CONCEPTS

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Untitled (Grid study) 1 June 2000 / Watercolour
on paper / Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

CONCEPTUAL ART
I will refer to the kind of art in which I am
involved as conceptual art. In conceptual art the
idea or concept is the most important aspect of
the work. When an artist uses a conceptual form
of art, it means that all of the planning and
decisions are made beforehand and the
execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea
becomes a machine that makes the art . . .

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Untitled (The idea is the machine) 1990 / Photocopy, oil and synthetic polymer
paint on canvas board / Private collection / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

It doesn’t really matter if the viewer
understands the concepts of the artist by
seeing the art. Once it is out of his hand the
artist has no control over the way a viewer will
perceive the work. Different people will
understand the same thing in a different way.
Sol LeWitt, ‘Paragraphs on conceptual art’, 1976

APPROPRIATION
Postmodernist art, for all its variety, has been
distinguished by its strategies of appropriation
as a means of transcending the burden of
identities . . . Appropriation, or theft, is not as it
might seem, a way of accumulating other
identities, but a tactic which breaks their codes
of representation so that all identities are
reduced to a commodity, or objects of exchange.
Bennett’s dilemma is very different. Caught
between two cultures, he adopts a strategy of
translation rather than appropriation. The
strategy is founded on two tasks: to remember,
not to forget; to recentre, not to decentre.
Translation is, [Jacques] Derrida says, a
contract between two tongues which assures
the survival, reproduction and growth, of each.
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Outsider 1988 / Oil and synthetic
polymer paint on canvas / Acquired with the Assistance of the Visual Arts
and Crafts Board of the Australia Council, 1989 / Collection: University of
Queensland Art Museum, Brisbane / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

Ian McLean, ‘Psycho(d)rama mirror line’, 1993

NON-PERFORMANCE
I’m very conscious of being appropriated to fit
whoever’s particular theory about Aboriginality
or even postcolonialism. I have been trying to
argue my point, but I’ve found that what I say
doesn’t matter. So I decided to stop saying it. For
the five years from 1992, I’ll put a ‘nonperformance’ clampdown on giving public talks.
My work is often seen as about exploring my
identity in order to secure it, like I’m searching
for it, like I’ve lost it somewhere, which is the
total opposite to what I’m doing. Sure, I’m
exploring identity, but I’m trying to make it
obvious about how open it is . . . It shouldn’t be a
thing that constricts nor should it be an imposed
thing, from outside oneself, like a prison.
Gordon Bennett, interview with Chris McAuliffe, 1993
John Citizen / Australia 1955–2014 / Monochrome (All blacks are not the same) 1995
/ Watercolour on paper / Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / © The Estate of
Gordon Bennett

FOUCAULDIAN SUBJECTIVITY

Gordon Bennett and John Citizen / Australia 1955–2014 / Untitled (Blind spot) 1998 /
Watercolour, pencil and marker pen on paper / Collection: The Estate of Gordon
Bennett / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

Michel Foucault talked of a concept of ‘critical
community’ where something ‘intolerable’ is
found in a system of identification. It is
characterised as a refusal to participate in this
system of recognition and thus ‘problematises’
identity and makes of ‘subjectivity’ an open and
endless question, at once individual and
collective. In Australia, the dominant system of
identification begins with the ‘discovery’ of the
continent by Captain James Cook . . . I do not
share this identity as I once did . . . Foucault
maintained that a ‘resistance’ to a certain identity
has an analytic role, related to a truth: it exposes
what a particular strategy of ‘power’ is. It
discloses something unseen and unacceptable in
a form of identification, and exposes it to risk. He
thought that the historical construction of identity
and the passion for identification should be a
central issue.
Gordon Bennett, ‘Aesthetics and iconography’, 1993

ENLIGHTENMENT
All peoples whose history is recorded fall
somewhere between our own present degree of
civilisation and that which we still see amongst
savage tribes . . .
Nicolas de Condorcet, Sketch for a Historical Picture
of the Progress of the Human Mind, 1795

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Big romantic painting (Apotheosis of Captain Cook) 1993 / Synthetic polymer
paint on un-primed cotton canvas / Purchased from the artist 1993, following the artist’s term as artist-in-residence at
the University of Melbourne / Collection: The University of Melbourne Art Collection / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

[In] the post-Enlightenment period, history has
a linear sense of time and records the past of
‘civilised’ literate peoples and their ‘progress’
towards the present . . . In this conception of the
discipline, ‘illiterate’, ‘savage’ Aborigines had no
history, just as they had no future place in the
Australian nation founded in 1901: they were a
dying race doomed to disappear. Thus, history in
Australia began not with Aborigines but with the
arrival of the Europeans.
Gordon Bennett, ‘The manifest toe’, 1996

