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Introduction 

1-/ 

/ /~ ~ 
OM o.,,._..,_.,_\ '°t"" ~ Po-1..~\t..,,.. 

I. Colin McCahon . . -In Orna111en1for 1he Pakeha. Undated 
( I loha ia. o·s ri en. Strongman . 200 I . p. 13 I ). 
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I started thi s th es is with the ques ti on how is it poss ible to make politi ca l vid eo art in New 

Zea land '? Thi s came out of my des ire to understa nd better the issues fo r arti sts currently 

makin g politica l work , as I fo und that in my prac ti ce I kept returning to politi ca l themes. 

It soon became apparent that I needed to include my journey out of communi ty wo rk into 

an art practice. It also seemed important to acknowledge a signifi cant di scove ry, that fo r 

me, the process is often as important as the art produced. Therefore thi s paper includes an 

explanation of my change from communi ty worker to arti st, and its relevance to my art 

practice. And , a di scuss ion about the importance of process: while the centra l and more 

pertinent question remains throughout, how to make politica l video art in ew Zea land? 
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I beg in lookin g at philosophy, confessing my assumptions about morality and looking at 

the struggles within postmodern subj ecti vity: and its implications fo r content in art work. 

The next section considers the moderni st ideas of the Situationists, and of Joseph Beuys, 

and their hopes fo r the fu sion of art and life, fo ll owed by refl ections on my past 

in vo lvements in community work . I then trac k the intention shown in the work of Beuys 

into the postm odern era look ing spec ifica lly at the work Intervention to aid drug-addicted 

women. Shedhal/e by the Austri an Art Co ll ec ti ve Wochenklausur, consid ering their 

pragmatic , contextually-spec ifi c gestures of art . I look at two of my own works. Weep ing 

Waters and Untitled, foc using on the importance of the process while making the 

di sti nc tion between th e process and art . 

The next secti on beg ins with a brief but important di sc uss ion about the arti st as public 

inte ll ectual in the section titled Public speaking. before I look at one of th e most 

signi fica nt issues in thi s paper, how to avo id mak ing didact ic work . I analyse a quote by 

philosopher Jacq ues Ranciere and cons ider strateg ies to avo id maki ng narrow and shut 

down art . 

The next section considers two moments in the hi story of video art that I consider have 

relevance to my research . They are the beg inning of video art in the mid 1960s in 

America, and the idea that telev ision had by the 1960s become the dominant interp reter 

of loca l and internationa l events. The second part of thi s secti on looks at the attitude of 

the Young British Artists (yBas) in the 1990s toward popular culture, art hi story and 



academia. The final section of the paper looks at the \\Ork that I made tm\ard this thesis 

that \\ as not mentioned in the main bod: of the \\ riling. 

To clarif\ \\hat I mean b: political. these arc the issues I have looked at this )ear. I 

address Ill) frustration. as a Pak.cha NC\\ Zealander. u,er the 200-l Seabed and foreshore 

Bill. I address cmironmental concerns: specificall: pri\atc car use and air tra\el. I also 

consider Ne\\ Zealanders· obsc-.sion \\ ith home rcno, at ion. and finalh the c\tent of 

American fear relating to terrorism\\ ithin the Ne\\ Zealand conte\l. 

7 
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Subjective philosophies: assumptions and practice 

I have found that I continue to return to si milar themes in my work. These are the 

important concerns of environmental and justi ce issues. In the deve loped world there is 

unprecedented access to information on global issues and sc ientific research . We are 

constantly banered through the med ia with stat ist ics and globa l and loca l woes . For me as 

an artist thi s necess itates art with political content. which has meant reconciling 

philosophica lly a number of questions. Why do I believe anything is important? And if'I 

do consid er that certa in things are important. how do I proceed in a postmodern context 

of subjective opinion? 

Here it wo uld be usefu l to come clea n with my basic assumption. which I acknowledge as 

a mystica l point rather than an acade mi c one. On occas ion. I have experienced the wor ld 

as ··pi·· in Yann Martel"s (2002) novel The life of Pi. with , ··a sense of presence and 

purpose .. (p. 63). Or as ick Cave ( 1996) would sing. paraphrasing Kant. ·'The starry 

heavens above me. the mora l law within , so the world appears." One co uld write many 

words about both the above statements. My stance is within that mora l purpose. 

Because I experience the world as a mora l place, thi s gu ides my actions within it. 

Ex istentiali sm claims that," ... Human beings ex ist without justification (hence 

"absurdly") in a world into which we are "thrown,'" condemned to assume full 

responsibility for our free actions" (Audi , p. 256) . 
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Derrida and Kant consider, in different ways from the Existentialists, the imposs ibility of 

understanding anything as true with any certainty. Immanuel Kant combines rati onali st 

and empirici st philosophies. The Rationali sts sa id that all human knowledge is found in 

the mind . The Empirici sts sa id that all knowledge of the world comes through our senses. 

Jostein Gaarder ( 1995) explains in his book, Sophie ·s World. '·the rationalists had almost 

forgotten the importance of experience, and the empirici sts had shut their eyes to the way 

our own mind influences th e way we see th e wor ld .. (p. 27 1 ). Quoting Gaa rder aga in. 

-- Kant made the important di stincti on benveen .. the thing in itse lf. and .. the thing for me:· 

We can never ha ve certain know ledg~ of thin gs .. in themse lves .. We can only kn ow how 

things --appear .. to us .. (p. 27 1 ). I agree. thi s situation means one is unable to be sure 

about anything. 

Derrida is a contemporary contributor to the di sc ussion of no abso lutes. He clai ms that 

understanding of se lf and all thin gs is through language. and language is unstab le and 

permeable in its meanings (E lwes. 2005, p. 161 ). Therefore we can know nothing fo r 

certain of ourse lves or the world . 

