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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

‘Six Moments in Kingston Town’ was an art project developed by the Public Art  dissensus
Commission in May 2019 that sought to collectively speak to the diverse cultures  temporary public art
and shared histories of the City of Kingston, south of Melbourne. A series of lead-  performance

ing Australian artists were commissioned to work with local community groups  curation

to develop projects that spoke to the complex, rich and interwoven social fabrics of  cultures of suburbia
this region, concentrating on the period of the mid-1970s to early 1980s. Using as  vernacular histories
key case studies events such as the election of Moorabbin’s first female councillor

in 1976, a selection of nationally famous political protests in 1982, and the disap-

pearance of aviator Fred Valentich who flew out from Moorabbin airport in 1978

never to be seen again, the project sought to highlight hidden or obscured historical

moments that impacted well beyond the Kingston region. This text examines how

curatorial practice via the commissioning of a series of iterative, place-specific,

temporary projects can serve to nurture resilient communities while showcasing
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. In considering the
suburban context of
SMIK and the place of
public art beyond its
urban stronghold, it
isimportant to reflect
on the conditions

and modalities of
so-called suburbia and
specifically how the
geographic, spatial
and demographic
conditions of this
way of living create

a unique set of
curatorial and artistic
determinants. While
often framed in terms
of ubiquities (similar
houses, parcels of
land, a Holden in
every driveway), there
has always been a
nascent complexity to
Australian suburban
living, in part, because
their formation
coincided with postwar
migratory waves and
transformations in
the working of global
capital. Because the
aforementioned global
and local corporations
set up shopin close
proximity to where
their labour was
choosing to live, the
suburbs had a mixture
of blue-and white-
collar workers. The
imbrication of race
and class created a
cultural complexity

in contradistinction
to the United States
whose suburbs were
built on a markedly
different ethos. In

his introduction

to What We Made:
Conversations on Art
and Social Cooperation,
writer and curator
Tom Finkelpearl
examines the impact
and meaning of the
growth of ‘suburbia’
in the United States
after the Second World
War. Referencing the
work of historian Kevin
Kruse, he highlights
Kruse’s assertion

that one of the main
motivations for flight
from city centres in
the United States

was racism. Suburbs,
he suggested, were
largely white, and

adventurous, challenging contemporary art. In picking up on local gestures, mate-
rials and events that clearly resonate with our contemporary milieu, we bring into
question art’s repeated teleology — one that eschews resistance in favour of its own
disappearance into a kind of utopic consensus, where politics, art, culture and the
economy fuse into a life of communal accord. In this article, we arque that the
making of public artworks as dissensus serves to resist the collapse of art into life
and, therefore, the danger that, with the disappearance of art, politics is doomed as
well. As the article progresses, we pick up on a number of theoretical threads that
present the works as ruptures in our conventional approaches to these sites and
their histories.

In this article, we use our curated public art event, ‘Six Moments in Kingston’
(SMIK), as a bulwark to explore the changing political and historical milieus of
Australian culture, arguing that dissensus is a staple of innovative, timely and
political public art. A temporary public art project that took place in May 2019
across the Kingston municipality in the south-east of Melbourne, Australia,
SMIK sought to cohere a series of key events in the 1970s and early 1980s
with contemporary social and economic conditions. The area being a 1960s
middle ring region of Melbourne may not seem to occupy a political faultline;
rather it appears to preface conformity over contestation in its presentation of
modest brick suburbia, light industry, sporting facilities and a small commercial
airport. The feint cookie-cutter pink-brick uniformity serves to camouflage the
reality that this region is a key fulcrum on which modern-day Australian poli-
tics is balanced. Founded on the promise of inexpensive land, three-bedroom
single-story house, and a backyard where you could put in an aboveground
pool or space for playing cricket, these packages of private aspiration, in order
to be accessible, required only a steady job on a modest wage.! Fast-forward
to the present day, this decidedly mixed and diverse community of the 1960s
has become a property speculator’s dream. Half an hour from the city and in
close proximity to Port Phillip Bay, large chunks of Kingston have been heav-
ily gentrified. While much of the diversity (in particular, class and ethnicity)
remains, it is being incrementally transformed by financial imperatives.

