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I’m trying to begin at the beginning, at the point of origin, where the core idea took shape 
at the moment of its conception, that essence of intention we call “the idea”. The 
difficulty is, I’m finding almost nothing there. I do have a memory, though it is no longer 
a memory but a kind of myth about how insignificantly these things begin. I can 
remember when the fiction was born in the first telling of the story, when the 
overwhelming plenitude of lived experience was reduced to a few clever rhetorical tropes 
that could efficiently be handed across to an interviewer, and in turn became for us also a 
thing, a manageable object we could call “what happened”. 

To quote one early interview: "One night we sat drinking too much wine, talking about 
the recently closed cement works on the mountain next to the town and the thought 
quickly formed that we could stage a contemporary art festival here. Haha. Yes, another 
glass of the shiraz please. We woke up the next morning and Ann was drawing up artist 
lists and thinking about public liability insurance. Georgie and I rubbed our eyes and 
realized we had signed on. Artists have these kinds of crazy ideas all the time. It usually 
requires someone taking them seriously to cause any real trouble". 

The story communicates something we believe to be true enough to permit its 
distribution. In fact, it describes what took months to develop, in our dawning awareness. 
Around this insignificant moment of amusing speculation, the reality of mounting a four-
day, 40 artist, contemporary arts festival in a small rural town accrued, solidified, and 
eventually manifested itself. The story also conveys something of the good humor and 
spontaneity that informed the desire to bring this thing into its being. For me at least, it 
began as a desire to throw a party. In this “origin”, there was nothing more profound, 
socially aware, or politically engaged than a desire to give pleasure, conceived in a 
moment of inebriation. 

And yet, prior to this isolated moment, the three of us directors had our own antecedent 
histories, our own ethical, intellectual, aesthetic, and social proclivities, principals, 
prejudices, and tendencies that would all close in around this “origin” and in the 
intervening months would come to inform the fleshing out and the material manifestation 
of this “idea”. This process was itself circumscribed and determined by the finite material 
conditions in which it developed: the town itself, the state of the cement works, the 
response of locals, the requirements of funding bodies, the reactions of artists, etc. These 
material conditions contributed to the final form of the festival, not as extrinsic 
contingencies confronting the priority of the idea, but as the medium in which that idea 
developed and out of which the resulting festival emerged. 

The idea, for instance, that the festival should take “the town itself as its site and 
material” arose via a number of confluent events and considerations. Primarily, it was the 
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refusal of Cement Australia to permit the use of the cement works as a site that brought 
the festival into the town and initiated a concern for the implications of staging an arts 
festival in a small town. The recent history of contemporary art festivals and the critique 
that circulates around them made the art parachute immediately anathema. This scruple 
was matched on the other side by the desire/need to engage and involve the host town, 
not only as a means of vouchsafing the legitimacy of the festival, but also of securing the 
local support we needed to make it happen. This was again supported by the fascination 
that we as artists had for Kandos, so rich in its singularity and thus the potential for 
observation and engagement. The result, we came to realize (while drafting grant 
applications) was that we would have a festival with two very different, some would say, 
incommensurable audiences. While we bravely claimed that we would speak to both, I 
know for my part, it was a gamble. How one speaks to a metropolitan contemporary arts 
community and a rural community with almost no experience of contemporary art in the 
same breath is not an easy question. 

The solution, in a neat bit of circularity (because it was the solution that produced the 
“problem”) was to make the art address the town as its “site and material”. Regardless of 
the foreignness of the language of a particular art form, the subject of an artwork can be 
expected to have some level of engagement with a work if for no other reason than it is 
about them. This is true, even if their engagement is negative and consists in no more 
than the subject disagreeing with the work. But to settle on this potential is to miss the 
opportunity that Cementa_13 presented. Because this potential to engage a non-arts 
audience in terms of the subject offers an opportunity to introduce that audience to the 
language in which it is presented. The idea that the inaccessibility of contemporary art 
lies in its essentially abstruse, hermetic, and idiosyncratic intellectual and historical 
context belies the fact that it is predominantly created out of the common objects of our 
shared cultural existence. If the grammar and syntax are completely foreign, its 
vocabulary is relatively universal. 

