














In Swallow's work Growing pains (contingency for beginners), 2002, a pair of
arms and hands gesture in a way that suggests either begging or offering. In the
anatomical bowl formed by the hands rest beans and pills: nourishment and
solace; food and drugs. The physiological and spiritual levels of this piece
overlap - both substances, beans and pills, must be swallowed and digested.
The first ensures that the body's nutrition is satisfied while the other changes the
body's painful perception of reality. Swallow's work alludes to Christian
iconography - the praying hands of Albrecht Durer reaching to the deities of
early materialist thinking; we recall the words of the eponymous accused
murderer in Alban Berg's modernist opera Wozzeck: 'It is the beans, only the
beans, they made me who I am.' Swallow's sculpture exists on a one-to-one
scale and is installed as if the arms and hands belong to a human being who
stands within the white wall of the exhibition space.

Arms and hands are parts of the human body that can be easily objectified,
that is, seen as objects which do not connect fluidly with the brain and heart or
the head and soul. These body parts can be cut off without killing their 'owner'.
The digits of the hand and, in particular, the opposable thumb - which alone can
face and touch the fingers - embodies the anatomical prerequisite or 'hardware'
for the human ability to think and act in three dimensions. The fingers and
thumb implement a range of actions and concepts, from the gentle caress and
the impulsive grasp to the complicated, circuitous thinking of the highly
developed individual. Similarly, the two forward-focused eyes of human beings
overlap two fields of sight and facilitate three-dimensional vision. Perhaps this
ability, which was designed for basic spatial orientation, suggested to humans
further possible abstractions, enabling steps towards imagination and the
creative application of that orientation.

In the course of cultural development humankind has increasingly refined
and advanced its tools and sequences of action and production. Yet one basic
ratio has remained throughout the stages of civilisation: that humans perceive a
space through two eyes in combination with the hands as the apparatus for
action - be the vantage point a tree trunk propped up for better viewing, a rock,
a bar, a wooden plank or a kitchen table. Concurrent with their practical
functions, such locations operate as small stages, fields of action in the
immediate environment of the humans who make tangible - literally - these
narrow coordinates of spatio-temporality. On these stages of human life, bread
and circus-games are enacted and carried to their conclusions.

In his seminal work Killing time, 2003-04, Swallow has allowed the table of
his childhood and the table of a Dutch painting to temporally and spatially
coincide with the place where he spends time as an artist; he has turned this
table, materially, into that which it represents. Swallow evokes a range of
impressions: the rituals of the kitchen table (where a child plays); those of the
table at which one eats alone or in company; those of the conference table; and
those of the workbench in the artist's studio. The phrase 'killing time' does not
usually describe concentrated application, but instead refers to the distraction
people experience when they watch television or relax in front of a computer
game. What is the measurable surplus value of productive, product-oriented
work in contrast to the sheer passing, the consumption, of time? One possible
answer to this question is that the time one spends concentrating on a piece of
work culminates in a transformation. On the other hand, even the seafood

depicted on Swallow's table would, if it were real, turn into decaying, rotting
waste in no time at all. Killing time would be stealing time, making it ineffectual,
and this is impossible. In Swallow's Killing time hardware and software coincide.
The table is the workbench on which the table itself is produced, and in terms
of content it represents that which is used by the artist in a phase of production.
On an imagined, as well as acknowledged level, it propels a sublimating, time­
refining production towards a mere representation of unavoidable decay: a
classical depiction of vanitas.

There is a cliche that Australia is a land of pleasure and comfort. Surrounded
by a majestic, well-tempered ocean, it is an environment that offers leisure,
pleasure and sporting distraction throughout its densely populated coastal belt.
Australia is a country, like many others, where bread and circus-games are
played by a privileged white middle class. While the injustices perpetrated
against the Indigenous population are a deep stain on Australia's history, they
are simultaneously exploited as a factor in identity-building. A colonial past
brings with it feelings of having no real past and this is precisely the youthful
lightness celebrated by the global public. Products and designs have become
the centres of world trade. Apple computers and Game Boys, sneakers and
sportswear are international codes to which the consumer elite are privy, and
they demonstrate both prosperity and a juvenile, almost adolescent, strength.
Sydney and its beaches have long become a symbol of a hedonistic youth
culture situated somewhere between cosmopolitan magnitude and feelings of
being far removed from the rest of the world.

Swallow does not work directly with these cliches but with personal objects
of his everyday life: his notebook, his trainers, his Adidas jacket or the table
made of childhood recollections. He recasts these objects as rarified artefacts ­
the personal object is often unique to its owner, for whom it may produce
irrationally emotional effects, although the very same sneakers or laptop could
be purchased anywhere in the world. On the other hand, when such objects
are purchased brand-new they lack the personal traces of use that make them
one's 'own'.

Swallow invariably bears a spatial relation to the objects he presents. He holds
them, carries them, sits by them and wears them as he wears the hooded jacket
covering his head. And this very jacket must be seen once again as a work of
art. It is not simply a fetish object, but a rarified one, unique in its physical
existence. In Swallow's work hardware and software, panem et circenses, are
brought into congruence once more.
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