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ABSTRACT

While usually referred to as the ‘anything goes’ decade, the importance of the seventies in
Australian art has been overlooked. From the perspective of the 21" century, the seventies
appear to provide the link needed to connect the modern and the contemporary eras. This
essay examines a few of the ideas and theories that made the seventies a presage to the art
of the future.
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THE SEVENTIES IN AUSTRALIA : THE FIRST DECADE OF THE 21°" CENTURY

In 1962, Bernard Smith’Australian Painting 1788-1960mapped what would become the canonical account of
the history of Australian art from European coleatian to the post-war years. At the same time bbisk can
also be seen to narrate the search for an apptepigual language to express what it is to be raliah. A man

of his time, Bernard Smith concluded his historyhwthe claim that Australian painting had reachsdpogee

in the figurative expressionism of the 1950s. Thé@ve been subsequent histories of Australian art
nevertheless, but they remain grounded in Smitlw'srsation of Australian art as one that centredssuneés of
nationalism, by successively adopting styles frorarseas and adapting them to the Antipodes. Lookauk
from the perspective of the 2tentury that historical model is looking increaginproblematic because the
account it provides is unable to explain Australiparticipation in the contemporary global enviremt

In hindsight, it is the seventies period that appda derail Smith’s modernist trajectory. Definbdre as
stretching from the late sixties to the early eigghtthe seventies era played an important rolpréparing
Australia’s visual culture for the new millenniunRuring that time, a rash of anti-establishment arts
‘movements’ - Feminism, Internationalism, Pop, Geptaal, Ephemeral, and Protest art, and the emeggain
Contemporary Aboriginal Art as a fine-art categofgr example - emerged to challenge the nation’s
traditionally conservative art hierarchy and gavpétus to a wide range of concepts which have oeti to
challenge and inspire the Australian art world, Agextension Australian consciousness, ever siltkough

at variance in many ways, these movements weredibi their desire to pull away from the dominaatéhe
modernist linear narrative, and the expectation th@ main purpose of Australian art was to refigoon the
character of the nation. Told from a traditiondl laistorical perspective by which the Australiaorgtunfolds
from the past, the seventies period appears asaatichhotch-potch of stylistic experimentations wéo
misdirected aims and ideals were, for many, meligighort-lived. The same period viewed from thepogite
perspective, however, gives a polemically differeietv. Looking back to the seventies from the corgerary
era, the period exhibits many of the charactegstie identify with the current or contemporary eaa:
preoccupation with the present moment, an awareoied® plurality of existence, a rejection of kierhies,
and the sense of a global community. This essayalighe importance of this period as one that Idpeel
many key ideas and theories in response to thduttmeary mood of the time. In doing so, it candeen to
have played a crucial role in the evolution of €xpanded sense consciousness, which, particutadytj now
characterises the global milieu of the new millemmi

The seventies in Australia became known as thethéamy goes’ decade, when rhyme and reason werdnost
the environment of anarchy and uncertainty thatrtoe& the arts. On the whole since then, Austraban
historians happily left well alone: the maze ofetlus that twisted and turned through the decadeeskto have
been worked into a tangled ideological knot by ¢inel of the decade, and according to at least astertain,
most artists and critics were happy to leave ithtips in the past. From the perspective of the twenty-first
century, however, the seventies period appearsmgtto make more sense, but reveals Australissersally
modernist art historical canon in a new light. Agithe pluralism that characterised the seventiesrigid
ideologies and utopian thinking of Modernism appdaopelessly limited, handicapped by a blindnesen
described as white and male - to the spectrum pémence which is now recognised by a global view.

The art world of the seventies was already glohyahature, and thus it pre-empted this sense of relguh
consciousness. Many of the movements which resgbtudthe growing revolutionary undercurrents attthnee
grew out of the grass-roots protests that haddlatethe margins of the European colonial empipestesting
against the hegemonic domination of Western modeiteology and its cultural and economic impesiali It
was the student riots in Paris in May 1968 thoubht came to symbolize the general wave of radicalhat
answered the calls for revolution echoing arounel world. In his 1984 essay ‘Periodizing the sixtles
American theorist Fredric Jameson described thdrema about 1968 to 1974 as an international ditnathat
occurred as a necessary outcome of the wider dootéts time; and although his examination is tieai to the
United States, France and the Third World, theessiameson explored also resonant with the situdtio
Australia. Jameson'’s discussion eschewed the impogf any form of traditional narrative on thevelise set
of circumstances that the period presented, aridddsproposed a ‘concept’ of the period which wagyddher
together the many separate strands to offer aatiokeimpression of the complex international ceiodi. One
such example was the way that Third-World resistamovements against colonization provided the ipolit
cultural models for movements within the countetng.” But perhaps the most significant by-product ofthe
independence movements, especially for the emergngterculture, was the existential acknowledgertieat
the colonized Third World subsequently demandednfrihe Western colonizers. This went beyond the
recognition of ‘natives’ as equal human beings,thie equally revolutionary recognition of ‘those émn



