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Lee 8ul, Ein Hungerkunstler, 2004, hand-cut
polyurethane panels on aluminium armature, acrylic
paint, epoxy coating, crystal and glass beads on nick­
chrome and stainless steel Wire, 96 x 190 x 500 cm,
courtesy the artist and pkm gallery, Seoul.
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Destiny Deacon, Melancholy, 2000, light-jet print
from Polaroid photograph, 80 x 100 cm, courtesy
the artist and Roslyn OxleyS Gallery, Sydney.

line-work in these pieces maintains the organic sensibility of the large sculptures,
and both forms display a fascination with intricate surface. Curated by Rachel
Kent, the exhibition was intelligently displayed and provided a good introduction
to an outstanding international artist.

The third solo exhibition at the MCA over the summer period surveyed the
work of one of Australia's most irreverent and powerful artists, Destiny
Deacon. 'Destiny Deacon: walk & don't look blak', curated by Natalie King
and travelling to New Zealand and Noumea later in 2005, was displayed on
the MCA's fourth floor, the smallest and most troublesome of the building's
exhibiting areas. Level 4 is the most recent area of the MCA to be refurbished
for display and has, since 1999, housed a series of small solo exhibitions of
notable Australian artists (including Deacon), providing them with their first
opportunity for a solo exhibition outside the commercial arena. Despite
physical limitations - the area is not adequately temperature-controlled, it is
tucked away upstairs and poorly signposted, the ceilings are low and the
layout of the rooms is awkward - the space has played an important role in
fostering contemporary Australian artists. It is encouraging to note that a
major project is now underway to considerably expand the space and install
museum-standard air-conditioning.

One of the 'bad girls' of Australian art, Deacon employs everyday objects,
such as black plastic dolls, toys and kitsch Aboriginal souvenirs, to produce
photographs and videos which make powerful and often moving statements
about Aboriginal identity. She takes a 'no-bullshit' approach to art and the
pretensions of the art world, although behind her derisiveness is a great
passion for, and knowledge of, art history. A recent series shows writers, artists
and other notable Australian figures re-enacting some of white Australia's
iconic paintings. Portrait- Eva Johnson, writer, 1994/2004, is perhaps the best­
known of this series, based on the colonial portrait of an Aboriginal cricket
player by J. M. Crossland in the collection of the National Gallery of Australia in
Canberra. More recent portraits of activist Gary Foley and writer Peter Blazey
were inspired by William Dobell's painting A boy at the basin, 1932, while
Portrait- Fiona Ha/I, artist, 2004, in which Hall is shown characteristically
knitting with videotape, is a witty take on Grace Cossington Smith's famous
painting The sock knitter, 1915.

Deacon's signature motif is the black doll, which Hetti Perkins writes about at
length in the exhibition catalogue:

These dolls are not pretty empty-headed playthings,' they are invested with the intent of

their artist puppet-master; are objects of Wit and whimsy, relics ofAboriginal kitsch and

radiate a familiarity that we all engage with: touchstones of our childhood dreams and

aspirations ... For many they represent an antidote to the early learning tools of

stereotyping; the blonde-haired, blue-eyed baby dolls that grew into supermodel Barbies,

offering black kids an unachievable and, in retrospect, unenviable ideal. •

Deacon's photographs can be shocking, funny, playful, sinister, desperately sad
and poignant: sometimes all these things at once. With their deliberately low­
tech quality (the artist often scans Polaroid photographs and enlarges them as
laser, bubble or light-jet prints) they can appear accidental or haphazard. But the
blurry dreamlike quality of the images well suits the imaginary scenarios that are
carefully staged for the camera. White stereotyping of black culture is also a
hallmark of Deacon's videos - some of which were shown as part of an installation
based on a re-creation of the artist's living room. Collaborating for several years

with the late artist Michael Riley, Deacon created a number of hilarious Indigenous
soap operas, full of melodrama, hammy acting and biting satire.

Summer 2005 at the MCA was rich and diverse: the Bridget Riley, Lee Bul
and Destiny Deacon exhibitions were strong and well-presented, and the overall
experience was inspiring. While solo exhibitions of contemporary artists are
important to mount, it is also to be hoped that the MCA will continue to
undertake some of the major thematic shows it has produced in the past.
Art is not simply a fashion parade of noted individuals, but rather a messy
conglomeration of ideas, styles and approaches which contemporary art
museums have a responsibility to try to make sense of. While the MCA seems
to have a bright future, its greatest challenge is to stay as fresh and dynamic as
the culture it presents.
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