Derrida also sa id he does see a way fo rward with hi s ideas about law making. He 

considers that we only have access to justice through law, and that a litera l interpretation 

of the law will not always act on the side of justice. Derrida suggests we move towards 

justice by being aware of the limitations of the law and be ready to deconstruct laws that 

are not working towards justice. This is not a rejecti on of the law: just clearing gro und fo r 

new law or a new judgment to take place. He cites Ki erkegaard say ing that the new 
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judgment is a ··leap." taking a stand when there is no adequate justification ... a kind of 

madness .. (Gutting. 2003. p. 871 ). It needs to be said. that this la,, docs not act outside of 

the pre,ious construction of la,, it still needs justification. This ne,, decision,, ill be 

subject to continual deconstruction (Gutting. 2003. p. 871 ). 

I think Derrida·s pragmatic and conte:\tualiLed adaptation ofla" prO\idcs a model to 

ground content in art ,,ork. It i-, arguable that all ,,ork takes a position. though that 

discus-,ion is outside the parameters of this paper. 1:3ut if,,ork docs h,l\e an opinion or 

proposition. one s,hould make those comments,, ith the a\\ arcness that the) are a 1-.ind of 

· mad judgmcn( or a · leap of faith.· for the present moment. This question is tac klcd 

again in a different,, a) b: phikisnphcr Jacques Ranciere and\\ ill be discussed later in 

the (C:\l. 
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2. ur-ra~ I le,, itt. l '111i1/ed .\lega. , idco stil l 200 7. 

All of my work fo r thi s MFA thesis raises issues and take a pos ition. Untitled Mega 

(F igure 2) consists of a carefully composed shot of every Mega Mitre Ten warehouse in 

the country at the time of shooting: from Albany in Auckland to lnverca rgill in the South 

Island , 2 1 in all. The work pauses fo r I O seconds showing the comings and go ings of 

shoppers at each locati on befo re cross-fading to the next. The so und fo r thi s work is 

Amazing Grace . I plan to show thi s work in a church using an electri c pipe organ. The 

building I have in mind was built in the 1940s by the Chri stian Scienti st church. The 

building is concrete and architecturally influenced by art deco: it is not a large cathedral. I 

anticipate the music will be consuming and cli ched, but also triumphant and emotional. 

The church rooms are regularly used by the general public and I anticipate a number of 

these people will be at the showing as we ll as co lleagues and staff from the uni versity. 



The content rnr thi~ nork raises a number of issues. The first and ob\ ious one is the 

rcligiou~ tkdicalion to home renn\'atinn of man: Ne\\ Zcalandcr:-.. The other is the 

sume\\hat kss Pb\ious i'.'.,SUC nfs\\tal shop lahnr. l\.1ega Jlv1itrc: Ten sells many products 

made through S\\Cat shop lahnur. Thr \\ rikr of .-l111a::ing (in ice. John i\C\\ ton.\\ as a 
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redeemed slan.:> trader. The\\ ork is open and acknon k·dges that.,, hile I ho,-t' Jll opinion. 

I du nut think I ha\L' an t\.hausti,·c gra~p ni'thc is'.'>ucs but. that the~ are ,,nrth talking 

about. 



The Maderns: Using art and its processes ta combat the 'Spectacle' 

In thi s section and the other t it led Pos1111oderns ... I have chosen as a catalyst to talk 

about my own work. Joseph Beuys. the Situationists and the Wochenklausur Co ll ective. 

Like myself. al l these art ists have political motivations and intentions in their work . 

13 

To beg in 1 want to clarify hO\\ 1 am using the terms modern and postmodern in this 

section . 1 use them in respec t to the idea of grand narratives. Crudely put. modernism 

would say there is one story that can exp lain and save us. Postmoderni sm wou ld say there 

are many stories: our percept ion of truth is subjective. individual. pragmati c and 

deconstructed . Therefore\\ hen I talk about the Situationists and Joseph Beuys as 

moderni sts. I speak of them believ ing that there vvas one remedy: one phi losophy and 

practice that \\ Ould resolve the ill s of soc iet) . And \\hen I speak of the Wochenk lausur 

Collecti ve as postmodcrn. 1 mean they do not believe there is one overarching remedy to 

soc iety ·s ill s. Their response is pragmatic and loca lly specific . 

The Situationi sts formed in I 957. In 1967 both Guy Debord and Raoul Vaneigem 

released books explaining the Situationi sts· ideas. In The Suciely of the Speclacle, Debord 

wrote (Ford, 2005, as cited Debord, 1994 ), 

... a soc iety devastated by the shift from use-value and material 
concreteness to exchange value and the world of appearances: "The 
spectacle corresponds to the historical moment at which the commodity 
completes its colonization of socia l life:· (p. I 02). 
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Both Debord and Yaneigem were attempting to identify and explain the alienation of 

mode rn consumer society, referencing Marx· s idea of alienati on. Simon Ford (2005) talks 

about the implicati on for art he found in Vaneigem ·s book The Rerolwion of Ereryday 

L[fe. 

According to Yaneigem the roles of artists and poets would eventuall y be 
subsumed under a "'co llecti ve effort ... thus ending arf s dependence on 
spec ia li zation: ·'there are no more arti sts because everybody is an art ist. 
The work of art of the future wi ll be the construction of a passionate life." 
(p. I 09) . 