colonized of the First world — ‘minorities’, margils and womerf’ who had unofficially endured a similar
plight of oppression. This self-identification angsh marginalized groups would eventually triggee th
emergence of the new ‘collective identities’ orbgcts of history”, which would in turn, particularly in the
arts, animate the new social forces that revoligexhthe cultural and political landscape. Thesrigs united
around a common desire to repudiate the totaliplfpsophies and politics which had, until thenstddem as
‘other’, and issues such as these were addresseenirging new theoretical methodologies which
deconstructed Western culture’s symbolic systémesreveal and challenge traditional truths.

Much of the impetus for change during this periache from the world’s youth. Theodore Roszak’s bobk
Making of a Counter Cultul® reflects on the formation of a collective identibprn out of a shared
disenchantment with the quality of life in a sogiathose rationality was based on industrial grovithough

it was not confined to the United States of Ameribat was where this feeling of disillusion withe system’
most quickly found expression as the Countercultomement among the young post-war college-educated
generation. The evils of technocracy, which wesepiime target, were at their most visible in AroariWhile
the post-war period was one of great productionmodperity in the United States, many young pebplame
increasingly dismayed and numbed by the throw-asvdityire that accompanied it. Roszak noted the itapoe

of thinkers such as neo-Marxist philosopher anticcHerbert Marcuse during this period. Marcuseedithe
critical awareness of the situation through hiscdptions of this climate of affluence as a sodedtic of
‘repressive desublimation [which allowed] just egbureedom to dampen and integrate discontent -nbut
enough to endanger the discipline necessary faakdesindustrial order” Thus informed, this generation of
youth found the poets, singers and activist figures advocated fundamental change preferable asmobtels

to their parents, who seemed trapped by their osnsamption. According to Roszak, despite the fhat it
would be impossible to know how many joined thertetculture movement, it would, anyway, probably be
more accurate to speak of it as a sharsibrn ‘more important than its size was its depth -rgteng
guestioned - family, work, education, successdctghring, male-female relations, sexuality, urbamiscience,
technology, progress. ... [from the meaning of wWedife and love to the basis of knowledge, reasod
excellence] ... the counter culture dared to emédsabetter future’’

The art world was particularly sensitive to suckardes. Following the sixties, a surge in the prtdocof
philosophy and theory specific to the art world lgs@d the underlying structures which maintained th
modernist ideologies that had driven western celfor at least the past century. Philosopher Arbbanto, for
example, questioned the basis upon which somettonil be categorized as art. In 1962 in ‘The Artd/df,

he proposed that art was not necessarily produgednbindividual genius mastering his craft, but was
product of cultural organisation. After lookingthe emerging art of Pop, which drew its iconograghgctly
from popular culture, Danto identified a paradokerent in art: while theory should be able to pamtvhat
was art, in the case of Pop it was its context thadle the art possibfe From this Danto suggested that to say
somethings art used the word ‘is’ in a special sense, whieltalledartistic identification.He wrote: ‘...thes

of artistic identification ... is not tautology[it] requires something the eye cannot decry — aimadosphere of
the artistic theory, a knowledge of the historyadf anartworld’.* This approach freed art of its materiality,
since it now became an attitude, or a framework thece imposed, distinguished the reality of theohject as
special and different to everyday reality. Thisa@axged understanding of the conditions of art ingshrtew and
rich complexity to what could be considered to bgldo the art world and was applicable across ritgree
history"

Roland BarthesDeath of the authof’ performed a similar deconstruction of the struesuunderlying creative
production in 1968. Although written as a piecditgrary criticism, Barthes’ analysis of a text ‘agissue of
quotations drawn from the innumerable centres tthice™" claimed that to assign a single interpretatiom to
text, even that of the author, was ‘to impose atlion that text"" His theory had equal application in visual
art, where the implication was that the meaning wfork was created in its reception by its readegudience.
This underlined the growing sense of plurality fre tart scene, which called into question the aaies of
Modernism. Increasingly the sense in which a varidétviews could be seen as equally valid gainestptance
and the rights of individuals to question the fraghand interpretation of social signs and moresneasgnised.