If the modes of contemporary art are made to address a specific, situated social context, 
that context offers some ground of commonality from which the objects produced can be 
comprehended without the supposed requirement of ‘initiation’. Josephine Starr's and 
Leon Cmielski’s Chapel of Rubber was paradigmatic. The work rendered video and 
photographic images of a local burnout festival, Street Machine, into a kind of altar. This, 
combined with its site, a chapel that had served the local nuns of Kandos for some 80 
years, produced an affective contradiction between the high, reverential tone of its form 
and the low brow burnt rubber car culture of its content. There is obviously a level of 
irony to this work, but its target is not the car hoon. In fact, the burnout is given every 
available respect via a large video of the smoke, and occasionally a fragment of the car, 
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floating hauntingly over the asphalt. On the floor, a long severe looking light box 
stretched out from the foot of the video. It displayed a photograph of the rubber marks of 
the tires on the asphalt, composing an abstract drawing full of aggressive, graceful 
gesture. On the walls, ‘relics’ of twisted rubber hung like so many abstract crucifixes. 
Their awkwardly veritable existence struck a sour note against the highly aestheticized 
dramaturgy of the video and photograph. At the same time, this note rebounded to their 
credit as the “real things”, as the tortured fact, the relic and corpse of an act of violence. 
Between these two registers, the work vacillates in its solemn celebration of absurdity. 

 

The conversion of something so loud, so sun burnt and beer drunken into an object of 
reverential contemplation was so successful that it could have sufficed for the work. For 
it was this transformation that created the work’s sense of wonder. In a way, perhaps, 
Chapel of Rubber was a kind of showing off, and an unmasking of the theatrics behind 
which culture (both art and religion) can create such situations of reverence. By taking as 
subject of that reverence, an activity that had no logical, cultural, or psychological claim 
to it, the artists sound their ironical note, not in scorn, but in a gesture of self-deprecation. 
To art insiders, the idea of the gallery as a secular church is a well worn trope but in this 
context it seems more like a wink to the natural skepticism of the uninitiated – as if to 
say, we know its absurd but isn’t it also a little wonderful. 
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This consideration of how the art, the artists, the festival might be received within the 
specific context which it was being made to address was also picked up on in the work on 
Danial Kotje. Sadly, because of an accident, Dan was not able to perform his work, but 
even in its absence I cannot resist speaking to it. The work, Cultural Refinement Process 
Facility Mine, mockingly conflates the position of the arts industry being offered to the 
town with the mining industry that exists as its current primary industry. The reflection to 
which Kotje subjects the art festival by comparing it to a mining operation, teasingly 
highlights the potential for exploitation inherent in its activity and in the eager fascination 
that urban artists would extract from the rich cultural resources presented by this little 
town. The work itself was a black box with a conveyor belt onto which members of the 
audience would be invited to place ‘cultural objects’ for refinement. The objects would 
emerge “refined” (ie smashed) at the other end, carrying the joke to its punch line. In this, 
Kotje acknowledges the anxiety that the local community might feel about possibly being 
used, but also credits that anxiety with reference to the destructive potential that “high 
art” carries with it. 

It should not surprise us that when asked to take a social entity like a town as their 
material, artists would make work that dialogically reflects on the disposition of the 
other. In a sense this situation renders art’s social context explicit and immediate and 
offers a reflection to the perceiver via an awareness that they are being perceived in 
return. The negotiation is no longer between hand and medium, but between the artist and 
the social entity that the artwork both considers and addresses. In other words, the 
consideration and sensitivity that an artist must have for their medium becomes fixed 
onto the social entity they are asked to take as their material. You could go so far as to 
suggest that the respect and understanding that an artist has for their material is the 
register upon which we assess the work. 

