
art tribute

Stephen Birch was a fellow artist and close friend. Engaged in his practice to
the point of obsession, there were few things Stephen preferred to spending long
hours in his studio solving the aesthetic and conceptual problems he had set
himself. Yet despite Stephen's obsessiveness and generally private nature he was
also a fully participating and committed member of the contemporary art world. I
first met him in 1997, and after a somewhat strained introduction, we soon
became friends and, at various times, co-exhibitors. I respected the tenacity and
single-mindedness with which the artist approached his practice and the
subtleness of his thinking. Curiously, before Stephen began working on the
sculptures and installations for which he is best known, he worked as a
ceramicist, subsequently moving into painting. As far as the latter was concerned,
he would joke that his painting of an angel set against a dark indeterminate
background, included in the prestigious Moet & Chandon Touring Exhibition in
1988, had been singled out by a particular critic as one of the 'worst things he'd
ever seen'. Luckily, Stephen had a keenly wry sense of humour that ranged from
playful cheek to darkly sarcastic and this permeated much of his work.

The first fully fledged installation of Stephen's I saw was Unforgettable, 1997,
exhibited at Sydney's now defunct artist-run gallery, Side On. The work
consisted of two car tyres, a dead tree branch, and a green domestic rubbish
bin. Each object was painstakingly cast from life and painted to look absolutely
real. The overall effect of the exhibition was both cryptic and compelling. Other
works that followed shared a similar sense of the prosaic suddenly rendered
deeply uncanny. In Civic minded, 1999, exhibited at Sydney's Gallery 4a, four
tall branchless tree trunks, crafted from papier-mikhe, sprang from matching
pairs of black leather businessmen's shoes - the implication being that the
trees weren't trees at all but rather clumsy disguises. This was one of a series of
works in which the iconic centrality of the tree predominated, including Untitled,
2001, a public artwork of a magnificently Magrittean tree tied in a knot. All
along, it was possible to ponder if Stephen was playing on the double meaning
of his surname, perpetually toying with his artistic persona.

Stephen's more recent art, although utilising many of the same techniques,
became increasingly figurative and perhaps more sinister. His installation
Cosmos, 2002, purchased by the Chartwell Foundation in New Zealand, where
the artist had many fans and supporters, consisted of lifelike painted casts of
the heads of many of his art world colleagues. Conceived as 'heads' and not as
'portraits', these were semi-hidden among the rafters of the gallery space.
Equally ambitious figurative works that followed included Accumulation/
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Accretions and No mans land, both 2006. These installations introduced a new
overtly 'pop culture' element. most obviously in the sudden appearance of the
famous Marvel comic-book hero, Spiderman, whose altered figure features in
each. In the first, Spiderman - his left arm replaced below the elbow by a steel
prosthesis - sits awkwardly spreadeagled facing a spider with a human face
remarkably reminiscent of Osama bin Laden. Later works blended equal
amounts of absurdist humour, vulnerability and palpable despair.

In March 2007 the Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, launched a
survey show of Stephen's work titled 'Looking Out My Back Door'. Viewed
together, his installations flowed almost seamlessly from one to the next. This
sense of continuity was similarly revealing about Stephen's inclusive attitude to
work and life. In such a way, politics could easily dwell alongside poetics, the
figurative with the abstract and material plenitude with desolation. Stephen's
holistic outlook likewise meant that his perfectionism necessarily encompassed
the imperfect. He would frequently state that even when a particular work was
finished, it should always retain its mistakes, which is to say, there should
always be something 'wrong' with it. This, Stephen argued, was the means by
which an artwork could continue to remain challenging and provocative, rather
than beginning and ending simply as decoration or mere commodity

The politics underlying such a vision also extended to other aspects of his
practice. Frustrated with what he saw as the overwhelming conservatism of
contemporary Australian culture, he planned to open his own gallery shortly
before his death. This was to be an autonomous space, outwardly embracing
the multiple connections he had made throughout his artistic career, but self­
determined and driven by a desire to produce and exhibit vital, meaningful,
provocative and difficult contemporary art. Soon I would join him and another
colleague in pursuing this vision. Sadly, Stephen would not live to see it
realised. That the plan persists today is simultaneously a dedication and tribute
to the influence of Stephen's life and work. His thoughtfulness, critical
intelligence, sense of community and creative justice made him a truly active
practitioner. Despite his early death from cancer - whose onslaught he fought
unsentimentally - Stephen Birch was a 'stayer'. While institutionally successful,
he was also an 'artist's artist'. opposed to the professionalised banality of a
narrow careerist. Here was an artist idealistically motivated primarily by art's
metamorphic and transformative capabilities. His loss will continue to be
keenly felt by those who knew him as well as those who followed and admired
his work.




