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Abstract 
 
This Masters project is the development of an exhibition of works of art taking the related 
themes of austerity and failure to explore the rise of global capitalism and extremist 
politics and the role of the artist as an agent for witness or resistance. The works draw 
from recent experience living in Berlin and Brisbane.   
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Introduction 

"It’s our monster and we better civilise it" 

Yanis Varoufakis, finance minister, Greece. 2015, 17. 

 

Figure 1 Hieronymus Bosch The Conjurer 1502 

 

 I begin with this image of the painting The Conjurer 1502 By Hieronymus Bosch 

(c1450 – 1516) because in the process of rereading this submission I realised how 

important this picture has been to me as a benchmark for illustrating a guiding truism “Art 

does not reflect the visible but makes visible.”1 The painting lays bare the gullibility of 

victims and perpetrators, with devastating clarity and reveals the well-rehearsed 

management of the audience. Also while writing and making art about austerity I found it a 

little confronting to find Bosch’s painting of the Machiavellian sleight of hand being used to 

illustrate the necessary or required practices of glossing the year-end reports on earnings 

                                                           
1 Paul Klee, originally in Creative Credo 1920 and since quoted in numerous sources, eg: H.B. Chipp, Theories of Modern 
Art, Berkelery: Univ of Cal. Press (1968 ed) 182. 
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by hedge-fund managers.2 The Bosch image is no doubt a potent choice for reminding 

Wall Street illusionists of both the conjurors skills required and the potential destination in 

the back streets if they fail in the task. From the first artists books that I produced in Berlin 

through to the large mixed media works series Maggie’s Farm (Sex, Violence and this 

Ragged Remnant of Empire 2018) my art production is an attempt to be neither “servant 

or master” in an increasingly ruthless cup and ball trick. Dmitri.Shostakovich, the Russian 

composer who tried to remain creatively autonomous under Stalin, said it best when he 

stated “You can sugar – coat a frog and I still won’t put it in my mouth.”3  

During the Masters candidature and before in my years in Berlin I have been motivated to 

confront, if not counteract, preconceptions of the unemployed and marginalized. Much of 

the effort in managing the lives of disadvantaged or unemployed people is devoted to 

sugaring or gilding the frog, squandering opportunities to offer dignified and productive 

support. This is easily illustrated through an example from the past. In 2007, as part of my 

obligations for Centrelink benefits, I was sent to an industrial shed in a suburb of Brisbane 

where to earn my entitlement I was instructed to sew and stuff hand-made Bunny rabbits 

which if they passed the “Aryan Bunny test” would be released into the hands of 

Brisbane’s pre-schoolers. Our teacher and task master, although a well-meaning person 

had a year ten level of education and no professional or counselling training. Many of our 

small group were suffering from various ailments either mental or physical or were in 

disintegrated, precarious social situations. Two notable examples were a highly educated 

Iraqi woman with a degree in industrial engineering struggling with P.T.S.D. and an 

Indigenous arborist in his late 50’s rendered unemployable, due to his badly broken leg, 

who could name every tree and shrub in the state of Queensland in his Indigenous 

language as well as in English. But we were among the lucky ones. One young man was 

so heavily sedated on Lithium that it was clear he would most likely sew his hand with the 

sewing machine rather than sew a Bunny rabbit into any recognizable or usable form. The 

very young unemployed in the room were so clearly disgusted with the situation they 

found themselves in, that they naturally sabotaged any efforts to make a plausible bunny 

rabbit.  

With the “Austerity Discoteche” exhibition in mind I managed to obtain two ‘reject’ bunnies. 

Interestingly, one bunny is entirely brown and the other has a disability; only the fittest 

survived to have a meaningful existence as playthings for Brisbane pre-schoolers it 
                                                           
2 Jason Zweig (Wall Street Journal) blog, Dec. 3, 2017 http://jasonzweig.com/watch-out-for-the-year-end-fund-flimflam/ 
3 Dmitri Shostakovich in Testimony (1979) quoting Sobakevich from Nikolai Gogol’s novel Dead Souls of 1842. 
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seems. The whole exercise was totally pointless and rather than having any positive 

benefits made a group of intelligent adults feel infantilised and degraded. Perhaps 

degradation, in its many guises, is what all aspects of my art production through my time 

in the Master’s program has attempted to reveal and make visible. Much in the same way 

that Walt Whitman in his 1855, Leaves of Grass, which “displayed specimens without 

placards, presenting untitled poems and declassified faces. ‘Neither a servant nor a 

master’4 declared emancipation from such categories, and this antitaxonomy began the 

poem later entitled “Song for Occupation”. It rattled off countless trades and tools and 

mulled their impact on ‘the curious sense of body and identity’.” Whitman revised this 

poem through three decades of political and economic change, adding new industries and 

enterprises to its roster while asking, “What have you reckoned them for, camerado?’ 

Tallying your life’s work or wages won’t compute your true value.” 5  

Austerity, enforced or otherwise, is considered as a failed state in all capitalist or 

hyper capitalist cultures such as Germany, United States of America and indeed Australia. 

Over the last hundred years at least, artists working in these economies have had a 

complex understanding of the relationship between both oppositions of quality and value 

and success and failure. This can be explained by adopting the view presented by Karl 

Marx who saw the artist’s labour as exemplary of free labour in contrast to the labour of 

the factory worker under industrial capitalism.6 For Marx the modern wage earner worked 

to live by sacrificing his/her life that belonged to another.7 In contrast to the alienated 

worker, Marx conceived of a spontaneous, non-alienated form of work comparable to 

traditional artisanal production in which the worker is in control of the means and products 

of her labour.8 This abiding view of the artist as a spontaneous and self-motivated 

individual in a career or vocation that is self-affirming or self-actuating remains with us 

even though most in the art world acknowledge that success can only come with 

conformity to the demands of the most voracious end of the art market that links to the 

apex of capitalism. Refusal to attempt the ascent is not inevitably interpreted as failure 

because success in the market place can also be interpreted as instrumentalist conformity 

and the negation of free will. This paradox, captured by Bob Dylan in 1965 “She knows 