On Saturday, 18 May 2019, two unrelated events occurred in Kingston.
The first was the Australian federal election where the Labor party were
unbackable favourites to remove a squabbling, dysfunctional Liberal/National
government. The second was the first day of SMIK, a project featuring six
Australian artists responding to a series of curatorial prompts about time and
place. SMIK was a public art project concerned with a specific time period
(1976-81) and a specific locale extending from Clarinda in the north to the
bayside village of Mordialloc. Commissioned by Kingston Arts through the
Creative Victoria Creative suburbs fund and developed by the Public Art
Commission, SMIK took place over two weekends in May 2019, featuring the
works of Field Theory, Tal Fitzpatrick, Laresa Kosloff, Shane McGrath, Spiro
Panigirakis and Steven Rhall. Conceived by curators Cameron Bishop and
David Cross as a journey across time and space, each of the artists was asked
to develop a temporary intervention in response to a specific incident or event
that occurred in Kingston from the mid-1970s through to the early 1980s.
These incidents were selected by the curators based on a simple criterion: that
its impact — small, middling or large — was felt beyond the Kingston boundary.
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Figure 1: Tal Fitzpatrick, Crafting Resistance, 2019. Public Art Commission. Photographer: Melissa Smith.

Each of the six works was subsequently experienced sequentially via a two-
hour bus journey.

While these two events (Australian election and SMIK) are connected
through the vagary of random dates, the impact of the election profoundly
affected SMIK. The key reason for this was the surprise election result that
saw the conservative government returned with an increased majority. With
no substantial policy on climate, indeed precious few policies on anything, the
Australian people opted for the status quo. For the many progressive artists
in the project, it cast a pall over the second day of SMIK. But importantly,
the election result offered up a perspective on what we were doing (develop-
ing a large-scale participatory artwork) and, crucially, where we were doing it
(in a region of Australia filled with marginal seats of which some had swung
firmly right). Here, in the buses that traversed the six artist sites across the
municipality over four days, alongside the art and academic cognoscenti of
Melbourne, were the people whose votes in these suburbs really counted: the
people who impacted the election result. Looking down the bus at 9.30 a.m.
that Sunday morning, it was painfully clear who were the key constituents for
public art in the twenty-first century. Our challenge as curators, together with
the artists, was to construct an adventurous, aesthetic regime while broaden-
ing the reach for what we argue art desperately needs to be about — namely a
politics of practice. Our aim, for two weekends in suburbia, was to carve out a
‘landscape’that Jacques Ranciere describes as a‘meeting place between artistic
practice and political practice” (Ranciere 2007: 259).

their growth from a
quarter of the country
in the 1950s to a half
by the early 1990s
coincided with the
rise of conservatism.
Finkelpearl highlights
that these suburban
districts quickly
became the backbone
of the Republican
surge after 1968 and
has shaped American
politics ever since.
Instead of seeing the
United States through
the prism of a red
state/blue state divide,
Finkelpearl suggests
itis more of a divide
between liberal cities
and conservative
suburbs.
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In the detournement of public sites, events and historical time, as explained
below, we reveal public art as a rift in the conventional social fabric, as the
six artworks are at once recognizable and precarious, distant and close, crit-
ical and affective. In the artists’ works curated into this project, we make a
case for a public art practice that begins in its acknowledgement of the dislo-
cated nature of the publics that encounter it, and with it the works’ potential
to go unnoticed, to remain indistinct to its situation. But, in picking up on
local gestures, materials and events that clearly resonate with our contem-
porary milieu, we bring into question art’s repeated teleology — one that
eschews resistance in favour of ‘its own suppression [...] a new life in which
art, politics, economy or culture would dissolve into one and the same form
of collective life’ (Ranciere 2010: 178). In this article, we argue that the making
of public artworks as dissensus serves to resist the collapse of art into life and,
therefore, the danger that, with the disappearance of art, politics is doomed as
well. As the article progresses, we pick up on a number of theoretical threads
that present the works as ruptures in our conventional approaches to these
sites and their histories.