Joseph Beuys is popularly credited with Yaneigem· s quote of. .. Every human being is an 

arti st. ·· Beuys combined hi s interest in the Situation ists with the spirituality of Rudolf 

Steiner and Wilhelm Lehmbruck· s sculptural idea. to build his own theory of Social 

Scu/JJ/ure (Beckmann. 200 I. p. 96). It is this soc ial scul pture aspect of Beuys· work that I 

,, ant foc us on. The folio,, ing quote probably best revea ls the modernist utopian hope for 

soc ial change present in the above art practices. In 1973 Beuys "rote: 

Only on condition of a radica l widening of defini ti ons wi ll it be poss ible 
fo r art and acti vities related to art Ito] provide ev idence that art is now the 
on ly evo lutionary-revo lutionary power. Only art is capable of dismantling 
the repressive effects of a senile soc ial system that continues to totter 
along the death line: to dismantle in order to bu ild · A SOCIAL 
ORGA ISM AS A WORK OF ART ... EVERY II UMA N BEi G IS 
AN ARTIST who - from hi s state of freedom - the position of freedom 
that he experiences at first-hand - learns to determine the other positions 
of the TOTAL ART WORK OF TH E FUTURE SOCIAL ORD ER. 
(Tisdell , 1974, p. 78) 

An example of thi s ideology was his work for Documenta 7 in 1982, where Beuys 

planted 7000 oak trees in Kassel, titled desc ripti ve ly, 7000 Oaks. Beuys endeavoured to 

bring his ideas directly into the material world, particularly on a po litica l and 



environmental level. I refer to these movements because I agree \\ ith their intention for 

art to be involved in social change. Hm\ e\er I ha\ e problems\\ ith the methodology of 

fusing art,, ith life. I also disagree that fusing art and life,, ould be the total remedy for 

the negative effects of consumer societ). 
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It could be argued that Joseph Beuys and the Situationists are the forebears of the current 

practice referred to b: l\icolas Rourriaud as Rclutionu/ Anlhl'lic.1 (2002). It could also be 

said that this practice seems tu be the sensible choice for an artist ,,anting to be ill\ohcd 

in social change. 



Postmoderns: Art and its processes. a new praxis for community work 

In Grant H. Kester·s book Conversation Pieces (2004), Wolfgang Zingg( , from the 

Austrian art collective Wochenklausur. acknowledges Joseph Beuys· work but di scerns 

differences with their own communi ty based relati onal work . Zinggl speaks of their 

pieces bein g pragmati c and loca lly responsive rather th an the moderni st grandiose 

.. sublimation of art and life .. (p. IOI ) that Joseph Beuys longed fo r. 
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fnt errention to aid drug-addicted women, Shedha//e is a we ll known work by 

Wochenklausur. Thi s work involved gatherin g in a boat on Lake Zurich: politicians. 

journali sts. sex workers and ac ti vists. They spent the next three hours, out of the li ght of 

th e public and media sc rutiny. di sc uss ing the iss ue of drug addi cti on that was causing 

many women to turn to prostitution to support th eir habit. Over the course of severa l 

weeks the co ll ec ti ve organized dozens of these trips including as passe ngers over sixty 

key fi gures from Zuri ch. The response to thi s was the crea ti on of a boarding house where 

drug addicted sex workers could have a safe place to sleep, eat and access ervices, which 

eight years later still houses twenty women a day (Kester. 2004, pp. 2-3). Thi s project is a 

great social contribution and the co llecti ve insist it is art rather than soc ial work or 

acti vism. 

The problem is that this kind of art is too close to communi ty work fo r me. The last job I 

had, before I made art the focu s of my time, was as a Family Youth Worker at Odyssey 

House in Auckland . Odyssey was and is a drug and alcohol rehabilitati on centre which 
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currently also involves treating so lvent and methamphetamine users . I was responsible 

for indi vidual clients as well as the family therapy side of the three youth programs. This 

meant running the fortnightly Multi Family Groups, where the young people· s family or 

care givers wo uld come and we wo uld work th rough themed sess ions; on addiction 

cycles, depress ion and many other issues. 

Prior to this I wo rked in Wellington with young people of a different kind, mainly in 

Chri st ian churches. and along with this. li ved in vario us kinds of community homes. 

These Wellington groups had strong left political leanings and soc ial just ice concerns. 

which meant a lot of the group activity was focused around commun ity projects, such as 

running a homework club at the loca l co ll ege, ra isi ng money and awareness of landmine 

issues. attending street marches. working at the loca l soup kitchens and visits to third 

world slums. 

I mention these previous work environments to give some context to the way I make art. 

The important issue is. whether I consider ·re lational aesthe tics· art or not. it is too close 

to community work, and I do not fee l suited to this work, or that this is the way I want to 

contribute to socia l change . 
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3. ,JurTa) I lt.:\1 itt. ll"eepi11g fl'men. \ iuco still 2008. 

In contrast " hi le preparation and interacti ons for my \\'Ork Weeping Waters (F igure J) 

has elements of re lat ional ,, ork in the process. I do not consider this the art. The process 

involved asking permiss ion to use the Raukura. in a video project. The fol lowers of Te 

Whiti O Rongomai and Tohu Kakahi wear the Raukura (three \\·hite feathers) at the back 

of their heads. Atiawa· s ,,vebsite explains. 

The three elements as represented by Raukura are, - An acknowledgement 
of spirituality and spiritual fo rces - the importance of making peace with 
yourse lf and with others - the necess ity of maintaining goodwill. despite 
conflict. (A tiawa) 

I wanted to use this symbol, in particular the representation of it that Michael Smither 

painted for the cover of Dick Scott·s book Ask that Mountain ( 1975). I wrote to Michael 
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Smither. He said he was happy for me to use the image but that he had given copyright to 

the people of Parihaka. I contacted someone on the board at Parihaka to see if it would be 

alright for me to visi t and discuss my project. They were happy for me to do that. I had to 

present my project. as it turned out. to three groups of people at the Pa. Each of the 

speakers started by thanking me fo r coming to ask. I consider thi s interaction an 

extremely important part of the art making process: thi s process is as important as the art 

itse lf. The work itse lf aims to address my own anger and disappointment over the Seabed 

and Foreshore legislation passed in 2004. which I consider an injustice. 