                                                           
4 Walt Whitman Leaves of Grass New York: Electrotyped by Smith & McDougal, 1873, 210  
5 Scott A. Sandage Born Losers: a History of Failure in America, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 
2005, 118. 
6 Kate MacNeill and Pina Bausch, creative industries and the materiality of artistic labour”, International 
Journal of Cultural Policy, 2009 15:3, 301-313 
7 Marx, Karl. Essential Writings of Karl Marx. Edited by David Caute. New York: Macmillan, 1967. 56, 57,59. 
8 Kim Grant, All About Process. University Park, Pensylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press. 2017. 40. 
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there’s no success like failure. And that failure's no success at all”9 defines the situation of 

much contemporary art practice and the situation I find myself working within. I make this 

point to ensure my Master’s project is not interpreted as some singular nihilistic, anarchic 

gesture of rebellion or a stylistic post-punk or retro-expressionist exercise in market 

activation but as a serious investigation of resistance to the status quo by drawing 

together the mechanisms of manipulation, the: images, ideas, texts, narratives, that reveal 

the operation of contemporary capitalism and the hegemony of right-wing popularism that 

has spawned the new radical right in Europe, the Trump phenomenon in the US, and the 

collapse of the old simple left/right binaries in Australian politics.  

In Section One I reflect on the years working in Berlin and outline my direct 

experience of the rise of right-wing political thinking in Germany and how this motivated 

the direction of my studio practice. My “transition” from working as an artist in Berlin to 

working in Brisbane is charted in Section Two where I also consider the location or place 

of my studio production stressing the differentiation between, or nature of, the political 

situations in Berlin, Germany and Brisbane, Australia. In Section One and Two I focus 

very much on the personal impact of the political situation in Berlin and Brisbane in 

keeping with the aim to give originating context to the works I have created. However, to 

acknowledge specific stylistic and conceptual influences I should here give a brief outline 

of the specific artistic milieu within which I worked in Berlin.  

It would be difficult for any artist working in Germany over the last twenty-years to 

escape the effects, or at lease evidence of, the legacy of Joseph Beuys (1921 – 1986) but 

his works, which were once seen as magical transformations of the ordinary, have been 

largely relegated to commercialised nostalgic signifiers of past attitudes. During my time in 

Germany the artists whose work mostly influenced my approach were Martin 

Kippenberger (1953–1997) and Elke Krystufek (b1970) along with other artists who would 

not be described as painters such as Isa Genzken (b1948) and Christoph Schlingensief 

(1960-2010) . I was not particularly captivated by the work of the long established giants of 

German painting such as Anselm Kiefer (b1945), Gerhard Richter (b1932) and Georg 

Baselitz (b1938) who all rose to world prominence as beneficiaries of the rise of the 

Deutschmark and dominance of the German economy in Europe but found the work of a 

younger generation of artists more appealing, namely: Thomas Kilpper (b1956) Daniel 

Richter (b1962) Rosa Loy (b1958) , Claudia Bosse (b1969), Jonathan Meese (b1970) and 

                                                           
9 Bob Dylan lyrics of “Love Minus Zero”, Bringing It All Back Home 1965 album 
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Albert Oehlen(1954). I shared a studio with Alexander Konig (b1976) who had been 

trained in the Leipzig school so I was probably overexposed to Neo Rauch (b1960) having 

regularly seen is paintings at openings and constantly hearing about him during the day.  

The work of A.R. Penck (1939 -2017) and other artists who had worked most of 

their careers in East Berlin was interesting in their use of humble means and scale without 

much of the high-volume bombast of their contemporaries such as Jörg Immendorff 

(1945–2007) who had worked on the other side of the wall. The wall of course came down 

long before my arrival but still left the city economically divided (something I explore in 

Section Two). Around 2011, when I moved into RAW Temple studios, I found I rarely 

visited openings at Eigen+Art and the other commercial galleries as my interests went 

"underground” to artist-run initiatives such as After the Butcher, setup by Franziska 

Böhmer and Thomas Kilpper and dynamic events in alternative spaces such as 

shopfronts, open studios and empty public swimming pools.  

On my return to Brisbane, I was not overwhelmed by the art scene except to be 

perplexed by the rise of painters such as Ben Quilty and Del Kathryn Barton who had very 

little profile here when I left Australia. Although I responded to work by Australian artists 

such as Stieg Persson (b1959), Gareth Sansom (b1939) and Bernhard Sachs (b1939) I 

continued to find resonance with the work of the artists I had become familiar with in 

Germany. Perhaps this is another way of saying that the miniscule scale of the Australian 

art economy compared to Germany cannot accommodate any more than a tiny elite group 

of marketable artists, let alone a stratified art scene with a sizeable or identifiable 

“underground.” 

Section Three is ostensibly a study of the dissident publications, known as 

'Samizdat', from the old communist countries in central and Eastern Europe and the 

Soviet Union from the late 1980's. However the core purpose of this brief section is to 

outline the role Samizdat played in my developing interest in artists books. The thematic 

focus of the research, “Austerity”, is outlined in Section Four with Section Five providing 

the contemporary context for the studio practice with is explored in detail in Section Six. 
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Section One: Reflection 

In the winter of 2013 I produced 163 drawings under the title The Coyote 

Manifesto. This was the first time I had produced an artist's book utilising both text and 

images within the same artwork. I produced this artwork in a consciously 'punk' attitude 

using base materials, base language and a high level of moral outrage. The work alludes 

to a "Dickensian Berlin" populated by defeated spirits and sordid perceptions twisted by 

generational poverty, social exclusion and alcohol and drug abuse. This work was a 

reaction to witnessing the utter destruction of the inhabitants of the old "East" districts of 

Berlin by a gold rush of unrestricted urban redevelopment. However, unlike Dickens 

characters, nobody in The Coyote Manifesto will be saved by happy coincidence and 

virtue will never be rewarded. It was the production of this body of work that led me to 

begin the next series of artworks leading to my Masters project titled Failed State/s. 

