. 

Take The Wreckers (2019), a six-
metre-long tableau acquired in 2020 
by the National Gallery of Australia. 
A graveyard of crumpled cars unfolds 
against a star-spangled banner. The flag 
is black. The ground yields flowering 
weeds. The image speaks to power and 
corruption and the decline of the West 
but also to how economic and ecological 
collapse is mediated through a culture of 
entertainment, of spectacle. Like watching 
a car crash in slow motion. 

“I don’t participate in social media,” 
she says firmly. “Nothing I’ve done I’ve 
ever put on the net.” 

In de Medici’s visual universe, symbols 
are visceral. Corporeal. There’s the skull, 
that fixture of the Dutch vanitas tradition. 
The gun. The moth. I get the feeling 
after speaking to the artist, who’s now 63 
years old, that her perception of death is 
something beyond the physical. It can 
take the form of inertia or acquiescence. 
We talk about Mark Zuckerberg, Elon 
Musk, the neoliberal push to promote 
and compete and compare. 

“I find it extremely disrupting, and 
not in a good way,” she says. “I think it 
really arose with the social networks and 
is a direct relative of war, of beating and 
defeating and being a hero. I find all 
these words toxic.” 

Double Double Crossed, her latest 
show at Sydney’s Sullivan+Strumpf, is 
the second half of a two-part project 
that re-imagines two genetically related 

moths from New Guinea and mainland 
Australia. These delicate creatures, painted 
in brushstrokes that mimic the warp and 
weft of embroidery, smuggle weapons in 
their abdomens. A striking yellow-and-
brown insect, titled Hybrid Warfare (2021), 
emerges out of a coal gas drill. Non-
Valuable Species (2021) rains cluster bombs. 

De Medici, who has been collaborating 
with entomologists at the CSIRO for over 
twenty years, believes that weapons, like 
moths, are a species too.

“I’ve been working with scientists who 
are deeply dedicated to life,” she explains. 
“But weapons have already created 
evolutionary pathways. They are a form of 
science dedicating themselves to death. If 
you look at the military industrial complex, 
it’s one of the biggest industries on earth.” 

Consumerism. Technology. Weapons. 
Extinctions. For de Medici, these facets of 
the modern condition aren’t the disparate 
symptoms our atomised reality would 
have us believe. 

“I’ve had this feeling for a long time, that 
there is this fist closing around everything, 
slowly, incrementally, imperceptibly,” 
she says, choosing her words carefully. 
“Google doesn’t tell us anything anymore.” 

EX DE MEDICI  
Hybrid Warfare 
(Testosterone x Coal Gas 
drill), 2021-22 
watercolour on paper 
114 x 124 cm

Opposite 
EX DE MEDICI 
Non-Valuable Species 
(Cluster Bom)b, 2021 
watercolour on paper 
114 x 124 cm

Bottom 
EX DE MEDICI 
The Wreckers (detail), 2019 
watercolour on paper 
114 x 590 cm

Page 66-67 
EX DE MEDICI 
Walter Raleigh x Ned 
(We come in Peace), 2021 
watercolour on paper 
114 x 124 cm

Courtesy the artist and 
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney
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De Medici was born in Coolamon in 
New South Wales’ Riverina. She grew up 
in Canberra. Her father, she says, was a 
political scientist. “So, we already had an 
education that things happen for a reason,” 
she recalls. “Communist China, the 
French testing nuclear bombs at school.” 
As a child, she partook in her first protest 
– an anti-Vietnam moratorium march. 
Art, too, was a constant presence. “A good 
friend of my mother’s was an artist and 
when I was seven, she urged her to send 
me to art class.”

She attended the Canberra School 
of Art in the 1980s, where she received 
a formalist education under the German 
printmaker Udo Sellbach. She became 
involved, thanks to the artist and 
filmmaker Tony Ayres, in Canberra’s 
Bitumen River Gallery. 

“I was interested in things that 
fell apart, things that didn’t have an 
objecthood after the event,” she smiles. 
“It was an unbelievably co-operative time 
in Canberra, really hectic. I bought an 
old joinery with my then partner, Neil 

Roberts, and worked on posters and 
handbills and T-shirts. Artists and theatre 
workers banded together because we all 
had nothing. No one was on the hunt for 
prestige because there was none to be had.” 