Humor was thus a prevalent strategy across the festival, allowing artists to bridge the 
cultural distances they faced in a demonstration of good will that did not reduce the art to 
pandering. Ian Milliss chose a more provocative approach, manufacturing a fictional 
Kandos through the production of a promotional poster in Welcome to Kandos. The 
document celebrates Kandos’ prodigious achievements in the fields of renewable energy, 
green industry, education and eco tourism since the closing of The Kandos cement works 
in 1999 (the works closed in 2012). The poster brags of Kandos as the home of the largest 
solar thermal plants in the southern hemisphere, a climate change institution, rock 
climbing and scuba diving schools, and a fleet of free plywood bicycles distributed 
throughout the town.  
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The absurd profusion of positive outcomes that populate this alternative Kandos, at first 
seems an effusive celebration of the potentials of art, as the poster itself concludes: 
“…see what imagination and active community involvement can achieve”. The blatant 
fictions also act as provocation to nay-sayers, pessimists, bloody minded bureaucrats, and 
anyone whose head is buried in the sterile ground of the reality principle. After all, each 
project in the fiction had either been achieved elsewhere or was not completely outside of 
the ken of possibility. And yet, this effusion exceeds itself, it overflows into a kind of 
passive irony. There is a chuckle in it at art’s (and the festival’s) capacity for optimistic 
excess. The facility of this act of ‘collage’ demonstrates the ease with which we dream 
and suggests the cheapness of those dreams when untroubled by any consideration of real 
conditions or any sincere effort to implement them.  

If you think the work is taking your side, it is not. It stands firmly on the divide between 
the dreamer who is satisfied with his dreams and the realist who can function in the world 
but cannot imagine another. It mocks each side from the perspective of the other, 
questioning the division of labour that exists between the two. In the end, Milliss is 
holding the condition of art practiced in these ‘new’ modes of relational and social 
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engagement against their logical conclusion. The artist does not rest with the mere 
thinking of an idea. They must manifest it in the world, rendering it material and 
objective, in order that it can be experienced, understood, and potentially known. The 
artist must constantly negotiate between ideation and materiality as they strive to make of 
their dream, a material reality. It is true that this for the most part, takes place within art’s 
conventional and institutional sequestration in “the white cube”. As a result, the ‘material 
realities’ that artists’ produce still retain the quality of the dream, and are realities only 
insofar as they are perceived from behind the garden wall. Welcome to Kandos seems to 
infer from the context of the festival that if you are going to take art out of its jar, it will 
need to produce more than just optimistic ideas, it will need to manifest them in real 
world terms. The gauntlet thrown in this work reverberates along the history of art’s 
endeavor to escape its speculative cage, to enter and engage directly with life. While this 
history includes its many failures to do so, it also contains art’s Promethean regeneration, 
perpetually renewing our capacity to conceive of it as possible. This is a history which 
Cementa “innocently” takes up and continues. 

 

The work of Madeleine Preston, Counter Intuitive manufactured another fictional history, 
but this time to delineate an actual historical relationship. Drawing on the fundamental 
influence of Russian Constructivism on modern industrial and graphic design, Madeleine 
posits a long lost modernist art movement in Kandos through the creation of a museum 
display. The work appeals to the passive banality of the museum diorama, exhibiting a 
scale model of an art worker’s residence and ‘artifacts’ produced and used by the 
fictional artist colony. Objects of industrial design scavenged from the local op shop, 
such as a mirror, and a small milk jug sit next to the fictional props of abstract artworks 
and artistic documents with a plausibility produced by familial resemblance. The fiction 
of Madeleine’s work is founded firmly on an archeological truth, composed as it is of 
artifacts that directly descend from the same historical moment. 
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This thread is picked up at the other end by Fiona Macdonald, who created a series of 
paintings by abstracting the forms found on industrial documents: maps, schematics, 
diagrams sourced from the cement works and collected in the local museum. The 
resulting works were then hung, salon style, amidst the industrial artifacts on display at 
the museum, resembling something of an ancestral portrait gallery of the family of 
industrial design.  
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This return of high art’s prodigal working class son also speaks to the fact that the divide 
between art and life, despite perceptions on both sides, is not quite as categorical as we 
often consider it. The Constructivists, after all, were amongst the first to storm the garden 
walls of art for art sake. Their endeavor to bring art into the service of the revolution 
through the formulation of a visual language that could communicate across the cultural 
distances of a world unified by socialism, proved far more successful than the socialist 
society they intended it to serve. It is tempting to reflect on the disappointment that 
Popov or Malevich might feel to know that their work contributed to the visual 
foundation of modern advertising, or to the design of products mass produced by cheap 
foreign labor for the West’s middle classes. It is tempting to lament that their art, upon 
entering life, failed to revolutionize it. But, if it did not meet the intentions of the artists, 
this by no means implies that it did not participate in the profound transformation of the 
world. For those of us who have inherited a society other than a Marxist socialist utopia, 
it is not irrelevant that it was art, and some of the first completely abstract art ever made, 
that is responsible for founding a visual culture capable of spanning a global society of 
seven billion people. 