We do not argue for art’s redemptive qualities as such, but for its remain-
ing capacity to call into question the status quo, be it the political quandary
mentioned above, or the ability for public art to amass diverse groups of people
into temporary communities. By using Jacques Ranciére’s term dissensus as a
conceptual thread that binds each work to the greater project, we attempt to
establish a productive space between art and life, a futile project according to

Figure 2: Steven Rhall, Anarchy Inc, 2019. Public Art Commission. Photographer: Melissa Smith.
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Josephine Berry, who argues in her book, Art and (Bare) Life, that we stand
at the ‘brink of art’s total integration and hence total meaninglessness” (Berry
2018: 321). Far from rendering SMIK useless, dissensus allows us to see it as
an event that gives voice to unheralded communities, untold stories and lost
incidents in the face of globalized economic neo-liberalism that would seek
to wed us all to the eternal present, as if there were no histories, identities or
politics that precondition our experience of the world.

LIVING IN THE 1970S

Unlike suburbs further north, the streets of Moorabbin — 30 minutes south of
Melbourne — are narrow. For your average family wagon, it is not especially
noticeable, but in a 57-seater coach, you are confronted with the fact that the
mid-century town planners expected cars to be parked in fancy, new brick
garages and not on the street. Our coach driver slows to a snail’s pace, and
you can feel all of the passengers breathe in as we squeeze past.

We have just experienced the first component of Spiros Panigirakis’ project
‘Planning’, a multi-sited, multimodal commission that forms the first anchor
of SMIK. Not 300 m from where the bus journey began, the bus pulls up
outside the Moorabbin police station where three curious hoardings are posi-
tioned. The scale and shape of real estate signs — these hoardings are peculiar
for their lack of colour and complete absence of ‘look at me’ gloss. They are
diagrams of some kind, representations of black-and-white planning docu-
ments that show the bare bones of what a building dimensions will look like.
But which building? And why here?

An answer to these questions is partly addressed by the Australian actor
Michael Caton, who tells us that this very functional-looking police station
was, in fact, the site of an important nineteenth-century homestead known
as ‘The Grange’, a building that was controversially demolished in the late
1970s after arsonists rendered the federation structure uninhabitable. While
Caton does not explain Panigirakis’ work as such, he speaks to the broader
incident in 1978 that serves as a starting point for the artist’s investigation
of the site. In that year, two high school students staged a tent protest on
the steps of Moorabbin Town Hall, seeking to bring to light the sorry state
of The Grange while advocating for its repurposing as a hostel for disadvan-
taged youth. Whether it was their age (or more likely council politics), they
were not successful; and the building, one of the few landmarks of its kind
in the region, was demolished. The structure that replaced it, the one we are
now regarding, was an eminently anodyne 1980s police station notable for the
ways in which the faux-postmodern trimmings entirely fail to mask the banal-
ity of the design.

Panigirakis, through his careful layering of conceptual and formal strate-
gies both at the police station and in a large billboard positioned some 750 m
away outside his family home, is coaxing us to consider this place at another
time, 40 years ago when the meaning of the site was distinctly different.
His work seeks to look beyond the rusting porch fixtures and the recently
customized high fences to reveal a suburban ethos less brittle and private,
not burnished by absurd house prices, congestion, yucca shrubs and the envi-
ronmental wonder that is astro-turf. Instead, he prefaces the marvel of these
houses and gardens as well as the hopes of the people who built them, many
of whom worked in the nearby light industrial precinct that powered the local
and regional economy. With a remarkable diversity of Greek, Italian, Turkish
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Figure 3: Spiros Panigirakis, Figures, Notes and Amendments, 2019. Public Art Commission.
Photographer: Melissa Smith.

and other migrant groups building their foundations here in tandem with an
Anglo-Saxon working/middle-class, Moorabbin, with its egalitarian planning
ethos, charts the changing face of 1970s multicultural Australia.

Where Panigirakis used his incident to investigate the profound impor-
tance of planning, other artists were invited to explore markedly different
contexts. Subjects ranging from politics — the first female representative to be
elected to Moorabbin council; to sport — the notorious headbutting incident
involving Australian Rules footballer Phil Carmen; to the mysterious — the
disappearance of aviator Fred Valentich from Moorabbin airport — sought to
create a mixed economy of subject matter that superficially shared nothing
beyond their proximity in time and place. Yet, of course, it is this proximity
(the late 1970s Moorabbin and its surrounding suburbs) that sutures these
moments together to form a strange, complex tissue of correspondences.