She discovered tattooing during a 
trip to Melbourne and apprenticed in 
Los Angeles under the artist and painter 
Kari Barber between 1989 and 1990. 
This was the United States during the 
AIDS crisis. “It gave me a look at the lie 
of film and television,” she says. “I arrived 
in late ’89 and people with AIDs were 
like ghosts. It broke my heart to see how 
they were dealt with by their government. 
I thought, ‘this is a country that abandons 
its people.’”

A turning point, she says, came in 
1996 when John Howard was elected. 
“The LNP made us an unrecognisable, 
backward-looking country,” the artist says. 
“I was doing tattoos and performances and 
thought, ‘I can do the most conservative 
thing I can think of.’” 

She started working in watercolour, 
a medium associated with the feminine 

and the domestic. “I’m really interested 
in mediums that the art world thinks are 
shit,” she laughs. “Tattooing was one of 
them. Photocopying preceded that.” 

She spent 18 months working on 
Blue (Bower/Bauer) (1998–2000), a 
monumental tangle of skulls, shackles 
and broken china. It referenced Ferdinand 
Bauer, the natural history artist who was 
part of Matthew Flinders’ 1801 exploration 
of the Australian coastline, as well as 
Norfolk Island, where a convict ancestor 
was transferred as a child.

Red (colony) (2000), shown as 
part of Cold Blooded, the artist’s 2013 
survey at Canberra’s Drill Hall Gallery, 
intertwines exquisite images of moths 
with colonial detritus: candlesticks, jugs, 
a discarded turkey. 

At first these symbols are benign, even 
cheery. But for de Medici, the things that 
clutter our world are a front for darker 
histories. Double Double Crossed revolves 
around a triptych. Two portraits of guns 

flank a study of a moth entitled East India 
Trading Company (2021), the arm of the 
British empire that was also the world’s 
first multinational corporation. 

In the work Elizabeth x Han Solo (2021), 
the weapon is wrapped in the fabric worn 
by Elizabeth I in the Armada Portrait. 
The 1588 image shows the queen’s hands 
on the globe, signifying, in the artist’s 
words, “a couple of hundred years of 
radical exploitation.” 

How did we arrive from there to here? 
There’s a through-line, for the artist, 
between past and present. “[The public] 
has no memory and no sense of the 
future,” she points out. 

De Medici’s learned, from her 
friendships with Iranian artists, how to 
mask the truths no one wants to hear. 
Doing this, as it always has, means 
keeping her distance. 

“You get pushed toward something 
inexorably without empirical evidence 
and look at the evidence when you get 

there,” she grins. “I’m a bit happier in the 
margins. I don’t want any other kind of 
life, so I keep on going.”  

Double Double Crossed showed at Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney, from May 19 to June 11, 2022.
eX de Medici is represented by Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney. 
sullivanstrumpf.com

IN DE MEDICI’S VISUAL 
UNIVERSE, SYMBOLS 
ARE VISCERAL. 
CORPOREAL. THERE’S 
THE SKULL, THAT 
FIXTURE OF THE DUTCH 
VANITAS TRADITION. 
THE GUN. THE MOTH.

EX DE MEDICI 
Blue (Bower/Bauer), 
1990-2000 
watercolour over black 
pencil on paper 
114 x 152.8 cm 

Courtesy National Gallery 
of Australia, Kamberri/
Canberra 
© eX de Medici

EX DE MEDICI 
Red Colony, 1999-2000, 
watercolour on paper 
114 x 152 cm

Opposite, top to bottom, 
left to right 
EX DE MEDICI 
Raytheon (Crime is a 
System), 2021, watercolour 
on paper, 114 x 124 cm

EX DE MEDICI  
Musk Swarm, 2021, 
watercolour on paper, 114 
x 124 cm

Installation view 
EX DE MEDICI  
Double Double 
Crossed, 2022 
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney 
Photo: Simon Hewson

Courtesy the artist and 
Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney
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