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Jim Lambie, Zobop, 2014, Vinyl tape, varnish, dimensions variable

Created for the 19th Biennale of Sydney

PHOTO: Ben Symons

Courtesy of the artist and The Modern Institute/ Toby Webster Ltd, Glasgow
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What if Aboriginal people were 96 per cent of the Australian
population and white people defined as the four per cent?

— Michael Cook

Aboriginal artist Michael Cook depicts the urbane with-
in the urban in his new photographic series “Majority Rule”
(2014). For the 19th Biennale of Sydney, he casts the same indig-
enous protagonist in Australian civic locations: a subway tunnel,
a memorial, a courthouse, parliament. Multiplied as such, the
figure populates generic locations to amplify the indigenous
minority, reclaiming city streets in a gesture of occupation. Yet
this activism is far from representative of the 19th Biennale of
Sydney, which is surprisingly apolitical. Curated under the ru-
bric “You Imagine What You Desire”—a rather capacious title
derived from George Bernard Shaw—artistic director Juliana
Engberg takes us into the realm of the imaginary for one of the
world’s oldest biennials, assembling the work of more than 90
artists from 31 countries across five disparate venues.

Leading up to vernissage, the Biennale of Sydney was
eclipsed by artist protests, boycotts over founding partner
Transfield’s involvement in offshore migrant detention cen-
ters, and the sudden resignation of chairman Luca Belgiorno-
Nettis. Subsequently, the Minister for the Arts threatened to
introduce funding caveats whereby government funding could
be revoked were artists to reject philanthropic support. The
situation became inflamed and volatile. Activism and discon-
tent have been the backdrop to many recent biennials, includ-
ing the petition against Russia’s stance on gay rights in relation
to Manifesta in St. Petersburg and the late reconfiguration of
Istanbul Biennial 2013 following the violent Gezi Park protests.
Even the Kochi Muziris Biennale 2012 in India was shrouded
in controversy over alleged misuse of public funds and a lack
of transparency. Against this backdrop, Engberg’s emphasis on
the imaginary remains devoid of real urgency.

In stark contrast also to David Elliott’s raucous 2010 it-
eration “Songs of Survival in a Precarious Age” and Carolyn
Christov-Bakargiev’s ingenious 2008 “Revolutions — Forms
that Turn,” this year’s Biennale choreographs a set of itiner-
aries and unexpected journeys across various spaces. In doing
so, Engberg “hopes to excite, enchant, compel and captivate
the audience who travel amidst its creative pursuits,” seeking
a “transference of creative energy between the artist and their
audience.” In light of this new age optimism, each venue of-
fers a different trope: Cockatoo Island, a former penal colony,
is conceived as an imaginary island, activated again as a key and
memorable site accessible via a ferry ride. This fantasy location

or fun park presents sheer spectacle in its Turbine Hall space,

which Norwegian artist Tori Wrénes strips down to a mam-
moth stone pendulum perilously swinging from the rafters
and an unnerving performance by an otherworldly troll with
prosthetic eyes. A tumultuous, cascading waterfall consumes
the far wall in a gigantic video by Danish artist Eva Koch. The
animated tale of a little girl who conjures a playmate by Chinese
collaborative duo Liu Bingye and Zhang Wenhua is pure fan-
tasy and dreamlike, as is Eva Rothschild’s video of young boys
dancing wildly amidst abstract sculptures. Elsewhere, Swiss art-
ists Gerda Steiner and Jorg Lenzlinger’s Bush Power, a partici-
patory installation of weightlifting machines covered in tinsel
and artificial flowers, is equally whimsical.