4. Murra~ I le" iu . { ·n1i/1ed. ,·idco still. 2007. 

Another work from this year was Um it led (Figure 4). The process toward the final video 

was as important as producing a piece of art. Th is work was intended to in vestigate how 
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American fears over terrorism affects New Zealanders. Perhaps the fu ll extent of these 

fears was seen in November of thi s year (2007) when the po lice carried out, ""Operation 

Eight .. (Jackson. 2007) . The operation consisted of a series of raids on various homes of 

acti vists th ro ughout the country most notably a very heavy handed. and most probably 

illegal , approach in Ruatoki on the East Coast. 

The project was envisaged during a co nversation with an American visitor. They wanted 

to see the US embassy in We llington. They visited. not goi ng into the compound j ust 

observing and taking some photos from the street. When th ey were dri ving th ro ugh the 

city they were stopped by po lice and questioned why they were taking photos of the 

embassy . I fo und thi s di ffi cult to beli eve, so I endeavored to make an art project that 

wo uld test thi s situati on. I proposed to film myse lf washing the American fl ag outside the 

embassy . I inquired th ro ugh a fri end to a fo rmer head of sec urity at the embassy. what 

wo uld be the li ke ly outcome if we turned up and tri ed to fi lm . His response was that the 

embassy wo uld immedi ately ring the poli ce and we would be removed. I got in touch 

with a fri end who was a lawyer to give advice on the lega liti es of filmin g on the street 

outside the embassy . He advised that we were not a ll owed to block public access or 

trespass. Setting up a table with bowls of water on the large traffi c island in front of the 

embassy, at the end of a cul de sac would not be dangero us, trespass ing or block public 

access. We wrote to the embassy explaining our intention. Within a couple of weeks we 

had an email from the city council asking us to fill out application fo rms fo r film permits 

and the purchase of public liability insurance to cover poss ible damages up to a million 

dollars. This was the beg inning of a 3 month process. We had written to the poli ce 
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explaining what we hoped to do and invited them to be present. They were fine with us 

proceeding as long as we informed the embassy of the date and time. We decided to go 

ahead without the council permit, as from my lawyer" s perspective there was no legal 

reason why we needed the permit. This caused tension at the embassy but since we had 

turned up with a lawyer and a letter from the Wellington Area Commander of police they 

reluctantly allowed us to go ahead. When our contact at the council heard we had gone 

ahead with the filming they were disappointed . To quote the email, they said everyo ne 

needed to comply with their processes to keep the region film friendly, 

- and a lot of that is achieved by simply keeping communication flowing 
between film makers and relevant loca l authorities, public and businesses. 
When any of these people are surprised/ignored by film crews that is when 
there are conseq uences for the industry down the track .. . (July 19 . 2007) 

The process was successful in revealing some of the complications and lengths the 

embassy was willing to take. regardless of the artwork generated from it. I was 

disappointed that two people in the process, the contact at the city council and the head of 

security, appeared to be negative ly affected by the work, but at least the work had 

affected some political awareness. 



Public speaking 

Caro l Becker (2002) writes in a chapter entitled The artist as public intellectual. 

In our collective Western Consc iousness, and probably our 
unconsc iousness as we ll , we do not have images of art ists as soc ially 
concerned citizens of the world, people who could serve as leaders and 
help soc iety determine, through insights and wisdom, its desirab le political 
course. (p. 12) 
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Becker· s comment is true to the extent that in our New Zea land context it is not common 

place to have an artist elected to city council or parliament. though this exc lusion is not 

exc lusive to arti sts. Hi stori ca lly there are plenty of examples of artists or art movements 

that have affected politi cs. The Situationi sts. Wochenklausur and Joseph Beuys, already 

menti oned, are only a few of many. It is how they influence the desired poli tical co urse 

that may be more diffi cult to identify. The work by the Wochenklausur co ll ec ti ve 

discussed ea rli er and the dynamic of public inte llectual discussed belov,. go part of the 

way to understanding how art can contribute to political direction . Also both Weeping 

Waters and the Untitled U.S. Embassy wo rk gave opportuni ty for those in vo lved to 

reconsider the way they relate politically. 

I cons ider the artist to be a public intellectual: in the same sense as a writer is a public 

intellectual. The writer publi shes a work and their ideas are di scussed in the public 

sphere, or considered privately by the individual: likewise the same is true for visual art 

shown in a public exhibition. 



This paper makes the assumption that in general an individual and a communit) can be 

affected and changed b) art. But there is not time and space to discuss it as part of this 

paper. 
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Political or moral messages: subordinated aesthetic considerations 

This section deals with the main issue as I see it. how does one avoid being didactic? 

