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Han Armanious
Prostrated offerings from a twentieth-century alchemist

Functioning as the Australian preview to its
presentation at the University of California

Los Angeles (UCLA) Hammer Museum, the
extraordinary installation by Hany Arrnanious
at Sarah Cottier Gallery in July 2001 was a
dramatic summation of various ongoing con­
cerns. ot so much a retrospective as a recon­
stitution and elaboration of key elements
seen in 'Snake Oil' of r994 and subsequent
exhibitions, it is almost as if we were witness
to a primal scene in the life of the work.

Within the darkened galleries we discov­
ered a candlelit grotto of curious industry­
an endless source of fascination in the fabri­
cation, transformation and presentation of
things, all touched upon or induced by the
ubiquitous pourings of liquid petroleum-jelly
Hot Melt, otherwise known as 'snake oil'.

Complete with burning cauldron, this wood­
land arbour is erected as an altar to the greater
god of this self-styled twentieth-century
alchemist. We are compelled to wonder at
the identity of the recently retreated per­
petrator of this ritualistic world of burnt,
moulded and otherwise prostrated offerings.

Selflok is the brand name on the carton of
a do-it-yourself 'Elf Shelf kit that followers of
previous manifestations ofArmanious's work
will be familiar with. The sprightly green elf
whose face beams out from the packaging is
a chimera, like the contents of the kit itself
which, for the artist, only ever existed as the
power of suggestion. The cartons leaning up
against the display structure are signposts,
recreated in the imagination as somehow
constituting the platform upon which the

meaning of the work is conveyed. Defining
the scene is the labyrinth of fake wooden
shelving wrought out of polystyrene. The reg­
ular wood-grain lines etched into the deftly
painted finishes of these slabs are echoed in
the plethora ofornamental fixtures and objects
of Tyrolean mimicry placed upon them.

These items include a three-legged wooden
stool and pail, beer steins, wrought frames
and. cuckoo-clock-style filigree boxes, all
masquerading as the real thing but made of
plastic and ceramic substitutes as fetishes
of the tourist trade. Along with the gnomes
and other statuesque effigies of characters
like Saint Nicholas, the myriad vessel forms
(moulds, biscuit trays, copper pans and
gourds) collectively reveal a sentimental
fixation on medieval Europe. The interior

HA YARMANIOUS, Selflok, I994-2ooI, Hot Melt, Styrofoam, PVC, wax, mixed media, 185 x 390 x 560 cm, Sarah Cottier Gallery, Sydney. Photographs Ashley Barber.
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of a gingerbread cottage or German
Weihnachtskiiche is appropriated as the more
sinister compulsion of a crazed bricoloeur­
turned-alchemist.

The mould-maker and breaker of this Hot
Melt production finds every orifice a turn-on.
Pouring the available substance into the
hollows of upturned figurines and free-stand­
ing vessels, he exceeds and breaks apart the
container to display the molten relics of
form. The abject 'bunnies', gnomes and other
anthropomorphic beings sit alongside the
refuse of pourings to slump as spineless ve­
hicles. Frozen rivers proceed down makeshift
runways consisting of multiple entry and exit
points to no clear result. Selflok, like a means
of defining selfhood, is always in process, a
series of try-on or add-on possibilities emerg­
ing from the mire of apparent formlessness.

A borrower and connoisseur of the dis­
carded relics of faith, our elf rakes the leav­
ings of consumer society to satisfy his own
arcane reference points. It is with this in­
dubitable sense of personal selection that
we contemplate the cryptic icon of a framed
photograph depicting a village labourer.
Standing before an enormous woodpile in
an alpine setting, he hoists an old stove above
his head in a heroic feat of swaggering agrar­
ian strength. The apocryphal identity of
our conspiratorial elf is carried along by this
'found photograph' duplicated in a printed
T-shirt available for purchase. Spelt out on
the reverse of both is the word ELV_S (in a
doubling of ELVES and Elvis).

It is difficult to avoid the peculiar in-joke
of Elvis impersonation as one primed by the
knowledge ofSelflok's ultimate destination
in Los Angeles, home of the spectacular
Disney-style world of Hollywood illusion as
described in Umberto Eco's classic text, Travels
in Hyperreality. Armanious has exceeded
his usual restraint in the work's theatrical
display and self-containment, creating a
home for the palpable desiring presence of
an ostensibly mythic subject. He has indeed
conjured a living waxworks, not as a tinsel­
town Palace of Dreams but as a peculiarly
logical avowal of the reality of plastic that is
as much a vehicle for simulation and cele­
brated fakery as it is a matter of fact.

Our indigent subject, rifling through the
bric-a-brac of the world to enhance this pro­
duction scene by cloning and recycling syn­
thetic objects, has created in his own image a
somewhat more schizophrenic disposition as
a fringe dweller than Hollywood's packaged
and polished icons of affluence. Arrnanious's
'shaggy medievalism', as Eco describes this
nostalgic complicity, is not attempting to
emulate the picture-book perfection (from a

distance) of Neuschwanstein, but rather the
more brutal effect of its raw backyard aesthet­
ics, in close-up, as a vision of sustainability.

Hany Armanious: Selflok 1994-2001, Sarah
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Hammer Museum, California, 20 October 2001 ­
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