The nascent politics of planning is nicely offset by the more overt and
brutal 1970s gender politics of elected representation in the work of Tal
Fitzpatrick. Responding to the momentous election of Julie Cooper (the first
female councillor) to Moorabbin City Council in 1976, Fitzpatrick staged a
series of banner-making workshops and live marches that paid homage to
the central role of activist politics in changing and reshaping the status quo.
Fitzpatrick also collaborated with her aunt, well-known Australian actress
Kate Fitzpatrick, to recite a script on the bus journey that spoke directly to the
challenges of the suffragette movement, and to drive home the extraordinary
fact that there had been no female representation on the local council before
Cooper’s election. Fitzpatrick’s utilization of craftivism as a direct strategy to
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link art and politics brought together close to a hundred local women, each
of whom constructed a banner that addressed a personally significant issue.
These banners formed a substantial inventory or collection that were offered
to audience members getting off the bus at the completion of the tour. They
were then encouraged to march with the banners a short distance to the steps
of the Kingston townhall where a group photograph was taken.

This gesture of civic action was significantly impacted by the federal elec-
tion result on the first day of SMIK. Providing a distinct frame, context and
performative situation, the artist elicited a mechanism to either protest the
election result or conversely bring supporters of the result into a shared space
of contestation, where the impact of their voting was manifest. Overt in its
dissensus, Fitzpatrick’s project rendered art as affective, real-time protest. The
banners acted as hand-crafted messages from a diverse group of women in
the region who cohered in the protest; and for all intents and purposes, from
the perspective of the thousands of people who drove past the banner groups,
they were people amassed in real protest. In articulating the ‘essence of poli-
tics” as “dissensus’, Ranciére argues that public space is reconfigured into a
contested ground that allows for the ‘appearance of a subject: the people, the
workers, the citizens” (Ranciere 2010: 37). Under the guise of art, people were
enjoined to form a temporary protest group in a place (the railway station up
to the townhall) that rarely sees protest, making public the key arguments
of our time: climate change, energy policy, women’s rights, worker’s rights,
inequality and Aboriginal land rights.

OUT OF PLACE, OUT OF TIME

SMIK also sought to examine how the activation of time and duration can
overlay an examination of place to offer new insights into the making and
experiencing of temporary public art. In choosing to locate the project within
a specific epoch (1976-81), we sought to preface the importance of history as
an allegorical mode whereby 1970s Kingston and the city today are placed in
a critical dialogue. This approach could be seen as a kind of historical excava-
tion and, at the same time, a palimpsest whereby the past and the present
enter into a curious process of extension and retention as we flit between one
era and another. In speaking to the conditions of Kingston in the 1970s as an
aspirational suburb built on light industry, the project sought to frame a set
of more complex conditions beyond such a generalized description. What, for
instance, was the specific temper of politics and which specific issues were
seen as most pressing as the region evolved from its freshly minted status in
the 1950s and 1960s to varying degrees of ‘consolidation”in the 1970s. These
red-button topics, which included industrial disputes at the Phillip Morris
cigarette factory and the protection of heritage buildings, sought to high-
light the role of contestation and, to various degrees, antagonism that shaped
Kingston at this time.

For Ranciere, political dissensus makes visible temporary communities and
‘shared worlds that others do not see — or cannot take advantage of’ (Ranciere
2010: 38). Steven Rhall’s project for SMIK sought to interrogate the space
between the industrial tensions of the time and its contemporary manifesta-
tion in art, performance and anodyne business hubs. As his work called atten-
tion to the great shift in the tectonic plates of global capital in the 1970s where
the sharing of wealth became a battleground, pitting wages and conditions
on one side against profit and deregulation on the other, his work was a live
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‘demonstration of a possible world’ for those (the bus participants) who would
not ordinarily have the ‘frame of reference enabling them to see it as one’
(2010: 39). Drawing on a series of industrial disputes and protests that took
place one after another in Moorabbin within a couple of years, Rhall produced
a series of performances that spoke to an increasingly activist polis and the
assorted ways in which direct action was manifest creatively as political
speech. His multi-sited project engaged with two distinct but related events,
both involving protest. The aforementioned 1978 tent protest that formed one
pillar of Panigirakis’work was also examined from a different context by Rhall.
Where Panigirakis focused on the demonstration more as a marker of the
site’s history, Rhall was concerned to engage with the representational politics
of unnamed young women who were responding to the deteriorating state of
the old Grange homestead on Nepean Highway and specifically the council’s
inertia regarding its future utilization as a civic facility of some kind. These
two women felt the need to take direct action in drawing public attention to
the issue, but specifically to argue for the Grange to be renovated as a youth-
focused accommodation facility. This action saw extensive media coverage in
1978 as the women braved the elements and acts of local thugishness in their
attempts to break the council deadlock.