Eleanor Heartney, in her book, Defending Complexity: Art. Politics and the New World 

Order (2006). states: 

The idea has taken hold that politics is like a virus. sucking all the 
aesthetic sophi sti ca ti on and formal intell igence out of an art work. and 
leav ing beh ind only an empty husk of tired propaganda. But while it is 
true that there is nothing more ted ious than an art work which ex ists only 
to triumphantly inform us that .. rac ism is bad .. or ··"ar creates innocent 
victims .. blanket di smissa ls of .. politi cal art .. remove an important too l for 
understand ing and. perhaps. even changing. the world in "hich we li ve. 
(Introducti on) 

I complete ly agree with Heartnc) ·s statement. and also have made didactic \\ Ork. In my 

experience maki ng work th at is overstated\\ ith a single message leads to a dismiss ive 

response. either positively or negati ve ly. in both cases confirming the vie\,er· s prior 

understanding. If the vie\,er agrees "ith the gesture they will th ink ··1 agree ... and 

probab ly think no more of it. Conversely if the vie\\ er disagrees they may think the arti st 

is just a .. left ie .. or \,-hatever the case may be. In ei ther situat ion the potenti al of the 

experience is reduced. 

There are two important points to identify from Heartney's statement. First is a tension 

between form and content. Second , what is the imagined dynamic that occurs for the 

viewer? The Collins Engli sh dictionary ( 1979) defines didactic thi s way, .. intended to 

instruct, esp. excessively. 2. mora lly instructi ve ; improvi ng. 3. (works of art or literature) 
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containing a political or mora l message to which aesthetic considerations are 

subordinated .. (pp. 412- 13 ). 

Jacques Ranciere. in a recent issue of Art Forum International (Carnevale & Kelsey, 

2007. March) makes very insightful comments abo ut the dynamic between a viewer and 

art with political intentions. 

For example. emancipation can ·1 be expected from fo rms of art that 
presuppose the imbec ility of the viewer while anti c ipating the ir precise 
e ffect on that viewer: for example. exhibitions that capital ize on th e 
denunciation of the .. soc iety of the spectacle .. or of the .. consumer soc iety .. 
-bugbears that have already been denounced a hundred times-or those that 
want to make viewers .. acti ve .. at all costs " ith the help of various gadgets 
borrowed from adverti sing. a desire pred icated on the presupposit ion that 
the spectator is otherwise necessarily rendered .. passive .. so lely by virtue 
of his looking. /\ n art is emancipated and emanc ipating ,, hen it renounces 
the authorit) of the im posed message. the target aud ience. and the 
uni vocal mode of explicating the \\ Orld . \\'hen. in other word s. it stops 
11 ·c1111i11g to emancipate us. (p. 258) 

I think Ranciere assumes a fe,, th ings. First is that the audience is educa ted about the 

··soc iety of the spec tacle··_ The in formed art viewer may ,, e ll be. but I doubt a ll the 

audience,, ill be: even within established fine art institutions. The second is the 

assumption that the show is in an academic situation. To be fa ir Ranciere is being 

interviewed under thi s assumption, by a we ll respected art journal. But it does need to be 

sa id that not all art is shown in this environment. If for example a show was set up in a 

loca l community hall , then it woul d be sensible to assume a different leve l of literacy and 

concerns from your audience. Hence one may make work that if seen in an academic 

environment could be viewed as didactic, or in another settin g, fully engaged. The third 

issue is s imilar to the first: is the audience aware of a ll the effects and forms of 
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consumeri sm, and are they resolved in their response to it? Consumeri sm is not slowing 

down. It is different from fi ve or ten years ago, and what of our compli city with both the 

.. spectac le .. and .. consuming··. however well info rmed? As I see it the question is. how 

are artists to talk about these issues? Surely these issues are not out of bounds because 

they have been spoken about before. or their frequency of occurrence. Or maybe the 

argument is that the viewer has become dea f to these issues as a result of over exposure. 

\\ hich is what I think Ranciere is rea lly saying. I agree. but the problems still remain . 

Broadcast telev ision and the adve rti sing industry have certainly not stopped their 

messages. An artist"s silence is not the only response. 

That sa id Ranciere identifies some ver) important stra tegies for art making today. First he 

ta lks about art being emanc ipated and emanc ipating\\ hen it renounces the ··authority of 

the imposed message·· (p. 258). We understand from philosophy cited. postmodern theory 

and hopefull y experience. that no one \\'o rld view or individual has an exhaustive grasp 

on any given issue. Therefore artwork needs to make clear to the viewer that thi s is a 

subj ecti ve opinion. The arti st" s vo ice needs to sit quietly. or be one of many, or any other 

strategy that respects and incorporates other poss ibi li ties and opinions. 

The second po int identified by Ranc iere is that work should not assume every viewer is 

the same, and therefore everyone who sees it will be affected in the same manner. 

Everyone brings their own experience to the work and so will have a di fferen t response. 

The thi rd point is that artwork needs to, "'renounce ... the uni voca l mode of explicating 

the world"' (p. 258). Or put another way, it needs to make clear what it says is not based 



on an accurate account of the ,,orld. but a subjective one. This is the same issue 

discussed earlier\\ hen Immanuel Kant,, as quoted sa) ing. \\e do not experience the 

world as it is: "e experience it. ··as it is for me·· (Gaarder. p. 271 ). Ranciere is 

challenging the contemporar) artist to adopt a strateg) in their ,,ork that incorporates 

these elements. 
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Strategy 

5. Peter Rob in son. Pake ha hal"e Rights Too. 1996 ( Bel I. 1000 ). 

Peter Robinson uses a strategy in hi s work Pakeha hare Rights Too .' (Figure 5) th at 

integrates Ranciere·s ideas. In 1996 he showed two wo rks at Peter McLeavey·s Ga ll ery 
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in Wellington. One Pakeha hare Rights Too! the other Maori hare rights too' The fo rmer 

painting caused a controve rsy apparently being the most argued-about painting by a 

li ving arti st in New Zea land . Ea rli er in the yea r I interviewed Peter Robinson. I asked 

him if he had any particular strategy in making thi s work . From thi s conversation I 

gleaned that he included in the work mixed messages and contradiction making the 

meaning slippery. 

