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ever tried to explain a joke to someone? It's never funny when you
only in the telling. Art’s a lot like that. Tim, Simon and Raph are
“‘archetypal’ street performers — the kind that atterpt to convince
ence that they really are statues. There is an elegant visual pun

a statue of a person pretending to be a statue.

Brisbane I'm inclined to blame Expo '88 but, as Christian de Vietri
d, the human statue performer is ubiquitous throughout the world. Go
jor tourist destination and there they are. The costumes for the three
in this exhibition were created following the artist’s survey of human
er ‘types’ while travelling. Despite the familiarity of the subject

‘still disconcerting to discover them in the public spaces of the
odern Art with its bustle and flow of human traffic. Yet, the strange
location experienced when these works are displayed in a gallery is
of the multi-faceted conceptual layering in this work. Because, of
works aren’t performers and the raetaphorical ‘street’ is a gallery
covering these layers of representational meaning is one of the delights
rk. And they're very fertile, these three — they accumulate meanings.

ge of the human statue performer derives from the notion of the
yiwant, or living picture, and if we judge the quality of the human

ow statue-like they can be, then these works represent the apogee of
. So is their nature that of performers or sculptures? Or, as the artist

, do they rest in a state somewhere between the two?!

prominent prototypes for Tim is the ‘Terminator’ — the cyborg
from the future. The sunglasses, the eyepiece, the metallic silver

um all point unmistakably to this pop culture reference. Raph’s

on the other hand, is derived from Tutankhamen’s burial mask — the

e Vietr

Ow many statues does It take

pharaoh being an iconic image of everything Egyptian and ironically bearing

a name that means ‘living image of Amun’. There is a reason these models are
popular choices for street buskers: while the ‘living statue’ can be regarded with
fascination and enjoyment, it can also be unnerving. While ostensibly life-sized,
the built-in plinths allow the works to tower over most viewers, creating a sense
of apprehension and invoking existential anxiety: does the statue that I observe
watch me in the same way that I watch it? That is, diminishing me to an object?

On one hand de Vietri’s busker works are uncomplicated. They are statues

in the classical sense — figurative and vertical, they have pedestals and

they memorialise the buskers that the artist encountered on his travels. Yet,
at the same time they are intensely problematic objects: examples of what
scientist Douglas Hofstadter calls a ‘strange loop’ — two frames of reference
colliding 2 Strange loops can be seen most obviously in the work of the ‘Swiss
artist MC Escher, where category confusion in his images between illusionistic
three-dimensional space and the two-dimensionality of the surface creates
‘impossible’ structures.

Take Simon for instance — he has all the markers of classical sculpture, but also
displays elements that identify him as a busker who is attempting to represent
himself as a sculpture. The plinth is an upturned garbage bin evoking a fluted
column, and the billowing folds of fabric allow a glimpse of his sneakers. When
rendered as sculpture the shoddy quality of the costume paradoxically adds to
the work’s veracity.

The very idea of memorialising generic street performers — an ideal
representation of a simulacrum — is a move reminiscent of Robert Smithson’s
documentation of the ‘monuments’ of Passaic, New Jersey.? Just as Smithson
recast the ruins of industry as monumental, in Simon de Vietri highlights the
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Tim (details) 2006

Aluminium / 225 x 60 x 60cm / Purchased 2008.
Queensland Art Gallery Foundation Grant /
Collection: Queensland Art Gallery / Photograph:
Adrian Lambert, Acorn Photo Agency

mechanics of the simulacrum, calling into question the relationship between
the strata of references that comprise these conceptually dense works. It is

as if the entire lineage of the work is made visible. At the risk of being overly
pedantic, we can see not only the object itself, but also the artist’s brother and
friends (who modelled for the sculptures which now bear their names as titles);
the archetype of the generic human statue performer; the many particular
performers that went into the creation of the archetype; the archetype of ‘statue’
that they all drew on to create their costumes; the many particular statues

that created that archetype; the memory of the people who were immortalised
with a statue and the individual people themselves. At this point I'm reminded
of a quote attributed to Jasper Johns on making art: ‘It's simple, you just take
something and do something to it, and then do something else to it. If you keep
doing this . . . pretty soon you've got something’. What's even better is when
history does this for you.

What is obvious in these works is that the procession through an endless ‘chain
of signifiers’ characteristic of Postmodernism is not a pristine process with crisp
images leading cleanly one into another, but rather a fluid state. The threads of
meaning snarl an otherwise smooth concept of time, and meaning itself starts
to dissolve. Here, as in the Terminator movies, the future can contaminate and
change the past.

Christian de Vietri, email conversation with

Francis Parker, Queensland Art Gallery,

16 December 2007.

And what do we do when we realise the only meaning in the world is what we 2 ZQGEDO‘JQ(‘BGS '75*5“:;19; Gpdde’v ESBCf‘efkr Bach:
. : g z o s n Eternal Golden Braid, Penguin Books,

choose to give it — when we see the absurdity of it all? To quote the artist, these \endiarA980:p i

buskers exist at ‘the ass end of the grand narratives’.* However, even here there 3 See Robert Smithson, ‘The monuments

is dignity, humour and a certain lightness. Every destruction creates space and of Passaic: Has Passaic replaced Rome as

. : 3 he eternal city?' in Jack Flam (ed.), Robert

the hope of a new beginning. ) g

pe 8ia egITming Smithson: The Collected Writings, University
of California Press, Berkeley, 1996

Emma Cain 4 De Vietri, 2007.
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Resin, marble / 235 x 60 x 60cm / The Date/Lyon
Collection, Perth

Raph 2006

Resin, gold leaf / 230 x 60 x 60cm / Collection
The artist / Images courtesy: The artist and
Goddard De Fiddes Gallery, Perth / Photographs:
Adrian Lambert, Acorn Photo Agency
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More than 60 Australian artists feature in this
publication produced for ‘Contemporary Australia:
Optimism’, the first in a national triennial series

of thematic exhibitions. Exploring the rich and
complex territory of the possible in Australian life
and culture, the artists in ‘Optimism’ respond with
energy, passion, colour, humour and irreverence.
This publication includes many facets of Australian
visual art and culture — painting, sculpture,
drawing, photography, installation, video, cinema,
animation, music and comedy — with engaging
essays by John Birmingham, Elissa Down,
Melissa Lucashenko and more.
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