 

Figure 2 the handelsblatt daires ,(The Coyote Mani/esto) Andrew Frost, 2014, Berlin 

 

Berliners have found it easier to put ethnic peoples on public transport 

advertisements for inter-club soccer unity than into any position where they may wield any 

real influence, or for that matter, earn a living wage. It is rare to find anything but white 

faces behind cash registers in Aldi, as transit employees, in government offices, or in the 

construction sector. The police force seems to be almost uniformly alabaster in completion 

and there are virtually no faces of colour in the halls of Berlin culture, unless imported from 

far-away cultures in an exercise in curious and painfully transparent anthropology. I have 
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more frequently and openly heard derogatory terms used to describe any culture not 

rooted in the ‘Nordic,’ than in any of the cities I have lived anywhere in the world and 

straddling all corners of society. Its weapon of choice is apathy. Like clockwork, every year 

when temperate warm weather makes politics more comfortable the malcontents wake 

from their slumber and hit the pavement. neo-Nazis in the form of the N.P.D. (National 

Democratic Party) and A.F.D. (Alternative for Germany) march in the suburbs of Berlin. 

Perhaps in a perverse interpretation of democracy, after 1945, many Germans consider 

every ideology has the right to a voice. So the Neo Nazis march and are protected by a 

substantial police presence. 

However, when those from the left of politics march in protest at this obvious farce, their 

heads are kicked in by the same police as matter of proud tradition. It does indeed make 

one sit on the footpath surrounded by broken bottles, heads and collar bones in startled 

indignation as you comprehend what one famous American survivor of the Dresden fire 

bombings regularly quipped in his writings when confronted by such overwhelming 

injustice, "And so it goes."10 It is this indifference, this entrenched pantomime which leads 

to bitter disillusionment. Sadly Berlin's fractured suburbs have no shortage of philistines, 

particularly in the impoverished east which has the meanness of a people trapped in the 

19th century. Auslander's (foreigners) of any ilk in Berlin are relegated to the lower rung of 

society - that of criminal or drug dealer whose opinion is to be belittled and made 

insignificant by sheer weight of numbers in uniform derision. You also notice the Turkish 

kids hanging on the corner, now third-generation who speak perfect German, terminally 

unemployed and dressed in American gangster fashions. 

These kids never had a childhood and are smart enough not even to entertain the idea of 

participating in this game adamant that they will never suffer the indignities their parents 

went through in order to 'assimilate.' You see of all things 'Darky Donuts' offered at the 

local bakery or posters of popular German comics sporting 'black face' make up. Add to 

this your friends who turn up dead in a bath tub or under the wheels of the U8, having 

burnt themselves out by their own excesses or years of hardship and neglect. Berlin’s 

much hyped Bohemia is nothing more than a fraud. Nearly all the artists are white, over 

privileged and thoroughly middle class. Add to this an unrelenting stream of yuppies from 

Swabia and the ultra-conservative Bavaria and you have a Berlin today that is 

unrecognisable from the Berlin of five years ago 

10 Quoted in, And So It Goes: Kurt Vonnegut: A Li/e by Charles J Shields, 2012, 351
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Section Two: Transition 

"I worked my way up from nothing to a state of extreme poverty". Groucho Marx. 

 

In late 2014 as a starting point for the Failed State/s series, I had obtained two books. 

Phantasus, a German publication from 1916 and, Malerisches alles Europa published in 

1970. In much the same way as The Coyote Manifesto I had begun preparatory work 

sketching ideas directly into these books in a loose, anarchistic manner with little thought 

of a high craft standard or any self- censorship given the presumption that it would never 

be for exhibition. The panic and frantic pace of the execution of this artwork had much to 

do with the ever present knowledge that I could be evicted yet again, from another place 

which I had naively thought of as 'home'. Much of the text is merely overheard 

conversations that, for whatever reason, I found absurd or worthy of contempt or 

alternately a glimmer of beauty, hope or comedy. Social criticism and observation through 

the use of satire was very much on my mind with daily additions of text and 'scribbles' 

slowly layering the images often with conflicting images and contradictory texts. I 

attempted to imbue my art production with my personal and political viewpoints 

(contradictory, perplexing and shifting rapidly from perspectives that I had thought 

relatively solid) that had evolved whilst living in Berlin. My aim at the time was to take 

revenge on the 'spirit' of National Socialism and its hangovers of institutionalised 

xenophobia which comfortably reside in the bureaucracy of today's Germany. A Germany 

where it appears that the bureaucracy has long ago lost its sense of professional 

responsibility and exists solely to carry out the orders of the executive and to oppress 

citizens in petty ways. I began work on this series by debasing these books with Australian 

anti-authoritarian humour as a stiff middle finger, as the tool for rebellion and individuality. 

For I realised identity has as much to do with what one is NOT willing to do: particularly 

when the pressure to integrate into a foreign culture or political concept is concerned. For 

some of these works I looked back in Australian humour to figures such as Bazza 

Mckenzie, Barry Humphries and Rodney Rude and their mission to ridicule anything 

resembling etiquette.  

At the same time I realised that one of the most important lessons I had learnt as an artist 

in Berlin is to 'always' base a work of art in a sense of place and your own particular 

observations of that place or the artwork merely becomes some kind of globalised genre 
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painting. A compliant addition to the 21st century's plethora of bubble gum esoteric pap; or 

as the English artist Billy Childish calls it, 'Bankers DADA'.11 I had come to this conclusion 

after years of visiting European international art fairs and of course countless group shows 

and art related events, and the phenomenon of art as a lifestyle. A lifestyle that bears no 

resemblance to the lives of the majority of the human race and their day to day struggles. 

This phenomenon distinguishes itself from the idealistic posturing and romantic, modernist 

fantasies of the bohemian artist hero, that reaches back to the aesthetes in the nineteenth 

century since it is far from a search for an authentic identity in a sea of commercialised 

mass culture.12 This was evidently apparent to me in East Berlin where second and third 

generation communities from Vietnam, Turkey and Eastern Europe and the underclass of 

native Germans have been relegated into non-citizens. Excluded utterly from any 

possibility of upward mobility and completely absent from Berlin’s cultural life and 

relegated to the cartoon image of Vietnamese flower seller or organised crime syndicates 

peddling illegal cigarettes from Poland. Moreover, in East Berlin, where I lived and 

worked, I felt with each passing year that I was living in a total monoculture and the art 

scene resembled nothing more than a reflection of this bland xenophobia. Welcome back 

to the 18th century art salon, where a strict monoculture of middle class bores display their 

highbrow cultural nationalism. For a lowbrow example of this overwhelming monoculture I 

needed to look no further than German television where I was confronted entirely by white 

German faces, with the occasional Middle Eastern face ready to menace the quite peace 

of a Bavarian village, where grazing cows are threatened with the prospect of - a mosque! 