I responded say ing the painting does work that way, but also, while all that was go ing on, 

beneath it you are pretty sure yo u know what hi s view is. He agreed (Robinson, 

Interviewed June 2007). 
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Robinson ·s use of contradiction and slippery meanings adopts two ofRanciere·s 

strategies. It undermines the authority of the message and throws doubt on the possibility 

of accurately and exhaustively understanding the presented iss ue . 

6. Murra) I le,,·in. Jessie ·s Girl. , ideo still 2007. 

In my work Jessie ·s Girl (Figure 6). I have addressed an issue Ranciere may consider out 

of bounds due to over exposure. The work consists of 18 loca l petrol stations film ed at 

night while it is raining. The shot rests for 30 seconds on each station, contemplating the 

drift of people and vehicles, before it cro -fades to another stati on. The soundtrack is 

Classic Hits Nightclub, from the easy li stening radio stati on Classic Hits, recorded in a 

car. This includes Angels by Robbie Williams, Ri ck Springfield·s Jessie 's Girl, awkward 

song requests and station 1o· s. 
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My intention was for the viewer to reconsider their relationship to cars and oil , and the 

connection to weather. I chose the sound fo r its comfo rt and convenience, similar to our 

use of cars. 

I aim to focu s my attention on the fo rmal qualiti es of the work, making it as beautiful and 

painterly as poss ible. My hope was that the viewer could enj oy the aesthetic, and if they 

chose to go further, the politi ca l poss ibiliti es . When I showed th e work in my first 

critique people took a whi le to pick up th e politi ca l intentions: though when it was 

mentioned they we re not surpri sed. I think it ,.,vork s as a piece of art. it is quiet and open 

though the enviro nmental questi ons I wanted to ra ise may be too subtl e, or ec lipsed by 

read ings about petro l stations. I tri ed to address th e concerns of Ranciere and Heartney as 

mentioned above. It is not saying the world is a parti cular way uneq ui voca lly. nor has it 

neg lected the fo rmal qualities. In support of Ranciere·s comment that every viewer is not 

the same. not eve ryone experienced the work as open. In a late r cr it iq ue a member of 

staff thought the inclusion of the music overstated the co ntent. 

Ranciere, is urging the artist to be awa re of current philosophica l di sc u sion. He may we ll 

argue, as I myse lf would , that popular culture, fo r the most part, absorbs and functi ons 

within these frameworks. For example though many people might think and beli eve in a 

way that is consistent with po tmoderni ty, they may not have a label fo r it. The most 

important point to take from Ranciere·s comments, though it sounds a contradicti on, is 

that an artwork emancipates when it stops wanting to emancipate us ( Carneva le & 

Kelsey, p. 258). 



Resistance to the Interpreter 

7. 1.2: Son) AV 3-tOO · Portapal,; . 1968 
(tvleigh-AnJrc11 s. 2006. p. 17). 

In thi s sec tion I ,, ant to have a brief look at video histor) . I ,, ant to pick up on the t\\ o 

aspects that inform my practice. They are: the beginnings of video an in America in the 

1960s and the attitude in more recent times of the Young British Art ists (yBas). 

Video art in America,, as born into a time of high personal and pol ilical fa ith. Marita 

Sturken "rites (Hall & Fifer. 1990). 

Video art was introduced at a time "hen the art world " as undergo ing 
upheava l. as arti sts questioned the trad itional art object through 
nonmarketable art forms such as perfo rmance, conceptual art, earthworks. 
and body art. It was also. appropriately, a time when the power of the 
media had been overwhe lmingly reaffirmed, just after the on-camera 
assass ination of thi s country·s first ' ·media pres ident" and in the middle of 
its first "' li ving room war:· These soc ial and political events we re 
de li vered to an eager audience via the medium of te levision. whose role as 
the primary interpreter of events had only recently been establ ished. (p. 
I 07.) 
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Sturken identifies one of the core issues fo r many early video artists that of telev ision 

becoming the "primary interpreter' ' of events. Though there has been with the internet. a 



broader spectrum of analys is. I suggest that broadcast television is still where most 

people get their news and understanding of loca l and international events. 
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There is a myth about Nam June Paik and the beginning of video art in America . The 

story goes that Na m June Paik brought a Sony portapak in 1965. This purchase coincided 

with the Pope·s visit to New York. Paik hired a taxi and filmed the process ion. He kept 

the camera ru nning non stop and fi ni shed filming\\ hen the tape ran out. He sho\\ed the 

work at a cafc later that day alongs ide the televis ion report ing of the visit. Paik·s witness 

of th e eve nt was in rea l time and played fo r an hour .The med ia coverage was heavy with 

broadcast conventions. vo ice overs. ad breaks. editing. dramatization. nashbacks etc. 

Paik· s \\Ork \,as a direct chall enge to the monopoly of mainstream med ia. and the ir 

crafting of soc iety (Elves. 2005). 

M) pract ice has sympathies\\ ith the beginnings of video art. I hold similar conce rns. but 

at a different moment in time. I also have a hope that v ideo can be used to crit ique. resist 

and present alternati ves to mass media. stil l the dominant interpreter. The concerns of the 

60s are still present if not magnified ,vith the intensity and exposure to televis ion. In my 

opinion the present political agenda of western nations to stereotype, dramatize and over 

simpli fy the present '·war on terror .. is an example of a dominant and limited televis ion 

interpretat ion. 

I discovered an early example of controlling the media in the research fo r my work 

Weeping Waters. The most significant event in the Parihaka story was when Te Whiti and 
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Tohu and some 2000 of their follcmers 11crc taken off their land in 1881. after rrotcsting 

peaccru l I: for) cars ahout the injustice of land conriscation".-i. Dick Sc()lt ( 1975) \\ rite c.; 

about the media blochcade. 