Not twelve months before this action, national eyes were also on Moorabbin
as workers at a global cigarette factory, Philip Morris, went on strike over pay
and conditions. Led by a young union organizer Max Goldsworthy, pick-
ets were set up to stop casual labour and materials from crossing the picket
line. In one notable and widely covered event, Goldsworthy was arrested and
charged with hindering police after they attempted to have his car towed from
the site. With an eye for the six-o’-clock television news, our aspiring union
official broke free from his police handlers to grab the car keys from its igni-
tion only to throw them over the fence into the wasteland next door. In the
court where Goldsworthy was facing obstruction charges over his actions, the
magistrate took a degree of pity on the shop steward and fined him all of $100
with the most tepid of reprimands not to do it again.

Rhall was compelled by the intense theatrical machinations of both inci-
dents and the ways in which these actions were seen either as an inspired
staging of progressive ideology or through the prism of contrived media
spectacles designed to undermine local government and corporate decision-
making. In seeking to re-stage these actions using non-actors and a very rudi-
mentary script, the artist was concerned to investigate how the meaning of
these actions had shifted over time and how the theatricality and liveness
of direct actions might be understood in an era largely devoid of industrial
unrest.

PERFORMANCE, SPECTACLE AND ITS CONSTITUENT PARTS

A key feature of all public artwork is how to establish an appropriate economy
of scale whereby the art is able to resonate without recourse to easy specta-
cle or grandiosity. The insecure artwork that screams‘art’is a staple feature of
public art discourse across temporary, but especially, longer-duration works.
For SMIK, we sought to investigate the ways that performance might serve
as an expansionary tactic whereby key sites were utilized as temporary stages
for actions or as reconfigured spaces that inaugurate — as Rhall, Fitzpatrick
and Panigirakis have so far proved —a redistribution of the sensible’ (Ranciere
2010: 37). The idea of enlivening a place with clearly defined community
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activities spoke both to the importance of civic group activity and the potential
of coordinated large-scale actions such as building a kind of fifteen-minute
pop-up festival. As well as Rhall with his ersatz historical recreations, both
Shane McGrath and artist collective Field Theory utilized performance as
a modality around which key local communities could be drawn into their
respective works. Common to both projects was an interest in employing
what might be described as amateur expertise to shape each incident or event
and in the process profoundly — if briefly — overlay each site with a customized
framing of place.

Field Theory was invited to respond to one of Australia’s great aviation
mysteries. Frederick Valentich, a young pilot, took off in October 1978 from
Moorabbin Airport in his Cessna 182L, only to disappear over Bass Strait (the
body of water separating mainland Australia from Tasmania) under myste-
rious circumstances. In his last radio transmissions back to the Moorabbin
control tower, Valentich described a metallic object moving at a high speed
around the plane. He reported it as orbiting above him for a time and then
an unidentified sound, a long metal-scraping noise, interrupted the trans-
mission before all contact was lost. As the SMIK bus took off from the lights
and Michael Caton’s introduction to these events faded, a visceral whirring
static sound entered the bus, slowly building in intensity over the next few
moments until two voices — that of the pilot and of the air traffic control-
ler — relived Valentich’s last moments. The vibration of the soundtrack, the
movement and the motor added to the drama as the bus made its way to the
Australian National Aviation Museum.

There is much conjecture over the disappearance of the young pilot in avia-
tion circles, as much as it was in the media and also at the level of the federal
government at the time. In a testament to Field Theory’s research, they unearthed
redacted documents from the federal government that were almost unreadable
and pointed to a grander conspiracy, while others suggest that Valentich staged
his disappearance. However, the most likely scenario was that Valentich entered a
death spiral and lost his orientation to the horizon, so that, in effect, when he was
flying upside down, the ocean became the sky. It is this disorientation that Field
Theory sought to pick up on in enjoining the volunteers at the museum to relate
stories of flight to bus participants.