When you consider that Germany has a population of 80 million people it takes a moment 

to realise there is very little real 'culture' going on. And even less 'multi'. In Yanis 

Varoufakis book the weak must suffer what they must:  

In centuries past alchemy was the expression of an infinite optimism that lead 

could somehow be turned to gold - that something precious could be turned to 

gold - that something precious could be made out of the mundane. Before the 

single currency glide-path, the European Union was a precious source of hope, a 

gleaming attractor of dreams. But then came the reverse alchemists. Committed 

to exploiting the magnificent opportunities for profit and power made available by 

                                                           
11 Charlotte Cripps, “Cultural Life: Billy Childish, artist” Independent 24 October 2008.  
12 See: Elizabeth Wilson“The bohemianization of mass culture” International Journal of Cultural Studies, 
04/1999, Volume 2, Issue 1 
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the folly of depoliticizing Europe’s money, they set out to systematically, even if 

unwittingly, to turn Europe’s gold into lead.”13  

 On returning to Australia my observations remained the same considering neo- 

conservative politics, austerity and the prevailing dullness and cruelty that ensues in their 

wake. However, I was not addressing these concerns firmly in a place, and within the work 

I was producing, at the beginning of 2016 in the Master's program. I found my first 

experiments with lithography to be too 'European' in appearance and I found myself 

frustrated with this disconnect between the images I was making with lithography as well 

as my pursuit of the European themes of Germany and the horrors of National Socialism . 

In other words I was well aware that the work I was making was at least potentially 'fake' 

or inauthentic. Also it was clear that to make sophisticated humour about these topics was 

for the moment beyond my capabilities and the longer I was removed from Germany and 

its politics I was severed from first-hand observations and therefore unable to continue 

with this project to bring it to completion. I had to find a way into the here and now if I was 

to continue to make artwork of any relevance to my new environment in Brisbane. I found 

a way into the here-and-now at my other workplace where I worked as a dishwasher. A 

colleague at work showed me a tin can with two lids salvaged from the rubbish bin. And I 

thought this was a perfect symbol of the cruelty of austerity. For if you are desperately 

                                                           
13 Yanis Varoufakis The Weak Suffer What They Must? Europe’s Crisis and America’s Economic Future, New 
York: Nation Books, 2016 147. 

Figure 3 Failed states /austerity discotheque, 2016 
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poor the chances are you will be living on tinned foods, and the thought of getting through 

not one lid but two metal lids to get to your baked beans summed up in the daily insult that 

many people endure. 

 It was this tin-can combined with the fast, furious and highly sophisticated banter of 

the workplace that enabled me to anchor myself firmly in place where I could now explore 

notions of identity, freedom, humour and space that are peculiarly and distinctively 

Australian: unapologetic and gloriously anti-authoritarian. This tin can is the basis for the 

Failed States (Austerity Discotheque) print series in which I have used silkscreen 

printmaking to work on variations of these themes. I have also used mixed-media 

techniques in order to replicate various aspects of Brisbane's low income architecture, as 

well as leisure and social life. I have included prescription medication packets in these 

works alluding to the class divide between legal middle class drug use such as Ritalin and 

Valium and the workers drug of necessity Methamphetamine. Torn flyscreens and clumsy 

prints of Jacaranda flowers, pulped and dyed papers have been incorporated as well as 

spray paint and hand-written prose. Pages and motifs from the book Malerisches alles 

Europa have also been incorporated as a form of 'cultural jet lag' linking the transition and 

culture shock of moving between two continents. Many of these works involve works of 

fiction composed by myself over many years and in different countries and cities. (I am 

more than happy to align this writing with the gonzo journalism genera.) In many respects, 

after the passing of time, these observations will be cruel and at other times enlightening 

and optimistic. This also marks a change in defining myself as a painter. Painter was a 

self-imposed label which has come to its end, at least for the time being. As I have 

discovered in printmaking the possibilities for responding to events and ideas in an 

immediate and visceral manner, as opposed to the practice of studio painting where 

because of the effort and craft needed to do anything remotely worthy, a huge amount of 

time and solitude are required. Moreover the end result inevitably bears no resemblance 

to the emotions or experiences one was going through at the time of the paintings 

conception. 

My studio practice and associated research in the last half of 2016 increasingly led 

me into ways of using language, printmaking and text as an integral part of my art 

production. This inquiry has led me to sources as diverse as the resurgence in England of 

spoken word 'Punk' music exemplified by bands like The Sleaford Mods whose lyrics 

come from day to day experiences and the language and lifestyle of the work place. Lyrics 

that rage and rant in self-knowing nihilism against a political system and cultural status 



16 
 

quo that they know will never be theirs, in which to be heard or seen. And with absolutely 

nothing to lose, or gain, these bands use language in new brutally honest and perceptive 

ways. Many of the songs deal with the banality and inherent precariousness of 

contemporary employment where a living income can never be entirely relied upon. But 

the constant state of desperation and humiliation certainly can. The lyrics of these songs 

expose the language and reality of austerity. 

Almost all governments sell the idea of austerity to the public as a virtue. And many good 

people suffer the most brutalised conditions in order to be seen as disciplined and 

responsible, to an elite of society that simply does not care but punishes almost as a 

prerequisite and duty of their class. The true face of austerity is nothing more than 

economic servitude. 'The people' not comprehending what is happening or who is to 

blame are forced into senseless acts of violence against an increasingly militarised police 

force. It was Joseph Stiglitz, the former economist of the World Bank that even coined a 

term for this grotesque state of affairs. 'The I.M.F. Riot'.14 

 

Section Three: the 'Samizdat' 

Research has led me to study the 'Samizdat' dissident publications from the 

old communist countries in central and Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union from the 

late 1980's. Samizdat was the name given to dissident publications and covered 

aspects of literature, creative arts, writing, satire, politics, pornography and film. At the 

time all mass communication was controlled by the state including television, film, 

literature, newspapers, radio, theatre and visual art. Artists and writers created a small 

but effective free underground press despite official political repression by the use of 

illegal mimeographing. Samizdat literature was characterized by a dog eared, 

unsophisticated presentation. Sometimes whole passages of a book were hand 

written complete with alterations to texts and on publication were handed covertly on 

to other readers where again further alterations were made. 