J1ryce had ordered a press blackout on his man . .:h. No n:por1LT'i ,,ere to 
approach the scene: onl) off'icial accounts ,,ould be rckascd. Journalists 
,, ho h3d been threatened ,, ilh arrest if the: disobc: cd sa\\ it a:,, a point of 
honor tn del~ the ban. Some ,,ere arrested but fi\e got through Tran.:ling 
across c0untr:. clothe~ torn and ,, ct ,, ith de\\. the: reached Parihaka 
ahead of the trnnps to tell Tuhu their stnr:. The: ,,ere immediate}: i1n itcd 
to sta:. ·\\'e quite understand,, h., the glnernmcnt is ashamed that the 
Cl)UJltr_\ should kno,, ,, hat it i~ doing' he \aid. ·but \\l" han: nnthing. tn he 
a,ha,ncd ol".· (p. I I~) 



A particular mix of pop culture and art history 

I have included the Young British Artists (yBas) in thi s paper because their att itude and 

in nuences are similar to my own. The yBas video practice will be briefly di sc ussed in 

relation to the first video artists. 
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In the 1990s the yBas included video in their portfo lios while revealing very little 

know ledge of the history of the medium. Fo r them experience of pop culture through 

telev ision and music videos was not the enem) as the early practitioners considered. but 

just another site of creati ve material. It is suggested by Catherine EI\\CS (2005) that the 

promoters of British art at thi s time "ere governed by commercia l interests. It \\Orked in 

their favor to say littl e about the hi story of video an . as it is easier to promote something 

seen as ne,\ (pp. 160 -1 61 ). and not in oppos ition to art as a commodity - "hich " as an 

important ethos for the first video art ists. Their apparent ignorance of art hi story in 

genera l and their attitude to po litical issues. is touched on in Matthew Collings· much 

criticized book Blimey ( 1997) . 

. . . now that the mood has moved on from politica l correc tness, which 
reached its height in about 1992. Young artists are just naturally politica lly 
correct now, because they never were anything else. So their art can be 
free of correctness in the sense of correctness being the ma in statement. 
They just think they are correct in their lives so that frees the ir art. Good 
thinking yo ung art ists! And they don ' t fee l any pressure to read anything 
hard any more, like soc ial theory books or in vestigations into the structure 
of language. (pp. 16-1 7) 
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Collings goes on to discuss a work by Damien Hirst the vitrines, A Hundred Years, and , 

A Thousand Years. The vitrines are two six-feet-square glass cases with black framing 

connected with a circular hole. Inside is a severed cow·s head, flies and maggots, and an 

in sect-o-cutor: there was a sma ll lifecycle go ing on (Collings, 1997). This was a 

typically sensationa li st and shock approach close ly connected to the British punk scene of 

the late seventies, yet the work has a clear point of reference to arti st Frances Bacon, and 

theories such as minimali sm. 

When I presented thi s paper in a sympos ium earli er in the year two people 

questioned my asserti ons abo ut the yBas lack of knowledge of the history of video art. 

One point raised was that in Britain there was a lot of discussion around the use of video 

for surve i !lance at this time. and that the y Ba· s were a,, are of this . Another person 

mentioned a work by Gilli an Wearing 10- 16. where she co ll ected aud io recordings of 

children between the ages of ten to sixteen talking about rite of passage. over that seven 

year period . She then got ad ult actors to mimic ed ited parts of the indi vidua l texts 

(Ferguson, De Sa lvo . Slyce, 1999) . The seven year age bracket being in reference to the 

influentia l Briti sh documentary 7 up, wh ich visited and filmed a group of people every 

seven years of their li fe . It was suggested that in both cases th e arti sts had a very 

sophi sticated understanding of how the medium was used, with which I completely agree. 

But both comments were talking about the arti sts" understanding of the use of the 

medi um, not referring to past v ideo work. It was an example of the arti sts using the 

medium in a way that engaged with normal life. John Slyce ( 1999) writes about Wearing, 

Wearing is more a product of British doc umentaries - broadca t into her 
home and fami ly life as a young teenager in the mid-I 970s- than the 
offspring of early video artists working in the same period." (p. 83) 
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As with Hirst, Wearing was aware of art from the past but she is equally if not more 

influenced, by television and popular cul ture. Like the Young British Arti sts, I have 

grown up with music videos, documentaries and mov ies . All these areas have influenced 

my wo rk, more than my know ledge of video art. 

8. Murra) I le\\·itt. L'ntitled. , ·ideo still. 2007. 

My work Untitled (F igure 8) has influences fro m a number of sources. The work is a one 

minute fo rty second dri ve-by of a gowned fi gure standing next to a tree, behind some 

white Arum lilies: wearing a era h helmet, shooting a stationary car. The clip is in slow 

motion I 0% of the orig inal speed and viewed in silence. The crash helmet the shooter is 

wearing is a symbol fo r me of the 1981 Springbok anti tour protester, which I saw on 
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television ne,,s reports ,,hen I ,,as a child. In my mind ,,as a hand held shot from Quiet 

Earth or Smash Pa!C1ce. taken from a mm ing car of people in a paddock. It has also been 

mentioned to me it reminds people ofgothic landscapes from mO\ies like ViJ,;il. 5,'/eeping 

Dogs or more recent!) Florian Habicht 2003 mo,ic Troodenhead. Or on a lighter note. 

the shooter looks like one of the sand people from George Lucas·s S!C1r 1/"ur.1. This \\Ork 

has multiple references. 