LANGUAGE
Language defines the invisible boundaries or
limits to the understanding of the world of
experience. It does not constitute a natural
inventory of the world, but rather language is a
system of conventional and arbitrary sounds
and symbols that represent the subjective
human perception of it. Thus, a word does not
represent an object in itself, it represents the
image of the object reflected in the human
mind. In establishing this point of a conceptual
gap or ‘space’ between language as a
representational signifying sign system and the
world of objects and sensation this system
signifies or refers to, it is possible now to
reintroduce the subject of aesthetics and, by
extension, iconography.
Gordon Bennett and John Citizen / Australia 1955–2014 / Untitled (Abolish) 1998 /
Felt-tip pen and collage on paper / Collection: The Estate of Gordon Bennett / ©
The Estate of Gordon Bennett

Gordon Bennett, ‘Aesthetics and iconography’, 1993

PERSPECTIVE
I am attempting to place into an ‘historical
continuum’ images which should have been
placed in a lot earlier . . . to make it clear in my
work that these are constructed images. I am
trying to make the way of seeing in the picture
obvious with the use of perspective lines: how
perspective constructs images as well as
histories.
Gordon Bennett, interview with Bob Lingard, 1989

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Triptych: Requiem, Of Grandeur, Empire (detail) 1989 / Oil and framed
photograph on canvas / Purchased 1989 under the Contemporary Art Acquisition Program with funds from Hill &
Taylor, Solicitors through the Queensland Art Gallery Foundation / Collection: QAGOMA / © The Estate of Gordon
Bennett

[Perspective is] a powerful format of
representation fixing relationships by which
individuals represent themselves in their
world of objects . . . both a mirror of the world
and a mirror of the self. Aborigines caught in
this system of representation remain ‘frozen’ as
objects within the mapped territory of a
European perceptual grid.
Gordon Bennett, ‘The manifest toe’, 1996

HISTORY
If I were to choose a single word to describe my
art practice it would be the word question. If I
were to choose a single word to describe my
underlying drive it would be freedom . . .
To be free we must be able to question the ways
our own history defines us . . .
I began to use illustrations out of old social
studies and history textbooks by way of critical
intervention in the seamless flow of images that
I plainly saw was designed to reinforce the
popular myths and ‘common sense’ perspective
of an Australian colonial identity and ‘pop’
history. I had in mind to create fields of
disturbance which would necessitate re-reading
the image, and the mythology.
Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Reprisal (detail) 2009 / Synthetic polymer paint on linen / Private collection / ©
The Estate of Gordon Bennett

Gordon Bennett, ‘The manifest toe’, 1996

BLACK BODY
Based on the illusion of the primitive, European
colonialism has created, cast and inscribed the
objectified black body and mind as its ‘Other’, as
the darkness which is ‘illuminated’ by ‘the
coming of the light’, so-called civilization . . . the
construction of an ‘Other’, which is outside and
opposite, and that the making of an identity
rests upon negating, repressing, or excluding
things antithetical to it.
Gordon Bennett, ‘Cloud gazing’, 1997

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Notes to Basquiat (Studies) 38 1998 /
Ink and felt-tip pen on paper / The James C. Sourris AM Collection / © The Estate of
Gordon Bennett

In contrast to the black paintings of the
Suprematist artists, the colour black in [works
by African American artists] was resolutely
articulated against a search for spiritual purity
and reduction; instead relating the colour to the
skins, bodies and experience of black
Americans.
Abigail Bernal, ‘The colour black and other histories’, 2020

PLATO’S CAVE
[In Plato’s allegory of the cave] the bulk of
human beings are like prisoners who live their
entire lives tied down in an underground
chamber, watching the shadows reflected on a
wall by objects carried behind their heads. These
people may pronounce confidently on what they
see; they believe, then, that they have knowledge
of the world they inhabit. In fact, however, they
are perpetually deceived, not realizing that the
shadows that they see are mere images, let
alone apprehending the existence of a world
outside the cave.
Luke Purshouse, Plato’s Republic, 2006

Gordon Bennett / Australia 1955–2014 / Interior (Abstract Eye) 1991 / Synthetic polymer paint on canvas / Presented
through The Art Foundation of Victoria by the Moët & Chandon Australian Art Foundation Fellows Collection, 2000 /
Collection: National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne / © The Estate of Gordon Bennett

The interior, a metaphor for both John Citizen
and Gordon Bennett of Plato’s cave and other
myths of the psyche, is the proverbial stage
of identity.
Ian McLean, ‘Who is John Citizen?’, 2006
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