The parameters of the work were drawn out at Field Theory’s inception
by a careful place-responsive engagement with the aviation museum. In the
event, the community of museum volunteers as well as the coaching and
choreography stretches the time of the work out to months, beyond the time
of the bus and the audience, to represent a free time outside of prevailing,
present-time discourse (Han 2017: 36). Public art, in this context, allows us
to rediscover a practice of contemplation and irreverence separate from, if
only for a short time, the structuring form of our times, what Franco Berardi
terms ‘neuro-totalitarianism’ (2017: 231), which presupposes a totalizing neo-
liberal capitalist logic fused with our communicative technologies. How can
we extract moments of dissonance from a scene in a way that does not just
parrot political assignations in bureaucratic and state-sanctioned ways (in
consensus), but counter material and social practices that tear at the fabric of
our usual benign readings of technologies, space and the everyday? With this
in mind, Field Theory, alongside other artists in this project, capitalize on a
common element to both art and politics, that they remain separate from the
sphere of life.
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Figure 4: Field Theory, Delta Sierra Juliet, 2019. Public Art Commission. Photographer: Melissa Smith.

NO CONSENSUS IN COMMUNITY

In her critique of biopolitical neo-liberalism, in which all forms of life are
enfolded, Josephine Berry offers no way out from an‘avant-garde demand to
realize art as a praxis of life and thereby abolish its separateness’ (Berry 2018:
321). In the breadth of time that community engagement requires, which is
not aimed at redemption or social coherence or socio-economic ameliora-
tion, SMIK, we argue, demonstrates a counter-practice to the over-arching
demands of labour (we work everywhere on our smart devices) and biopoliti-
cal neo-liberalism because inherently it is a political project.

As Ranciere points out, an art that is integrated with life is no art at all, and
void of the idea and practice of emancipation — a consensus that brings about
the end of politics (Ranciere 2010: 43). Field Theory, McGrath, Fitzpatrick,
Kosloff, Rhall and Panigirakis — in the co-production of their projects with key
local communities — are complicit in acts of “partitioning’, where the construc-
tion of their temporary communities, each committed to a particular moment,
or realizing the event of the work ‘make[s] visible that which had no reason
to be seen” (2010: 38). To co-opt Ranciere’s discussion of politics as dissenstis,
each work — not to mention the total work — in their partitioning and layer-
ing of time, site, event and community (in its various manifestations) ‘revealed
a society in its difference to itself’ (2010: 42). There were no special-interest
groups campaigning for particular causes, no ‘real’ protests outside of poll-
ing booths, but there was argument in the application of ideas, dissent in the
‘redistribution of the sensible” and confusion in the explanation of concepts
and the realization of events.
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Field Theory’s efforts to coax effective exchanges between museum
guides and bus participants become a case study in dissensus. Working with
the volunteers (numbering around 25) at the National Aviation Museum,
many of whom had no background in aviation, Field Theory elicited conflict-
ing opinions on Valentich’s disappearance, gained access to the museum and
its archive, and convinced the group to effectively become material agents in
the work itself. Each bus brought six groups of people into contact with the
volunteers, an opportunity for them to impart their enthusiasm and knowl-
edge. As variable material agents in the work, their enthusiasm overtook their
instructions to affectively relay Valentich’s experience in story and immersion.
Like errant electrons, they adjusted the pace, direction and story for the bus
participants. Each person’s experience of the work was, therefore, varied from
group to group as was the expectation that the art would present as a coher-
ent, framed and polished piece of artist-led community dramaturgy. That did
not happen, nor was it a feature of any other work in the project.

The road has narrowed to a point that puts us on a collision course
with Josephine Berry’s detailed analysis of biopower, capitalism and creative
culture. In her book Art and (Bare) Life, she states that‘art’s desire to act upon
the common, results in a parallel securitization whereby the noise of everyday
activity, speech, bodies, environments, and so on, are arranged within band-
widths of aesthetic meaning’ (Berry 2018: 303). There was a lot that went miss-
ing in our project, particularly the errant electrons caught up in the social,
biological, neural, elemental and political atmospheres of the situations we
brought into being. If art and life, as Berry contends, are inexorably to coalesce
into a state of unrecognizability, ‘to realise art as a praxis of life and thereby
abolish its separateness’ (2018: 321), we proffer a participatory, aesthetic prac-
tice that ‘identifies the political community with the social body” (Ranciéere
2010: 43). Public art, practiced in this context, cleaves (partitions) reality from
itself, to resist (to borrow from Berry) ‘integration’, and ‘meaninglessness’,
from its conception. Its inception, through conversational and bureaucratic
means, does not search for consensus through the seamless blending of art
with community, as our funding bodies would have us claim, but the opposite.

