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Two video installations at Artspace, Sydney,
present distinct angles on the performative body ­
abjection and objectification, The Kingpins' Rhapsody
happens, 2005, is a lurid subversion, on multiple
screens, of the world of the biker, A four-woman
collective, The Kingpins draw inspiration from the
worlds of drag, glam metal and other genres of high
theatre, and have previously made parodic drag king
interventions into the worlds of hip-hop, fitness and
fast food. Here they have produced a video diorama
of an endless galactic road trip, complete with
dancing girls and a suitably bland soundtrack.

In the accompanying text by Philip Brophy, the
conceit is laid out: the carefully maintained machismo
and complex regalia of the bikie gang are just another
form of drag. Through a carnival entrance sit multiple
screens, with two bikers framing bearded dancing
women. The bikers are really something. Each with
flowing grey locks and beard, they sit atop glittering
kiddie bikes that speed endlessly up toward the
stars. Closer inspection reveals them to be puppets
made up of two people: an upside down mouth
sings along grotesquely, human elbows are arranged
as bunny ears; another set of arms revs the handlebars.
Less successful is the dressing of one of the dancers
in Indigenous artist Richard Bell's infamous 'White
Girls Can't Hump' T-shirt. This shout-out is distracting,
in a way overdetermining the dancer figure and
introducing an unnecessary in-joke.

The aggressive thrashing of the dancers is
compelling, and points to the fact that the low-rent
space motif, the carnival entrance and the purple
landing lights signify that this work is as much about
strip clubs as it is about bikers (the two naturally

going hand-in-hand). This is where one of the
strengths of this work lies: in the amplified·
ornamentation and subversive rebuilding of the strip
club/roadhouse around a ridiculous narrative of
libidinal adventurism gone galactic. The other
strength (and the best moment) is when the
constellations on the forward screens become
animate: twisting, folding and revealing that the
stars are in fact reflections of a sequined suit
clinging to a body. It's a fleeting moment, but it
points to the underlying decorative corporeality of
this fantastical universe, where bearded mutants
ride forever in search of fuel for their hogs and a
disco good time.

Sparkling reflections - from sap, saliva and blood
drops - are a leitmotif in Monika Tichacek's profound
multi-screen video work The shadowers, 2005. On
three screens, Tichacek presents a long and involving
narrative of lyrical abjection which echoes the work of
Matthew Barney among others, but shows at heart a
powerful young artist at work. In a darkened wood,
we follow a young woman who is at first in harmony
with the roots and wet leaves on which she lies. She
is led away by an older mother-figure (sporting sylvan
dreadlocks) and the trauma begins. The violent
tugging between the women recalls Gillian Wearing's
1996 work Sacha and mum.

The younger woman is forced onto a tree stump
and has a hatpin needled through her tongue
(thankfully there is not the expected torrent of blood
due to clever use of a piercing hole). As she caresses
the wood she is now bound to in the most terrible
way, her splayed hands are fixed with small nails
hammered through her own nails. All this is

accompanied by a very effective soundtrack, which
breaches long moments of near silence with digitally
clipped screams, the bass frequencies as unsettling
as the imagery on screen. A motif of stringing
together develops: the two women are joined teeth­
to-nail by a web which squeaks like a dental floss
harp when resisted, and legs are sewn together
before a tango is danced.

As with Barney (with whom Tichacek has studied).
the sexual signification here is oblique and abject:
the stilling of a tongue, tears revealed to be spat
from above. It would do a disservice to the work to
simply read it as the mother figure restraining and
controlling speech and sexual and affective functions
(once released, the girl screams, ~ews her legs
together and engages in taut choreography).
However, it would also be wrong not to praise the
complex and beautiful treatment of the simple
themes of affective interaction and the restraint of
the female body.

Ultimately, Tichacek's work deserves recognition
because it succeeds at a most difficult manoeuvre.
Her work infers the influence of some of the most
important (and celebrated) artistic moments of the
recent era: the endurance art of Mike Parr, the
classical tableaux of Cindy Sherman, all of Barney,
and even the tonal palette of Bill Henson. Yet
Tichacek is able to make her own statement,
rescuing some iconic stylistics from the textbooks
and reinstating them in a powerful imaging of the
body on screen.

The Kingpins' Rhapsody happens and Monika Tichacek's
The shadowers, Anspace. Sydney, 14 April - 7 May 2005.
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