What then is the object of our disappointment? Is it that art did not maintain the priority 
of its idea through the total transformation of life? Is it that art did not remake life in its 
own image? If Cementa can be accused of the excesses of optimism, it is certainly 
tempered in comparison to the ambitions of an earlier modernity. As much as we may 
regret the world we live in, the priority of the idea becomes a menacing prospect in its 
totalitarian potential. The monolithic will to impose an idea absolutely, as though the 
world was but a blank canvas upon which we paint our idea of it is one of those tropes of 
modernism we should be grateful to have behind us. What’s more, it seems to me to be 
the definition of bad art: an idea that eclipses its object. 

It was gratifying then to observe that the majority of work in the festival tended to be 
informed by an awareness, at once tentative, and uncertain, at times speculative and 
fragile, of the presence of the other. In a sense, this is what we asked the artists to do, and 
leaning on the history of art in which the materiality of work ontologically contributes to 
its meaning, the registration of the social reality of the festival became one of the 
strongest components of the art. Each work presented an encounter between an idea and 
the world, or object, or situation of which it was an idea. For the audience this encounter 
resulted in an experience of that world that was neither reducible to idea or thing but 
invoked the relationship between them, rendering it perceptible, mutable and potentially 
open for negotiation. It occurred to me that much of this art was turning its back on the 
projection of the a priori and toward the a posteriori, or the empirical potentials in art. 
Art, after all, is concerned predominantly with perceiving the world, with the experience 
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of perception as much as experience as perception.  

In the specific context of the festival, this empiricism often took the form of a kind of 
self-consciousness, a desire or need to understand, consider or relate to the small 
community that served as both subject and host. At its most basic, this impulse was quite 
directly executed in a mode that might be called, for lack of a better word, observational. 

 

Sue Pedley and Virginia Hilyard’s Bushman’s Recall reified the act of observation 
through a graphite rubbing of the local landmark, “Bushman’s” fence. This work took the 
hand made, ornate cement fence surrounding the overgrown grounds and derelict house 
of a local eccentric, and rendered it two dimensional, creating a large scale drawing from 
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the form. The translation that occurred from the thing in the world to the image on paper 
was surprising in its poignancy. The house and the fence, which enjoy a local celebrity in 
Kandos, hold a confused, anarchic fascination for the passerby. The squat derelict 
buildings and the overgrown grounds are littered with cement follies, the detritus of one 
man’s manic-obsessive industry, his personal modernity. And all of it is surrounded by 
the single imposing form of this gothic fence, all of it crumbling, all of it strangely 
graceful and aggressive, giving to the entire edifice the impression that one is looking at 
an abandoned zoo, or the facility where a mad man invented monsters. Pedley and 
Hilyard’s indexical drawing abstracts the form of the object from its situation in three 
dimensions and its embeddedness within the plenitude of the world, reducing it to its 
formal dimension, not as a drawing of the fence but the fence as drawing. This simple act 
lifts its object out of the world of artifacts and places it neatly into the world of art, 
demonstrating the formal functioning of its dramaturgy by translating it into the context 
of depicted things. By doing so, the artists remark upon that division between art and life 
by clarifying and resolving in the former what can only be experienced diffusely in the 
latter. 