 

                                                           
14 I.M.F (International Monetary Fund) Gregory Palast, “IMF's four steps to damnation” Observer 30 April 2001. 
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Figure 4 Samizdat 

[source:commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Russian_samizdat_and_photo_negatives_of_unofficial_lit
erature_in_the_USSR.jpg] 

 

The most famous instance of this was a work by Czech-born French author Milan Kundera 

whose novel The Farewell Waltz was entirely printed by mimeograph then spread through 

the underground of Eastern Europe, continually being modified depending on resources 

and translated by non-professional translators. Consequently this work and many others 

were profoundly altered from the author's original state. Ego, self-aggrandisement and 

thoughts of career and profit were made void due to the inherent danger involved in the 

production of these works. Everyone was on the same page, so to speak, in a 

collaborative act of defiance. I have become increasingly intrigued by methods of 

bookmaking, printmaking and reproduction that do not rely on the internet for their 

production and dissemination, particularly in the light of state surveillance and control and 

censorship of social media. For an example of this state intrusion one need look no further 

than Turkey which no longer is a representative democracy but a totalitarian state where 

social media is regularly shut down. 
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Section Four: Austerity: the research focus 

But could austerity be a provocation too? Fuck you, I’ll do exactly as you tell me - the 
classically submissive tactic of resentfully performing one's own subjugation to reveal the 
implacability of the law. The priests of austerity will neither intensify nor slacken the planned 
punishment: Like the guard at the gates in Kafka's The Trial, in the modern pseudo - democracies, 
riots, reform movements and refusal alike are all accepted so that you will not feel you have left 
anything undone.15 Hanna Forbes Black. 

Through 2016 - 2017 I have struggled with Paul Klee's statement "Art does not 

reflect the visible but makes visible."3 In the context of Australia and specifically Brisbane 

my research has led me to the work of the political philosopher Hanna Arndt. In her 1951 

book The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arndt explores capitalisms failures that became the 

kindling for two world wars and enabled totalitarian governments to rise from the 

'atomised' masses. It is her argument that the fall of the petty bourgeois due to economic 

failure and their sudden humiliating fall into the masses quickly turns the masses into 'the 

mob'. Hence the rise of despots past, (Hitler) and new despots waiting in the wings. 

Donald Trump in America, The National Socialist A.F.D. in Germany and the Golden 

Dawn in Greece, and the various far-right retrograde hangovers of 'One Nation' in 

Australia. All waiting ready like keystone cops, to catch the disenfranchised in some sick 

silent film where you cannot hear the body hit the pavement. 

"The mob always will shout for the strong man - the great leader. For the mob 

hates society from which it is excluded."16 History has made it evidently clear that time and 

again right wing politics waits with open arms and promises of revenge, when the petty 

bourgeois fall from their entitled positions; never blaming themselves, or the system that 

set them up for the fall. Scapegoats must be found, and scapegoats are readily available 

in their perfect ghettos of the unemployed, the refugee, the intellectuals and counter 

culture. 

Arndt states: "The moment the movement that is the fictitious world which sheltered 

them, is destroyed, the masses revert back into their own desperate superfluousness"17To 

put these observations into a Brisbane context of austerity I have been drawing from my 

personal experiences with Centrelink and its private enterprise opportunists -- Job seeking 

networks. To the best of my ability I have taken a rational, philosophical approach to my 

own predicament and have chosen to "do exactly as you tell me" and "performing one's 
                                                           
15 Hanna Forbes Black, Austerity against Austerity, http://cargocollective.com/ATIC/Austerity-against-austerity, viewed 
4/12/2017. 
16 Hanna Arndt, The Origins o/ Totalitarianism, Penguin Random House, UK, 2017, 
17 Ibid., 395 
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own subjugation to reveal the implacability of the law" through the production of new 

artworks and texts. Rather than being guilt ridden I have decided to embrace those people 

I have found myself with on a peculiar voyage of humiliation, humour and enlightenment in 

order to obtain the holy grail of a fortnightly instalment of bread and dripping,“the Dole,“ or 

in polite society ‘Benefits,’ As with any mute community there is an instant degree of 

solidarity and empathy that comes to bear and worthy of representation and voice as "Art". 

The American author Kurt Vonnegut expressed similar concerns when he stated that: "It is 

a pity how the big players in real life are degraded. Modern attitudes are sickening us", 

and adding that: "We discuss the degradation of people as if we were discussing bauxite 

or some other mineral substance"18 

When one walks into Centrelink the first thing you will see is a government 

employee dressed in a 'uniform' standing behind a rather austere plinth. You are no longer 

speaking with a fellow citizen. It is made clear by the uniform who it is that now has total 

control of your destiny. A security guard in a private enterprise uniform stands at the ready 

should tempers fray and emotions erupt. 

Large television screens hang from the ceiling with government warnings on 

perpetual loop. Education videos on a range of S.T.D’s, domestic violence, and the harsh 

penalties of social security fraud entertain the new 'client'. In less than five minutes it is 

assumed you are a criminal, carrier of unsavoury genital stigmata, and quite possibly a 

perpetrator or victim of domestic violence, here is the help number, take a seat. You have 

committed the crime of unemployment. To step over the threshold of Centrelink is 

"deportation from mainstream society"19 One is also sucker punched by the cognitive 

dissonance that the unemployed keep a great deal of civil servants and private sector 

interests in full time employment. Arndt states that:  

The intimate relationship between national government and 'the poor' people had 

owned its existence exclusively to other peoples and their hatred - the punishment the 

abolition of privilege. If austerity is believed by so many people that it has become the 

text of the whole political movement, the task of the artist is no longer to discover a 

forgery. Certainly it is not to invest explanations which dismiss the chief political and 

historical fact of the matter: that the forgery is being believed20.  