Studio 

In thi s sec tion I give a brief explanation of the one work included in thi s master· s thes is 

that has not been di sc ussed so fa r, and a brief description of the work Weep ing Waters. 
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There are n,vo di stinct ways that I have worked with video thi s yea r. One is perfo rmati ve, 

where I have set up a site. characte rs, costume and narrat ive . The editing has been 

minimal, bas ica lly just doc umenting the event. The other way has been to take myse lf out 

of the picture and carefully point the camera and witness spec ifi c sites and suggest 

readings by addi ng music. 

9. Murra1 Hewitt. Dro,med 0111. \'ideo still 2007. 
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This project Drowned Out (Figure 9), consisted of me singing a song with an acoustic 

guitar, at night, in front of an enormous lit billboard next to the Wellington airport. The 

billboard was celebrating 50 years of nationhood in Malaysia, by advertising holidays 

flying Malaysia Airlines to Kuala Lumpur for "serious shopping", or Sipadan Island for 

amazing diving. During the course of the first shoot, just as I began to sing, a jet took off 

and drowned out the singi ng, which was amusing at the time. Thinking about this wh ile 

watching the footage later, I thought the term "drowned out" was relevant to climate 

change and the cause of this drowning was from to one of the worst polluters abo ut.jet 

fuel. The final work was me singing a Midnight Oil song The river runs red. whi ch was 

unable to be heard as a result of the sounds of jet planes taking off, landing and taxiing 

whic h sounded for the duration of the song. 

J"d like to give some further explanation and description of the work Weeping Waters. 

This work is a return to a performance sty le of video. It is a personal response to the 

Seabed and Foreshore legislation passed in 2004. I am dressed in white Canterbury rugby 

shorts, a black singlet and a matt black 1970s crash helmet with the Raukura cut from 

viny l on the back. I am stand ing on a beach in the Wairarapa at the foot of a huge sand 

slope. With anger and increasing discomfort, I kick a red white and blue soccer ball up 

the slope seemingly end lessly: th t! ball returning no matter how hard I kick it. As 

mentioned earlier, the crash helmet worn by protesters of the 198 1 Springbok tour, is in 

my view a symbol well known to New Zealanders over the age of thi rty, for legitimate 

and worthy protest. The black singlet references to, for example; landscape painter Colin 

McCahon's black singlet, New Zealand farmers, or the kiwi bloke around the barbeque. 



The white Canterbury rugby shorts are symbolic again of the kiwi bloke. The red white 

and blue soccer ball is a symbol for the crown. 1 want the work to be subjective and 

obscure focusing on this strange and painful action or therapy. 1 do not imagine people 

will understand it straight up though I hope it will be alluring and puzzling enough for 

them to want to understand and make a story. The title of the work is the English 

translation of the Maori Waitangi. 
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There are a number of coincidences with dates in this project. The Raukura is the symbol 

of Te Whiti and Tohu who were taken off their land in 1881 , I 00 years before the 

Springbok tour. Last year 2007 on November I 8th was the I 00 year commemorations of 

the passing of Te Whit i. And the work is about the Seabed and Foreshore legislation 

passed in parliament on November I 8th 2004. 



Showing the work 

I plan to show these works in the community at a church in central Wellington. I have 

proposed to use four rooms, a meeting room with large windows out to a rooftop car 

park. A prayer room off the meeting room, the auditorium and the basement hall. Some 

of these rooms are regularly used by community groups not affiliated to the church. 
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Part of my reasoning to show in this setting is to have the work in the community 

environment rather than a gallery setting. The church will inform their congregation and 

all those that use the building about the show. I am aware that the audience will be a mix 

of people connected with church and my colleagues and university staff. I am interested 

to see how the different viewers receive the work particularly in relation to the issue of 

didacticism. I plan to show, Mega Untitled, Weeping Waters, Jessies Girl and the untitled 

shooting drive by. 
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Conclusion 

How is it possible to make political video art in New Zealand? The first conclusion is a 

seemingly obvious one but has far reaching consequences: that I am postmodern - my 

experience of the world is subjective . Hence I answer the research question subjectively. 

How can ' / ' make political video art . .. ? These conclusions are justified in the sense that 

they are relative to others who have attempted to make work about politics, but they wi ll 

inevitably need deconstructing and rev ision to be app licable to future situations or new 

contexts. 

The most important conclusion from this research is the need to control the del ivery of 

the content in any work. I agree with Ranciere that the viewer wi ll only be emancipated 

when they fee l that the art is not trying to emancipate them. Therefore if your intention is 

emancipation (and mine is) strategies need to be present within the work for it to have 

any effect on the viewer. These strategies need to adopt Ranciere·s three observations. 

The work needs to acknowledge that it does not have an exhaustive grasp on the 

presented issue, that what it presents is not based on an accurate account of the world, 

and finally, work should not assume all viewers to be the same. The other issue w ithin 

thi s section is the context. I argue that in certain situations - non traditional art settings -

the content should be more obvious. This is not to become simpler or narrower in its 

ideas, but arguably more obvious in how it communicates those ideas. 



43 

Other conclusions have been identified from reflection on my practice over the course of 

the year, and previous employment situations, rather than strictly through reasoned 

academic argument. The first is the discovery that by nature I am not a community 

worker. This has affected my thoughts about ' relational aesthetics. ' Though to me this 

seemed a logical and appropriate way to make political art, I had already discovered 

through my previous employment, that I was not suited to this kind of work. Secondly 

when looking at the work of the yBas, I identified influences and attitudes toward popular 

culture, art history and academia that are similar to my own. Thirdly I recognized that 

often the interactions, research and learning involved before I film a project, are as 

important as producing the video . They are the central reasons why I make art. 
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