


the Queensland Art Gallery's exhibition was its combination of the original series
with Hall's 1999 re-workings, in which indigenous Australian and Sri Lankan
plants and nomenclature were emphasised.

This segue from the exotic plants in the original series to indigenous species
introduced the theme of cultural exchange, including trade in commodities,
which has informed much of Hall's work of the last ten years. Other examples
included Occupied territory, 1995, made for the opening of the Museum of
Sydney, and Cash crop, 1998--99, which comprised numerous plants judiciously
carved from soap to represent the staples of economic botany utilised across
the industrialised world. Dominating this aspect of the exhibition, 'Leaf Litter',
1999-2003, featured botanical illustrations relating to the origin of each plant on
different national currencies. With the actual size of the leaves varying
enormously, Azadirachta indica, commonly known as the neem tree, appears on
a single diminutive banknote issued by the government of India, while
Artacarpus a/ti/is, or breadfruit, extends over a patchwork of eighty or so
Malaysian banknotes. Hall has taken great care not to obscure the distinctive
elements of the different currencies; her use of translucent, monochromatic
pigments allows their complex designs and colours to emerge through her own
meticulous drawings. These details, as well as Hall's delineation of the fine
skeletal structure of the plants, recall the botanically accurate cyanotypes of
English proto-photographer Anna Atkins, and hark back to Hall's own experiments
with that process during the early 1980s.

The artist's capacity for linguistic and visual callisthenics appeared throughout
the exhibition in various forms and to different ends. In 'Paradisus Terrestris' the
botanical-corporeal allusions are fundamental to the humour in the work. But Hall
can also deliver a hefty political punch. Three hand-built earthenware pieces from
1991, Desert starm, A new warld arder and Sa/ix baby/onica, were indicative of

how Hall sets up antitheses and combines incongruous elements: traditional and
topical, literary and popular culture, conventional craft practices and mass­
produced objects. These have seen Hall take craft to new extremes, from the
hazardous practice of knitting aluminium stripped from Coke cans for a baby's
layette in Medicine bundle far a nan-born Chl/d, 1993-94, to knitting videotapes of
Hollywood war films into children's toys and body parts for Scar tissue, 2003-04,
highlighting the anonymous or forgotten civilian casualties of war.

Hall's works relating to ecology and bioethics seem to suggest an historical
inevitability that has its basis in the nineteenth century and earlier. Both Dead in
the water, 1999, with its decoratively perforated plastic pipes and finely beaded
marine forms, and Cell culture, 2000-01, which has jaunty Tupperware evolving
into all manner of animal and human forms, are exquisitely contrived evocations
of the tensions between nature and culture. Yet it was Hall's most recent work,
Tender, 2003-05, that provided both the endpoint and a significant highpoint to
the exhibition. A visually and conceptually nuanced work, Tender is a simpler
rendition of the diversity and complexity of nature, and the toll of human impact.
Here, numerous birds' nests, precariously formed from shredded American
banknotes, filled a museum vitrine. Whether sitting, suspended or wedged into
a corner, each nest was entirely individual and discernible by the specific form
and construction method used by particular bird species. While the greenback is
the lingua franca of the world's economies, Tender suggests it can have other
uses, some far more appealing than the bland monoculture it most often is seen
to promote. As an exemplar of the many transactions and cultural interactions
that 'The Art of Fiona Hall' suggested, it was priceless.

The Art of Fiona Hall, Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, 19 March - 15 June 2005;
Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, 8 July - 11 September 2005.

Titled simply Fiona Hall, this monograph by Julie Ewington, published
by Piper Press, is the only substantial book on Fiona Hall and is an
important addition to contemporary Australian art publishing. As Ewington
states in the introduction, it is 'neither a biography, nor a teleology, nor an
examination of a "true path". It is structured around a series of engagements
by the artist with different themes and materials, at different moments'.
The book includes five chapters which accord with a clear chronology of
the artist's career.

Hall's photography is perhaps less familiar to audiences who have come
to know the artist's work through her acclaimed sculptural installations, so
it may surprise some readers to discover that the book devotes roughly half
of its pages to this earlier aspect of her practice. Ewington's survey of the
early work is illuminating and provides an overview of the social and artistic
context in which Hall was working at that time. In contrast, the artist is
presented as an individual, even solitary figure - both artistically and as a
consequence of her increasingly laborious working methods.

There is also a sense that the early work piqued Ewington's curiosity and
therefore elicited a different sort of investigation, whereas the author's
close engagement with Hall's later work, evidenced by her articles and
essays over the period, is a return to more familiar territory. As a consequence,
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Ewington's consideration of the objects
and sculptural installations - which
many would consider Hall's most
important works - is an incisive but less
contextualised account compared with
her enthusiastic tracking of the artist's
formative years. Regardless of this
disparity, one of the most enjoyable and
rewarding aspects of Ewington's writing is the balance she creates
between scholarly analysis and a more reflective tone.

Fiana Hall is an extensive and thoroughly researched text that is unlikely
to be superseded in the foreseeable future, except from the point of view
of the artist's own prolific production and the unpredictable directions her
future work may take. It is fitting that Hall, who has a passion for beautiful
and unusual books, is now represented by such a handsome, thoughtful
and useful publication.

Julie Ewington, Fiona Hall, Piper Press, Sydney, 2005, hardcover, 192 pages, $88.
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