Before moving to the contemporary context for my research I should note that I did begin 
                                                           
18 Kurt Vonnegut, And So It Goes: A Life, 351 
19 Ibid.,The Origins of Totalitarianism, 379 
20 Ibid., 46 
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with a notional research question, namely; can an art practice drawing on the “samizdat" 

make visible the effects of austerity in an urban population, such as Brisbane? However I 

soon abandoned any attempts to provide an extended positive, defensive negative or 

even a simple affirmative “yes” to this proposition masquerading as a question. 

 

Section Five: Contemporary Context 

Humour is reason gone mad Groucho Marx. 

My studio practice is an ever evolving fluid process to visually communicate 

and amalgamate three major themes. Failed states, austerity and samizdat within the 

specific urban environment of Brisbane, using the bare minimum of found materials 

and unembellished printmaking methods. Simultaneously I have been working on the 

production of artists books in the gonzo journalist tradition. In dealing with the 

absurdities that I have had to deal with in the two years of the social security dance, I 

have realised I cannot depend on reason alone to get me through. As with works 

produced throughout 2016, humour, satire and irony are intrinsic in order to produce 

art that 'does not reflect the visible, but makes visible'. Reason in any culture, 

particularly in light of Trump, looks no more understandable or reasonably negotiable 

than a Rorschach test. 
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                 Figure 5 Failed states / austerity discotheque #, 2016 

 

Humour is also problematic and prone to backfire. As Martin Amis states: 

"Humour always entails an assertion of superiority. Amis is fully aware that our culture 

is full of people who want to shrink the domain of the sayable. An artist's job is to push 

back the other way. To establish what can be said by saying what can't be said"21. 

The German artist Martin Kippenberger was an artist who pushed the limits of taste 

using humour to make visible "[t]he relationship between the individual and society , 

the efficacy of inclusion and exclusion , the consolidation of hierarchies, and the 

strategies people use to find, occupy and hold on to their own space, form what might 

be described as the core of Kippenberger's artistic approach"22 . "Perhaps the best 

example of such a work is the 1984 painting With the best will in the world I cannot 

see a Swastika. The nods to modernist abstraction are tempered by a slightly 

cartoonish linearity, with some of the forms more drawn than painted. Without the title 

to provide context, this picture would likely remain stranded in the realm of pastiche, 
                                                           
21 David Free, "Martin Amis, The Rub of Time", The Australian, Nov 18, 2017 
22 Gregory Williams, Martin Kippenberger, Einer Von Euch Unter Euch Mit Euch, Tate Publishing. 2006, 31 
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one more example of Kippenberger's talent for stylistic quotation. Yet the text, with its 

reference to West Germanys attempts at "coming to terms with its past." in the 1980's, 

lends the picture a strong element of topicality and critical focus. From an art world 

perspective, he takes a dig at German artists like Markus Lupertz and Georg Baselitz, 

who denied that their materialistic motifs (boots, helmets, guns, eagles) were meant to 

be read as anything other than empty form supports for the practice of painting. 

Kippenberger responds indirectly to the dubious claim by Baselitz that he sought to 

"create no anecdotal descriptive pictures." In doing so Kippenberger conveys an 

unmistakeable sense of comic timing, assuming one first examines the image before 

turning to read the wall label."23 

Similarly, the Australian artist Stieg Persson explores the transparent banality 

of foodstuffs, celebrity, the media, and popular culture in general, that is: the opposite 

of austerity - the wide world of consumption in the land of plenty, Australia. Persson 

"taps into western cultures hunter/gatherer acquisition of resources from around the 

world"24. In many ways Persson is depicting the polar opposite of austerity but 

critiques "our vacuous maelstrom of excess"13 Persson dissects the imagery he is 

working with to consider and co-opt. Food in his paintings represents far more than 

food. "It is culture"25. Numerous sociological studies on diet indicate the same 

patterns. "The impoverished eat poorly because of the lack of choice and education, 

as well as low income"26. Consumption and "treating yourself are packaged as stark 

devices delivering clear context messaging in text and image." Persson depicts "The 

dark side of capitalized earlier neo-liberal subjectivity- indulgent, selfish and 

narcissistic"27.

                                                           
23 Ibid, 45,46 
24 12 Kent Wilson, "Stieg Persson", in Artist Profile, Issue No31, 2015, 89,90 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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Figure 6 Stieg Persson Untitled 1, 2014 Ink on paper 100 x 70 cm 

 

 

Section Six -The Outcomes. 

"Bring a camera, take a photo of life at the margins, then take a taxi home" Jarvis Cocker28 

This final section outlines the production of the new works for the “Austerity Discotheque” 

exhibition mounted in the Webb Gallery as the submission exhibition and gives a 

summary of the content and context of the major works in the exhibition. 

In the production of new artworks through 2018 I have sought to consolidate and expand 

upon new pathways which have led from the original research thematic. Beginning with 

the work “Maggies Farm” (Sweet talking daughter of a preacher man), figure seven.  

                                                           
28 Jarvis Branson Cocke, lyrics for Weeds II (The Origin of the Species) from Album We Love Life by Pulp, 2001 
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Figure 7 Maggies Farm (Sweet talking daughter of a preacher man) Mixed Media on paper 270cm 
x 176cm. 2018 

As with earlier works I have used pages from books to create the image of a bed on 

which dreams of revolution against the status quo can be dreamt in relative comfort. I 

have continued to use the ‘Samizdat’ tradition of improvisation. It was my intention that 

these beds can be a neutral place of creation through sleeping and dreaming and “a 

place of suspension and silent significance in the face of the semantic rattling of 

opinions and theories and of tormenting analysis – a moment of distancing one’s self.”29 

The artworks title comes from two sources. Maggies Farm the classic Bob Dylan song 

which is a scathing attack on meaningless labour. Anyone familiar with this song knows 

that it invites the listener to laugh at the singer’s plight until the listener realises that they 

themselves, are the suckers working on “Maggies Farm”. 

                                                           
29 Gabriele Wurzel.Manfred Schneider.Train your mental eraser,hippie.Van Spijk/Rekafa.Livingstone publications.2017 
15 
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With these bed works I am fully aware that the joke is on me as I slumber surrounded 

by images of romanticised revolutionaries and their insignias. Is it a dream or a 

nightmare?  