Shane McGrath’s community performance work, Jessie’s Girl, sought
paradoxically both harmony and dissonance in a quiet, seemingly innocuous
suburban street. Constructing a paean to both Rick Springfield’s 1981 world-
wide number-one song and, unbeknownst to the audience, his childhood
home, a quiet street in the suburb of Parkdale became a parade ground for
amateur singing and band groups from across the region. The bus pulled up in
a non-descript car park and was greeted by a motley group of people waiting
with a large hand-crafted banner and three confused-looking American bull-
dogs. From here a procession began, which the audience were asked to follow.
McGrath had collaborated with four local choir groups and bands, includ-
ing the Mordialloc Pop Choir, the Filipino Australian Choir, a Blue grass and
Ukulele band, and Parkdale Secondary College student band, each of whom
performed Jessie’s Girl in their own unique style. In total, this amounted to
more than 100 performers, who, with their various groups, practised and then
performed Jessie’s Girl in eight-hour stretches over four days. Ordinarily play-
ing to select audiences in enclosed auditoriums, and self-choreographed, the
groups were playing to hundreds of bus participants, interested household-
ers and bystanders in the great outdoors, at the whim of the weather, sound
systems and the Rick Springfield impersonator playing guitar on the back of a
flatbed truck parked in Springfield’s boyhood home.
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Figure 5: Shane McGrath, Jessie’s Girl — Last Home, 2019. Public Art Commission. Photographer: Melissa
Smith.

The elements coalescing in this scene could only be conjured in a ‘para-
doxical world that puts together two separate worlds’” (Ranciere 2010: 39). The
artist in this instance is aware of the material variability of the performers
and the elements he had conjured, which contrasts against the micro-meas-
urements and absolute accountability of neo-liberal bureaucracy, as found in
Panigirakis’ project. In McGrath’s composition of beautiful dysrhythmia, of
course, harmony in song, administration and collaboration was important, but
this came a distant second to genuine emotion — joy, melancholy, surprise,
nostalgia — that emanated from this event.

Over eight hours a day, in rain, hail, sunshine and nigh on cyclonic winds,
McGrath gave us an intense refrain heralding a paradoxical counter-practice
that, in Berardi’s words, gives ‘light to another modality of’ being, outside of
our conventional symbolic chains — partitioned as a 'time for pleasure and
enjoyment’ (2009: 142). For the bus participants, this was plain to see as they
danced and sang their way down the street to arrive — in sync, if not in tune —
with the Springfield impersonator performing the iconic guitar solo from
Jessie’s Girl. In analysing these projects as partitioned or as fissures in the
‘sensible’ fabric of our everyday lives, worlds collide in the freedom given to
the variable material elements in art practice and the strict rules of engage-
ment that councils apply to public art projects.

The St Kilda football club, a professional Australian Rules Football team,
has played and trained for over fifty years at the venerable Moorabbin oval.
In 2019 the club was given license to form a women'’s team. Coinciding with
that, Laresa Kosloff was invited to respond to an incident that took place in
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1980 that, in the words of our bus narrator, ‘changed Australian football for
ever’. Mercurial footballer ‘Fabulous’ Phil Carmen, in front of over 30,000 fans,
committed a cardinal sin of not just touching the umpire but head-butting him.
In all sports, umpires, referees and officials are sacrosanct figures of govern-
ance, and while this is the case in Aussie Rules Football, the game in point is
so open, and therefore interpretive, that they have been vexed characters in
the sport since its beginning in the 1850s. But no footballer had ever crossed
that line. Kosloff, with her wit, nuance and sense of humour, abstracted the
1980 incident where Carmen and umpire Graham Carberry clashed foreheads.