Connie Anthes makes a similar gambit by casting cement sculptures from vessels and 
containers sourced from the local tip. In her work untitled (98 vacancies), Anthes takes 
the negative space of these discarded domestic objects and renders it positive in the form 
of their volume cast as cement objects. The arrangement of these objects into a grid in a 
paddock overlooking the town took on the aspect of a cemetery, presenting a meditation 
on loss and absence that ricocheted around its component parts. Each concrete memorial 
in the series is the absence or the filling up of the empty space contained by the object of 
which it is a monument. Its presence implies, fulfills the absence of that which it recalls, 
like a photograph. These vacancies once contained biscuits, sugar, or tea; they were 
volumes that held the ingredients of every day domestic pleasures, or the materials of 
some practical application that facilitated the passing of one day into the next with some 
level of comfort or ease.  
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By filling these absences with cement and allowing it to harden, Anthes makes manifest 
the fact that these spaces will never again contain any of these pleasurable or useful 
things. The title refers to the 98 jobs that were lost when the Kandos cement works closed 
down, and these once useful and now discarded objects from homes that would have been 
supported in one way or another by the industry at the cement works is a fair comment on 
the loss that this closure represents. But the work does not rest on the level of the direct 
social comment that it makes. These humble monuments, arranged in their universalizing 
grid, have a poetry that speaks of the vacancy at the heart of the every day – that every 
day passes, and with it its pleasures pass into their own fatality, no matter how mundane, 
banal, or domestic. 

At other times, the empirical encounter was produced by inserting into the social context, 
something essentially foreign and allowing the resulting collision to produce an 
awareness of that social context. A work like David Capra’s Ministry of Handshakes 
takes the simple gesture of shaking hands and via the prosthesis of a two-meter arm, at 
once abstracts and amplifies it into a bridge between the everyday and the theatrical. 
Dressed in his signature white pajamas, accentuating the ungainliness of his physique, 
David rushed at passers-by, bringing his two-meter arm down on them like a toll gate. 
Beaming in a show of overt good will, he asked them if they would shake his hand. Like 
much of David’s work, he leverages innocence against difference, presenting a figure at 
once radically other in its failure to meet any standard or norm of social grace or beauty 
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and at the same time, is completely beguiling in the effusion of good will and the 
projected quality of innocence that his character takes on.  

 

There is an irony to this performance, as there was in much of the art at the festival, but it 
is not the negative irony of post-modernism. This irony has no malice at its heart, and is 
employed to express difference without negating the other. Capra, for instance, is holding 
two levels of meaning open, but without opposing them or sneering safely from one to 
the other. If it is fair for me to call his work ironic, there is no target or victim of this 
irony. There is only the difference that he knowingly deploys, of this absurdly awkward 
character insisting upon itself, asserting itself within a public context and compelling the 
public he encounters to engage. 

More directly political, but still I would argue ambivalent in its critical vector was the 
work of Cigdem Aydemir, Muslim Hair Drying. Her performance consisted of sitting in 
the window of the local hair dresser’s shop in a Burqa that covered not only her own 
body, but the 1950’s beehive hair dryer in which she sat. The result was an imposing 
black figure with a great pointed head seated cross legged, reading a magazine. An 
advertising banner, split into two panels, hung in the background so that one half of the 
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model’s face hung on either side of the artist, her gigantic blond hair blowing out to 
either side. The popular woman’s magazine that Cigdem read communicated across her 
black figure with the banner behind through the flashing of human flesh on its pages. 
Intermittently, the artist would glance up and glare suspiciously at the audience. Her eyes, 
framed vividly by the eye-piece of the burqa, were flanked by the two huge blue eyes of 
the model.  

