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The thing about ‘new media’ is that it isn’t really all that new. 
The opening statement of  Brendan Lee’s editorial in edition 

74 of  Photofile (2005) declares as much. He states that his favourite 
work of  art, Un Chien Andalou by Luis Buñuel, was made in 1929.1 
In the same edition Julianne Pierce remembers the disbanding of  
the New Media Arts Board by the Australia Council in 2004, and 
quotes Peter Lunenfeld, who describes the term ‘new media’ as a 
‘place holder’, until we can better decide how to define, and name, 
the range of  cultural productions currently branded under the 
‘new media’ umbrella.2 

NEW AGE: NEW MEDIA examines not what is ‘new’ now, 
but what is always new. The success of  the project relies not only 
upon the immateriality of  its twelve, moving image works, but also 
upon its multiple venues. Moving between cities, states, provinces 
and even countries, allows NEW AGE: NEW MEDIA to be subject 
to constantly changing conditions. Newness is unavoidable, and by 
its very nature, interminably redefined. 

Thirteen contemporary artists working with the moving 
image – six from Australia and seven from China – constitute this 
roaming, international project.3 Their works will migrate, from 
outdoor public screen to institutional gallery space, across China 
and Australia.4 Over these distances and through multiple 
translations, it could be easy to get lost, but NEW AGE: NEW 
MEDIA invites us to relate and to misunderstand. 

We are encouraged to lose ourselves, inside and out, from 
our own contemporary constructions of  the cultural, gendered, 
social, political and personal. We are invited to invent, interpret and 
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identify. The obvious and deliberate diversity of  the selected works 
for this exhibition seems designed in the first instance to alienate; in 
the second, to communicate. It becomes increasingly important, 
watching the works unravel, that we acknowledge our vulnerability 
and our innate defence. The exhibition wants us to confront our 
own fluid subjectivity, as a reflection of  changing environments. 

It is unsettling being both witness, and participant; sitting 
amidst a cross-cultural dialogue, a translator of  something immune 
to completeness and fact. The exhibition is one of  contradictions; 
we are forced into roles of  both inhabitant and surveyor, of  place 
and understanding. Confronted and comforted by the screen, unable 
to passively absorb the moving image, our experience is circular – 
reel, reality, realty – remaining necessarily in flux. Moving and 
changing, the screen acts as both window and mirror.

I remember as a child, sitting in the back seat of  the car 
driving through the leafy, bush suburb where I grew up, looking out 
of  the car window. My mother was telling me about Australian 
light. She said that Australian light is different from all the other 
light in the world; because of  the expanse of  the country, because 
we are surrounded by the ocean, because of  the curve of  the sky. All 
of  the colours in Australia are different, because they are washed in 
Australian light. She told me that I would notice the difference 
when I visited somewhere that was not here. 

I watched a tiny piece of  the country move past the 
window, awash in the sunlight, through my own reflection. This is 
my first memory of  the experience of  being of  or from 
somewhere, somewhere different from other places, as someone 
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different from other people. This relationship with culture and 
place, home and identity is for me, as for most, constantly being 
challenged, always changing, like the view from the car window.

The moving image activates communication; change is 
explored through the immateriality of  new media. Each time these 
works are studied, passed, glimpsed, watched (in part or full), 
projected or screened, inside or out, they will be read anew. 
Equally, they will also be lost. As change takes place on screen, in 
location, and in audiences’ personal and cultural make-ups, 
necessarily things will disappear. Perhaps it is the threat of  
obsolescence and invisibility that defines new media: the 
inescapable connection to rapidly evolving technology; the 
ephemerality of  the ‘projection’; the fickle ‘flick of  the switch’; the 
reliance on the intangible elements of  time and light.

I approach the works of  the six Australian artists in the 
exhibition through my personal window and mirror. I draw 
connections, as the artists have, to the unique light of  invisibility 
and obsolescence, and with a suspended sense of  time and place. 

Merilyn Fariskye’s work transforms time, particularly 
through its qualities of  light. The ambient and meditative quality 
of  Aqua/pool is the result of  a complex layering of  frames that 
become increasingly transparent as they are laid over one another. 
The initial movements of  the small figures in the glowing, blue 
swimming pool, remain present as each slowed action is 

completed. We see not only the reflected light from the first frame, 
but the light reflected through fifty layered frames, slowed and laid 
over one another. We watch from above, a slightly unsettling bird’s 
eye view, of  the artist’s interruption of  movement, as if  witnessing 
time moving downwards, away from us through layers of  brilliant 
water, the way light does. Fairskye intersects and re-presents time. 