 

Figure 8 Maggies Farm (Number 2) 

The second half of the title “Sweet talking daughter of a preacher man” in figure 7 is 

clearly a reference to the famous song by Dusty Springfield. However my bedfellow is 

both eroticised and doomed to tragedy and myth. The image is of R.A.F. member Gudrun 

Ensslin, the daughter of a pastor. 

Am I laughing at this woman? Absolutely NOT. “All children are used to being the smallest 

and least powerful, but they are not resigned to it; it gives them a built in loathing of tyrants 

and an acceptance of violent justice. Girls especially, before they realise such fantasies 

are unsuitable, dream of becoming sword wielding angels of vengeance, dream of power, 
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dream of right.”30 In Maggies Farm (Number 2), (figure 8) I am taken back to my pre–

pubescent Brisbane. The text on the artwork refers to an erotic memory, both fiction and 

non–fiction of the Queen of England. It is also a humorous dig at some of my fellow 

countrymen who swoon over anything royal. My dreams of socio-romantic group 

experiences, protests and the ogres of suppression. A bright blue sky, palm trees and an 

appointment with Centrelink await the new day. My “presentable” white office shirt is laid 

out. Tropical Banana prints appear on my shirt. The Velvet Underground, The Velvet 

Revolution…Andy Warhol and that dammed Banana. A dismembered black snake. The 

symbol of the S.L.A. invites me to ‘JOIN OR DIE’. The image of a Guillotine appears 

regularly throughout the artworks used by tyrants and democrats alike…depending on the 

victor’s version of history. I take my subjugation lying down. It could be worse. As 

Wolfgang Kayser states “We are unable to orient ourselves in the alienated world, 

because it is absurd…As an artistic genre, tragedy opens precisely within the sphere of 

the meaningless and the absurd possibility of a deeper meaning. It may begin in a 

carefree manner but it must also carry the player away, deprive him of his freedom, and 

make him afraid of the ghosts which he so frivolously invoked”31. The motive of austerity 

again appears on a bed sheet on which I have spray painted the destroyed security 

screen from my apartment on top of which I have screen printed the image of Gudrun 

Ensslin, with the caption “ This is the last stand of all I am “.( see figure 9).  

30 Toni Jordan. “The end of Pippa, the beginning of Claire”. Griffith Review 26 Griffith University/Text publishing.2009 
154. Available: https://griffithreview.com/articles/the-end-of-pippa-the-beginning-of-claire/ 
31 Shelton Robert. No direction home: the life and music of Bob Dylan. Backbeat books 2011. 192 
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Figure 9 This is the last stand of all I am. Mixed media on bedsheet. Dimensions variable.2018 

 

Perhaps subconsciously she has become my personal mythical guard dog and 

lucky charm against a break and enter from the recently closed half way house up the 

road or my electricity provider dropping in to cut off the power. Finally I come to the last 

two works completed in June of 2018 in preparation for the “Austerity Discotheque” 

exhibition; collectively titled Sex, Violence and this Ragged Remnant of Empire, these 

mixed media works are individually titled Love Supreme (figure 10) and Bloody Mary: 

(figure 11). It is in the work Love Supreme that many of the themes discussed have come 

together in one work. Although the picture appears to be made up from separate panels it 

is in fact linoleum block prints which have been hand rolled onto a single piece of black 

paper. These images were based on soft porn images from a 1980s calendar sourced 
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from a deserted East German garage where men perhaps dreamt of these unobtainable 

western women naked on roller-skates and bobby socks who populated paradise on the 

other side of the Berlin wall. (These images have also been utilised in a separate series of 

prints I have been working on/experimenting with over a period of months which deal with 

human trafficking and prostitution in Germany and through the E.U.). The central female 

figure in Love supreme originates from a series of photographs taken in Koln, Germany 

shortly after the September 11 attacks in 2001. The model was a friend of Turkish 

background who although brought up in Germany had throughout her life felt marginalised 

particularly in how both German and Turkish men viewed her, and she lamented that 

either way she was never going to be seen or accepted as herself. Her experiences with 

German men were always seen through the prism of the exotic but never being invited to 

meet with the relatives, being somehow threatening due to her ‘dark’ features and 

because she was now tainted with Islamic fundamentalism (More so after September 11). 

At the same time Turkish men shunned her due to her perceived western values being 

educated financially independent and sexually emancipated. In retaliation to these 

entrenched cultural caricatures we worked together making fun of the fears of both sides. 

Although it may appear at first glance she is wearing a bomb belt it is in fact a military 

triage first aid kit strapped around her waist that contain the materials designed to save 

lives. She holds in her hand a bouquet of surrealist vegetation, in form, but militarised in 

colour, rather than a detonation trigger. She holds to her face an opaque mirror which 

rather than being narcissistic is an object which prevents the viewer access to her inner-

most thoughts and identity or can be seen as a neutral interpreter. The tiny shape to the 

left of the bouquet was originally a cut out image of the once iconic German model Heidi 

Klum from which the vague shape of what could be interpreted as a hijab or veil is in 

either the process of forming/concealment or dissolving/disrobing. Her exposed right 

breast is formed from pulped paper which has been modelled from the base of a wine 

bottle (a print) making reference to religious and moral attitudes of alcohol consumption as 

well as inadvertently making a joke out of the popular German drinking term ‘Nipple to the 

bottle’. The image which forms the genitals is an actual street sticker which I had peeled 

from the surface of a street post in Berlin. It is a popular pastime in Berlin street art circles 

to produce thousands of stickers depicting anuses, vaginas, penises and their various 

interchangeable possibilities and inclinations and “hit” the city overnight with the general 

effect that the good citizen’s wake to an orgy on the subway, busses, stairwells and auto-

bank tellers (And in all honesty who would be outraged by an asshole stuck on a bank?). 

Berlin being Berlin, nobody is particularly outraged by a sticker of an orifice. The text 
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written on top of the artwork reads: 

 
And now I’m back from my mutiny on the bounty. 

It’s a little walk down a path well-trodden. 
The party is over. Coconut flakes like confetti, on your new tropical paradise. 