 

The tableau established by the performance seemed to be composed exclusively of these 
contrasts; pushing the opposition until the two terms of its polarity sit in the same place. 
The hostile glances being thrown by the figure are ambivalent and unreadable. Is it fear in 
the eyes of the burqa wearing Muslim woman, this alien, this other? Is it moralizing 
xenophobia in the eyes of the Western housewife? All we have are the terms of the 
argument, the terms of the competing codes circulating endlessly outside of any 
stabilizing frame of reference that permits us to know who we are looking at, who we are 
when we look at them, how they feel toward us, or how we might feel towards them. The 
end result was a leveling of the two systems of morality so that what came to the 
foreground was the competition between them, these social codes regulating the display 
or concealment of the female body. The work did not ask you to take sides so much as 
observe the intensity of both codes, their functioning brought to a violent pitch by the 
direct competition into which the performance compelled them.  
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Liam Benson takes this irony to its nth degree, using it to produce a work of striking 
sincerity. Liam’s performance, Ode to the Glossy Black Cockatoo, was a series of pop 
songs sung at dawn and dusk of every day of the festival at undisclosed locations around 
the town. I was fortunate enough to catch the very first performance, at 6:20 am on the 
first morning of the festival. The town had woken to a working day like any other, 
without any real intimation of what was about to happen. The farmers and miners had 
parked out Angus Avenue in front of the bakery where they collect their coffee and 
pastries before heading off to work. From the bottom of the street, a sturdy young man 
dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt emerged, walking slowly up the hill. His gate was 
measured in a way that was almost formal, with long strides slowly taken. As he walked 
past the bakery, Liam began to sing, softly at first, but quickly growing to full voice. Like 
his pace, his voice was considered, each line of the song rendered with careful 
articulation; the tone and melody executed with a consummate, measured delivery so that 
the song carried itself in the absence of any instrumental accompaniment. 

 

This figure walking through the town singing in full voice, interrupted the reality of its 
setting, so that as Liam sang, you felt yourself both to be standing in the town and inside 
a musical. Is this not the dream of every musical: to transform life with the harmony of 
song? Another consequence of this encounter was that it also transformed the song. By 
stripping it of all musical embellishment, reducing it to the human voice, Liam created a 
work of profound earnestness. The rendition stripped the song of orchestration, 
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composition and production value to reveal beneath this article of mass-produced pop 
culture, a profound expression of longing. When the song finished, the town, reality, life, 
etc, closed in around it’s fading note and resumed its surface without so much as a ripple. 
For that moment, art entered life and again there was no revolution. 

And so, on the last day of the festival, when the crowds had thinned, and most of the 
locals had gone back to work, Georgina Pollard made her performance/ engagement, One 
time... At the Kandos CWA, a group of local women gathered to spin wool and reminisce 
about the cement works. The stories were to be collected as a memorial for the industry 
that had founded the town and had recently passed into its redundancy. As the women 
spun, the remaining audience, many of them festival artists, came and sat. Some watched 
from their seats; some took up a wheel and with a little instruction, had a go at this 
ancient form of making. The conversation was slow at first, but the hum of the spinning 
wheels, the rapid movement of fingers, and the passing cups of tea created an atmosphere 
that could not be resisted.  

 

People began to talk. The stories passed from spinner to spinner, from conversation to 
conversation in a process as old as spinning yarn. This work of contemporary art, 
composed of women performing a private ceremony of traditional craft, drinking tea and 
chatting about their community presented a social reality that is rarely experienced 
outside of its own hermetic context. It was the single moment in the festival in which I 
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felt that people from the town had been permitted (and had trusted this permission) to 
speak to the visiting artists in their own voice, to present themselves without interlocutor, 
frame or pedestal. What struck me was the level of revelation, of not only the stories, but 
of a social practice that is hidden not because of its high sacredness, but because it is 
common and everyday. It seemed a great privilege to be invited onto this mundane 
ground to participate in this small ceremony of belonging. At some point, several of the 
artists left, one by one, and returned with their own work to sit assembling their disparate 
contraptions. This spontaneous development seemed to complete the circle of exchange, 
to acknowledge the continuity that existed between the culture of the spinners and that of 
the artists, all of whom make and talk while making and in doing so produce the social 
fabric that permits them to possess their world in common. Perhaps this is one note too 
self-congratulatory. I don’t know.  

	  