Lucy Lippard’'s Six Years: The dematerialization of the art objrom 1966-1972 written ‘to expose the
chaotic network of ideas in the aff}' provided an early insight into the way in which ceptual artists of this
period sought out new forms which were made pldedily concepts like those of Danto and Barthes, and
which further undermined modernist logic. In 19'Rgsalind Krauss echoed the feeling when she wrote:
‘Almost everyone is agreed about '70s art. It igedsified, split, factionalized. Unlike the arttbfe last several
decades, its energy does not seem to flow througimgie channel for which a synthetic term, likesfhct

Expressionism, or Minimalism, might be found... $78rt is proud of its own dispersdf’In Australia, as



elsewhere, changes in the way in which art wasghbabout produced a plethora of newly ‘visible farms,
and prompted an unprecedented flourishing of atitism which reflected the increased importanceritical
theory in the dialectics of this new art world.

Possibly the most conspicuous manifestation of & paradigm of thinking appeared in the Women’s
Movement in art, itself part of the wider Feminiesbvement within the Counterculture. The publicatadn
Linda Nochlin’s seminal article ‘Why have there beeo great women artists’ in 1971focused on the
systemically discriminatory nature of the Westem history and galvanized interest in the Women'’s
Movement. Its recouping of the female presenceh@ngast was a crucial factor in the shift to a Bieviist
approach to art-history which would become the daami method of history-telling in the postmoderre.ag
Discourses surrounding Feminism became centralntonterdisciplinary style of theory which was ‘more
politically committed than traditional philosophyut also more intellectually rigorous than convemd
criticism.”™ These theories variously attempted to reconciedifferent modes of analysis found in Marxism,
Freudianism, Feminism and film studies, for exampleattempted to apply one model across a widgeafi
practices, so that theories of the structure ofylmge could be applied in contexts ranging from tart
architecture to cinemd’

Conceptions like these were crystallized and digsated in the different approaches which now cherae
the art of the 271 century — the so-called ‘contemporary era’ Antinomies of Art and Cultureditors Terry
Smith, Okwui Enwezor and Nancy Condee describent@uporaneity’ as simultaneity of antinomies ...[one
of whose] most striking features ... is coexisteofca very distinct sense of time, of what it isstast now, to be
in place, and to act, in relation to imagined hig® and possible future¥" Right around the world, these
antimonies had their gestation around the sevepégsd, summarized in Australia with the walidsentoy art
historian Charles Gree€fi’ As elsewhere, art in Australia became increasirigliyed with radicalism, and
artists explored new modes of practice that engagiéit and reflected the social conditions of theei™
According to Green, despite their geographical neendustralian artists were profoundly affectedrbgny of
the idealistic cultural, social and political impek circulating on the international scene andtifileth their
practice with its ‘alternative’ culture. Althougas Terry Smith has observed, the recognition okttistence of
multiple valid alternatives still includes ‘Modesmn- even as it recedes within theftf.’Even so, the systematic
deconstruction of Modernism’s ideological assummi@and reductive thinking by artists, philosophansi
theorists that began around the seventies opendbeupossibilities and processes of art making. ifism,
through its confrontation of the almost universairiarchal hegemony, and through its efforts tinmmrporate
meaning into art work, had turned its slogan - ‘fieesonal is political’ — into a catchcry for theygowerment
of other marginalized groups. In the Australianteah for example, this approach has become theumod
operandi for Aboriginal artists, who first produciir art in a contemporary form during the eadyenties as
a tactical intervention into the dominant whiteldedystem for their own political purposg$. Viewed from the
21% century, the seventies era in Australia and ardbedworld foreshadowed many of the issues thatlavou
remain of concern well into the future. It is thafscrucial importance as the period that can makeses of the
paradigmatic shift that occurred between the modeardhthe contemporary eras.
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