Bus participants filed through to the top level of the clubhouse from where
they had a view of the actual place on the oval where the incident took place.
At the same time they witnessed its insensible double playing out in Kosloff’s
video on the large indoor screen.

CONCLUSION

The essence of police lies in a partition of the sensible that is character-
ised by the absence of void and of supplement: society here is made up
of groups tied to specific modes of doing, to places in which these occu-
pations are exercised, and to modes of being corresponding to these
occupations and doing,.

(Ranciere 2010: 36)

Ranciere’s definition of police and its application in a public art context consti-
tutes anything that would render our acts of insensibility in public space invis-
ible. Increasingly, we are enclosing our environments with digital technologies
that can react to us in real time, where critical thought and contemplation
are moot — a ‘fantasy of automated pre-emption envisioned by total infor-
mation awareness [...] the elimination of risk, decision-making and desire’
(Andrejevic 2020: 130). This is a near future where the police become ciphers
for the surveillance and corporate state, figures of a totalizing and affective
world ‘where there is no place for any void’ (Ranciere 2010: 36). For politics to
appear in the world, as both Andrejevic and Ranciere suggest, its prerequisite
is representation, and it is here that public art communes with a politics that
is not dead yet.

A political rally, for Ranciere, is always a ‘clash between two partitions
of the sensible [...] of the moment and its subjects are always precarious’
(Ranciere 2010: 39). Mark Andrejevic argues that the political is in danger of
disappearing into the technical as machines increasingly organize and direct
us in our lives, to take on the information load and resolve ‘the inefficiencies
and shortcomings that result in political conflict’ (2020: 101). SMIK represents
an event that staves off the disappearance of politics, as it brings to light the
voices and stories of ‘worlds that others do not see” (Ranciere 2010: 38).

The project offers a tenuous assertion that it is possible to marry complex
and transformatory public artworks with an audience made up, in large part,
of those who are unaware of this discipline’s assorted vicissitudes. While the
idea that non-urban audiences will not get or appreciate highly experimental
practices is widely held, such an ethos establishes a line between the suppos-
edly culturally dynamic and the culturally bland and inert. This divide between
centre and periphery is geographical, temporal and cultural, and built on well-
established ideas of superiority and elevated taste. It is no coincidence that the
supposedly cooler, ‘culturally vibrant’ side of the line has moved increasingly
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towards progressive political candidates, while those on the outer (the middle
suburbs and beyond) occupy various positions across the spectrum. Yet, the
battle for political agency and power has next to nothing to do with the
cosmopolitan centre, and everything to do with civic regions such as Kingston.
Dissensus in this context is crucial, not to bring to light the consensus state of
affective automated media that increasingly shapes our information environ-
ment and pre-empts our desires (Andrejevic 2020: 163), nor to unite a tempo-
rary public, but to hollow out the univocal ‘mainstream fiction of the police
that passes itself off as the real’ (Ranciere 2010: 148).

Conservative regimes the world over have effectively ceded the cities and
their surrounds as a lost cause, knowing that the hearts and minds they want
to influence do not reside there. As they hold onto conventional political
power by amplifying the rhetoric of the outsider, the denier, the oppressed
white oppressor, etc. ... the voters they are targeting (the majority) live well
beyond the cosmopolitan centre, where, not coincidentally, public art projects
in Melbourne tend to be far less prevalent. This is why artists, curators and
brave commissioners working in the field need to commit to making work
in these politically liminal and remarkably diverse communities. Not only
is there an endless supply of remarkable stories to tell, hidden beneath the
veneer of the sensible, everyday flow of life, there is a substantial constituency
of thoughtful, generous and civic-minded people who understand and value
complexity and the importance of celebrating difference.

In the ‘non-sense’ of our artistic interventions into suburban spaces, we
did not expect the events to blend with life, for the works to slip their repre-
sentational frames, nor for a politics of practice to manifest as collective politi-
cal action. We did modestly, as Ranciere helps us point out, aim to contribute
to a’new landscape of the visible, the sayable and the doable”and elicit a‘form
of commonsense that is polemical’, nascent to any given situation (2010: 149).
It is in no way a coincidence that the disenfranchised people the right has
conjured and now covet should be the audience for adventurous public art
and the most effective bulwark against the politics and culture of narrow,
gauche self-interest.
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