A similar intervention occurs in Jess MacNeil’s Opera 
House Steps, March. Examining light as a formal device, able to be 
captured and manipulated by the artist, MacNeil gives 
abstraction visibility. Painterly shadows move across the steps of  
the Sydney Opera House (not visible in the work but arguably 
recognisable to those who have visited the iconic site). The 
shadows are detached from the absent human bodies that create 
them. Accompanied only by the absentees’ voices, they chatter 
across the striped plane like ghosts, rippling up through the 
horizontal steps that seem to sever them momentarily. 

A similar sense of familiarity and dislocation prevails in James 
Newitt’s Suspended in Place, a portrait of a rural Australian town in 
which the results of industry and isolation seem silently enveloped, in 
every movement. There is a permeating sense of loss in the disused 
and destroyed landscapes which form the backdrops for figures who 
appear as apparitions; ghosts of what was once a vibrant, industry-
dependent community: a lone musician without a band; a raffle 
without contestants; a faceless figure who calls unheard into the wind. 

P60: Miao Xiaochun, Restart, 2010, 3D computer animation, 15min:56sec. 
Images this article courtesy the artists and China Art Projects, Beijing.

P61: (clockwise from top left):  
1/ James Newitt, Suspended in Place, 2007, HDV stereo sound, 7min:50sec.

2/ Shen Shaomin, I'm Chinese, 2009, digital video, 73min:53sec.

3/ Richard Bell, Scratch an Aussie, 2008, video, 10min.

4/ JessMacNeil, Opera House Steps March, 2006, 
digital video, 2min:57sec (infinite loop).
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However, the work is not without a sense of hope, in the form of  
time. The work is filmed in what could be read as a perpetual dawn, a 
repeated return to the horizon which is constantly aglow. 

Richard Bell’s Scratch an Aussie represents another ‘Australian 
condition’. The work positions the artist as the archetypal 
psychoanalyst, with a harem of  ‘golden- skinned’ white Australian 
teenagers for clients. Bell uses visual cues of  health and wealth 
(blonde hair, gold bikinis, imported rugs) to assert difference in a 
work that parodies responses to theft and ownership between 
contemporary black and white Australians. He confronts us with a 
nation’s failings, injustices and ignorance, and suggests that white 
Australia questions itself  and recognises its ongoing psychological 
exploitation of  a people. 

Grant Stevens’s In the Beyond employs a very different pathos 
and exploration of  therapy. Playing on the cliché’s of  new age 
spirituality and self-help, Stevens’s rainbow text-mandala appears 
flippant and humorous. Everyday conversations and observations 
spin in hypnotic, concentric circles onscreen, in place of  supposedly 
more meaningful, meditative statements. However, as we succumb to 
the pulsing colours, and the harmonious soundtrack to the work, we 
feel (with faint nausea) the desperate search for ‘meaning’ in 
contemporary society. Stevens’s existential joke is inverted, as we 
grapple with our commercial consumption of  ‘enlightenment’.

Commercial consumption is also one of  the subjects for 
The Kingpins’ work, Welcome to the Jingle. The work traces a hilarious 
sequence of  repeat performances filmed in six Sydney-based 
Starbucks stores. The choreographed performance in each store is 
identical, as are the Swedish-porn-athlete performers, the store 
interiors, and the experience for the customer. Starbucks is an 
instantly recognisable site of  a global corporate culture that 
deliberately fails to recognise ‘otherness’, where ‘difference’ is 
forced to dance in the shadow of  capitalism.

Whether as Indigenous, immigrant, or invader 
persectives, we must constantly renegotiate our relationship to 
place, in time. Our individual and collective relationships with 
cultural, social, gendered, political and spatial systems must 
remain fluid and in question. 

In a landscape of  diversity, it is the unacknowledged, the 
unspoken and the intangible that connects these works, permeated 
by a sense of  light and dark that is specific to a certain place at a 
certain time, but perhaps globally relevant. Each of  the twelve 
works in the exhibition, in their own way, and together, tells the 
story of  the individual, community and country, and of  humanity. 
NEW AGE: NEW MEDIA is an opportunity for contemporary 
Australian and Chinese audiences to share not only one another’s 
unique light, through the work of  its artists, but also to see these 
works in a new light, under a new sky, in a new age. All that 
remains in darkness, the things I did not or cannot understand, are 
the things that will keep me returning to these works, new or old.
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The New Age: New Media exhibition project is curated by Reg 
Newitt of  China Art Projects, in partnership with Wang Boqiao, 
Director, Digital Art China, and Lubi Thomas, senior curator, 
International Digital Art projects, Brisbane. The project is a 
major event in the Imagine Australia program initiated by the 
Australian Embassy, Beijing and the reciprocal program, 
Experience China – The Year of  Chinese Culture in Australia. New 
Age: New Media is currently showing at the Art Yard, Lhasa.
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Bu Hua, LV Forest, 2010, digital animation, 5min:01sec. Han Bing, Diary of a Chinese Cabbage Walker, 2000-2008, digital video, 50min:10sec.