PARASITE. 
Tell me of my bartered goods lost in ill-conceived transactions. 

I guess at some point this becomes a cross now nails have been mentioned. 
Sell it down the river. 

Just because this is beyond your range of experience does not make it fiction. 
So do your work while she’s wet between the toes on your new shore. 

Show her the wide eyed sights in your strong arms. 
Then drain her like a swamp. 

Ready for redevelopment. 
If she is so heavy why are you so lightweight? 

What are you doing in hospital between clean white sheets? 
You know your brain will never balance. 

Sprout it all in front of your new-world squaw. 
You fucking COWBOY. 

 

Both the text and the page format does read like a book that has been 

dismembered, considered, brutalised, restructured and finally with all contradictory 

elements made legible and cemented into place with builders silicon. Figure eleven 

continues these themes in more visually spartan terms, and from my still tentative 

Australian perspective, with this work to some extent mirroring themes in the more 

Eurocentric Love Supreme. To a lesser degree I have used the same linoleum prints as 

a starting point but in a more faded and transient manner. I have deliberately used 

fluorescent colours of hot pink, yellow and green. Colours that can be directly linked to 

those colours conjured up when one thinks of tropical climates such as that in Brisbane. 

On the top right-hand side of the painting is the first original watercolour study from the 

Koln photographs taken in 2001.This links both artworks and acts also as an abstract 

postage stamp indicating a document of information that has taken both a great deal of 

time over a great distance to eventually arrive at its destination. The silver spray-painted 

shapes that shimmer above the hot pink surface of the work are the negative spaces 

remaining from the cut out text which is displayed in figure eleven. Although some 

semblance of words and sentence structure is retained, no reading can be made and it 



30 

could be interpreted as any language. The book/page structure are completely absent 

from this work giving way to a sense of open space free from constraint. The implied 

form of a hijab/veil rather than being a device in which to conceal or reveal acts as a 

portal in which an old map of Europe can be viewed. Smeared texts can be observed 

under the topography of mountains and long since mangled national boundaries. My 

aim being that the viewer gaze upon “Old Europe” from afar and say to themselves… 

“How quaint”. The central figure stands on one of three shapes which can be read as a 

trap door or pit. Just ahead of the figures feet lies the same shape represented as a 

doormat that can indicate the preferable “Welcome” or, the more likely outcome of being 

used as a ‘doormat’ On the right with the wicker doormat turned vertically the shape 

becomes the basket which will catch a decapitated head courtesy of an unseen 

guillotine. (a metaphor for spite and malice) The figure is a globalised refugee who has 

managed to make it to someplace, anyplace, anywhere by whatever means. Safe from 

past persecutions but by no means safe from further indignities. Much in the same way 

as the German artist Christoph Schlingensief attempted to disrobe “Europe as a whole, 

struggling with segregation, the rise of right-wing extremism and religious 

fundamentalism. Schlingensief “brutally wrenches the elegant suit of European culture 

inside out, exposing its bloodstained lining, and linking it to xenophobia, social injustice, 

and exclusion of today.”32  

32 Sara Arrhenias, “The Alien Within – A Living Laboratory of Western Society” Art Review March 2015. 
(https://artreview.com/reviews/mach_2015_review_alien_within/) 
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Figure 10 Love Supreme, mixed media on paper 250cm x 250cm.2018 

These two paintings (figures 10 & 11) are an attempt to “Without inhibitions to smuggle 

everyday political topics across the borderline between representation and abstraction into 

the unstable structures of the picture, searching for the tension between stimulation and 

compression, to incorporate micro and macro perspectives and make temporal images 

shift permanently”33. These artworks that consist of reinvented pasts straddling continents 

and religions are an attempt at a positive outcome for all those who struggle for an ounce 

of respect, where male and female, achieve an imagined victory over both the fiscal and 

                                                           
33 Wurzel Gabriele. Manfred Schneider. Train your mental Eraser, Hippie. Van Spijk/Rekafa. Livingstone Editions.2017. 
52 
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mean-spirited forces that control culture. Hell is after all…other people. Central to both 

works, on centre stage, is what could be described as an epic heroine. Texts and motives 

further add to meaning. The tin can reappears in these works simultaneously unleashing 

new motifs and meaning, and at the same time, acting as the full stop for the body of work 

that will be exhibited at the Webb Gallery at QCA. In addition to the two dimensional 

artworks to be shown in the traditional exhibition format I will separate the gallery space 

with three dimensional objects that will clearly define what I consider to be my experiences 

of European austerity and visual representations of Brisbane’s austerity. I am still 

considering the addition of music, artist’s books and other props, depending on the 

exhibition installation process which I will leave flexible depending on space and financial 

limitations. 

 
Figure 11 Bloody Mary, mixed media on paper, 250cm x 250cm. 2018 
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Conclusion 

The exhibition features the culminating works produced in the final phase of the 

candidature and will be supported by various elements created during the investigative 

phase. The works not included in the submission show did however form an important 

transitional development of my thinking in this study as outlined in Section One and Two. 

Likewise a number of text-based works included in the exhibition did also nurture and 

resolve much of my thinking. Ultimately my aim to synthesise my complex inter-cultural 

experience of the art world and real world in Berlin and Brisbane can only be measured by 

the experiential reaction of the viewer to the exhibition, although I did offer my own 

descriptive reading or intentions for some of the key works in Section Six. 

Nevertheless I have contrived to have the installation express the inevitable concluding 

point of an investigation that began with an urge, need and strategy to move from painting 

towards production of artistbooks while exposing the proliferation and acceleration of 

extremist right-wing politics. Paint and the modes of painting remain, but canvas is 

eschewed in favour of paper as support or substrate, fittingly it would seem for my theme 

of austerity, and as practically demanded by my circumstances. Books, remnants of 

books, references and sources from books abound in the installation which in no way 

evokes a library, nor is it in any accepted sense of a collection of proofs, early or failed 

states of prints. The exhibition may not be the metaphoric “book of everything” but in a 

time with artists and art institutions seem to be increasingly concerned with bread and 

circuses the installation does attempt to capture/offer something of the political alternative 

of a shared space/experience of imposed austerity.  
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