The sum of these energies aside, perhaps the most coher-
ently choreographed venue is the Museum of Contemporary
Art, conceived as an “air/water venue” suggesting liquidity
and amorousness. The ground floor contains two large instal-
lations: Pipolotti Rist’s lasciviously immersive video room of
magnified body parts floating amidst nature, and Jim Lambie
floor stripes in candy-colored vinyl. Phantom (2011), by Glaswe-
gian artist Douglas Gordon, is a collaboration with singer Ru-
fus Wainwright. Surrounded by mirrors and a grand piano on
a charred stage, a video of an eye covered in black make-up
slowly opens with gravitas—a clear reference to Luis Buniuel’s
seminal surrealist film Un Chien Andalou (1929). Roni Horn’s
inert cast sculptures evoke liquid, while Norwegian artist Ann
Lislegaard’s 3D animation Oracle, Owls... Some Animals Never
Sleep (previously exhibited in the 12th Biennale of Lyon) com-
prises mirror reflections of self-referential, robotic owls speak-
ing to the viewer in a robotic slur.

The Art Gallery of New South Wales is designated as an
“earth/fire space” with works that induce the alchemical along-
side storytelling and human encounters. Highlights include
Wael Shawsky’s epic black-and-white film Al Araba Al Madfuna
(2012), an intergenerational tale of faith and belief in which
young boys in turbans overdubbed with adult voices retell
Egyptian parables. Chinese artist Yingmei Duan’s forest is ee-
rie, damp, and diminutive. Viewers are required to enter a tiny
door to a makeshift cave, inside of which are dimly lit trees and
the artist, behaving strangely. Occasionally singing traditional
songs and handing out written messages, her durational per-
formance is a form of dreamlike incarceration. Such oneirics
continue in a series of videos at Carriageworks under the theme
“dream worlds,” conceived as a giant film studio. The audience
needs both time and endurance to navigate the impossibly dark
rooms and watch all the ponderous cinematic experiences.

Eventually, Australian artist Daniel McKewen changes the pace
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Douglas Gordon, Phantom, 2011

Stage, screen, black Steinway piano, burned Steinway piano and monitor

Dimensions variable
PHOTO: Ben Symons

Courtesy of lost but found, Galerie Yvon Lambert, Paris; Rufus

Wainwright, All Days Are Nights: Songs For Lulu, courtesy of Decca

Label Group
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with Running Men (2008-2014), a riff on iconic male actors like
Harrison Ford and Tom Cruise running at great speed.

Despite these evocative clusters, often the conceptual
groupings were not apparent. Moreover, the demarcations are
not reflected in the catalogue, which simply arranges the artists
in alphabetical order, paired with unattributed texts. Further-
more, the short essay by Engberg meanders from Socrates to
Nietzsche, Kant to Freud, and Sartre to Bachelard, content with
asserting nothing more than an open interpretive space for the
viewer wherein the experience of the exhibition may reside in
the imagination and desire.

But perhaps a more pressing issue is that the Asian vector
is underutilized. With no artists from Japan, Korea, Indonesia,
Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Philippines, Vietnam, or India,
the ambit of this year’s biennial is a far cry from that of its first
iteration, staged at the Opera House in 1973, which confined

“... its choice of countries to Australia’s regional neighbors and
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Michael Cook, Majority Rule, Memorial, 2014

Inkjet print on archival Hahnemiihle photo rag paper, 140 x 200 cm (unframed)

Courtesy of the artist and Andrew Baker Art Dealer, Brisbane

to the countries with well-established international exhibitions
of contemporary art.”

Almost 40 years later, Hou Hanru and Uta Meta Bauer
staged the first World Biennial Forum in Gwangju in Octo-
ber 2012. “Shifting Gravity” addressed the biennial as a cul-
tural phenomenon that impacts on the way we relate to the
transformations of various localities and social relationships:
a gravitation towards multiple centers. The conference and
case-study presentation examined contextually relevant mod-
els of biennials in the Asia Pacific region, heralding a new
cosmopolitanism that is dynamic, chaotic, and multi-dimen-
sional, blending diverse cultural traditions and modes of pro-
duction. For all its machinations, the 19th Biennale of Sydney
is antithetical to such a pertinent realignment of the biennial
circuit. Surely, cultural and artistic reorientations within geo-
political spaces need to be at the forefront of our imagination

and desire. Natalie King
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