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Campbelltown Arts Centre’s The List was more 
than anything a bold statement of conviction 
towards strategic momentum. it’s hard to deny 
that Campbelltown Arts Centre (CAC) has 
deservedly earned a reputation for a sustained 
and significant investment in a certain model of 
artistic programming that might accurately be 
termed community engaged, but might more 
appropriately be categorised as committed 
to tactical pursuit of relevance to its local 
communities. CAC’s principal achievement 
has been not simply an understanding that the 
latter is no pro-forma result of undertaking the 
former, but an ambitious expansion of the scope 
of curatorial approaches to the whole idea of the 
‘local’ and ‘community’ that at the same time 
harness the global trends and consequences 
that converge upon its specific locus in Western 
Sydney. CAC’s program of visual art, dance, 
music, theatre, live art and performance has 
always been more interdisciplinary in intent 
and effect, rather than merely multidisciplinary, 
given its cultivation of a dynamic of 
experimentation between artists, curators, 
producers, community and audiences that 
wisely encourages painting outside the lines. 
 Under the leadership of current 
director michael dagostino (since 2011) and 
before him inaugural director lisa Havilah 
(2005-11), CAC has taken advantage of its good 
fortune of achieving a relatively healthy funding 
stream and consistent advocacy at local, State 
and Federal Government levels to attract a 
committed team of professionals, who bring 
their own experiences and networks into the 
fold, ensuring that whatever the quality of its 
activities as judged by outsiders, the accusation 
of ‘near enough is good enough’ would be, 
at very least, demonstrably unjust in any fair 
measure of its motivations in partnering artists 
with communities. This is not necessarily the 
case at other arts centres around the country, 
whether comparable in strategic mission or 
operational scale, and is one more reason 
to appreciate the momentum that CAC has 
sustained for nearly a decade in advancing its 
model of artistic programming. Since C’town 
bling, its inaugural exhibition as the relaunched 
contemporary arts centre in 2005, the collective 
ethos of the organisation could be summed 
up by the declaration: “we have to have an 
idealistic view of what contemporary art, or 
we as individuals, can influence—not unlike 

the idealism of youth”.1 Brought forward to 
The List, this energy was in robust evidence and 
seems far from dissipating anytime soon. 
 Curated by michael dagostino and 
megan monte, The List seemed to me, in the first 
instance, a disarming title for an exhibition of 
contemporary art. Was this a confession of what 
curators at base level might actually do—draw 
up lists? Was its potential use as noun and verb 
symbolic of the double bind of prescriptive 
definitions of art and community within a 
conceptual structure that is significantly 
framed by broader social and political agendas? 
or was it simply intended to be met at face 
value: exhibition as index of subjects, as in 
the back of a sociology textbook? either way, 
The List as exhibition was but the public 
culmination of eight months of stuff you don’t 
see as a gallery visitor, namely the fostering 
of working relationships and connections 
made between artists, the young people 
of Campbelltown and a range of youth 
organisations and service providers at work 
in the south-western suburbs of Sydney. 
emerging from a process predominantly 
defined by relatively medium-term residencies 
by the thirteen participating artists (some 
lasting for several months), the twelve 
projects commissioned especially for The List 
signalled that, at very least, content would 
be manufactured locally for potential global 
distribution, rather than imported at less 
favourable terms of cultural trade. even if 
artists’ involvement precluded escape from 
the necessary constraints of fly-in-fly-out 
working status due to the understandable 
incompatibilities of individual lives and 
livelihoods, this professional arrangement 
nevertheless always holds the potential to be 
mitigated by adventurism in lieu of timidity, 
generosity over opportunism, and the 
demonstration of artistic resolve, where the 
indecisiveness of the time-rich might otherwise 
prevail. That’s the theory anyway, before 
personalities and ideas populate the construct.
  mulling this over, i entered CAC’s 
familiar atrium to confront a wall where one 
expected the galleries to be, branded in purple 
and pink signage, which listed the artists whose 
contributions were to be found on the other side 
of a door. The intended effect, no doubt, was 
to symbolise a sanctioned trespassing into the 
self-defined world of youth, rather like being 

admitted past a teenager’s bedroom door 
decorated with posters. entering the galleries, 
the first work to be encountered was Daniel 
mcKewen’s Dialog (2014), a six-channel 
video presented in a gridded bank of screens 
emitting disorientating overlapping sound bites. 
A compilation of looped lines of dialogue from 
movies and TV shows (mostly American and 
hence, one suspects, the reason for the American 
spelling of “dialog”), mcKewen’s supercut of 
close-ups of actors’ mouths de-contextualised 
from faces and the narratives of their source 
characters certainly took the curatorial premise 
of The List literally, the result of an online survey 
of local teenagers conducted by the artist. As 
a frolic through American cultural imperialist 
infiltration of local youth culture tempered 
by a flexing of the intertextual muscle of 
contemporary video art, Dialog seemed slight 
in both form and effect, aping as it did the babel 
of a billion blogs, in lieu of a singular clarity of 
purpose in expression. To stick with the jargon 
of literary theory, one sensed that mcKewen 
forswore metanarrative in favour of différence 
and lost this reader in the process. Similarly, 
George Tilliankis’ VIDEO D (2014), a kind 
of lo-fi horror movie populated by teens in 
perfunctory ghost and zombie costumes, 
was utterly baffling in its motivation. Shot in 
an infrared palette of high-key monochrome 
and set to a soundtrack of pummelling electric 
guitar feedback, VIDEO D reminded me of 
the kind of music video clip, in which nothing 
much seems to happen and whatever does 
happen you’re sure you missed it. But for an 
acknowledgment in the wall label that the 
artist worked with a group of young ‘clients’ 
of macarthur disability Services, the connection 
to the curatorial premise was lost if not 
abandoned altogether somewhere between 
intent and content. 
 running up against Jakarta-based 
indonesian artist Hahan’s mural Past/Present/
Future (2014), one began to detect the limitations 
of list-making as an explicit curatorial construct, 
if only because it seemed to invite quantitative 
proliferation over qualitative acumen. But i was 
prepared to cut this sentiment loose in favour 
of some fun. Splashed across a large wall, one 
at least began to engage with iconography that 
energised the eye and tickled the funny bone. 
easily mistaken for a giant cartoon spermatozoa 
(it’s a genre, Google it) in triumphantly 
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victorious repose (keep imagining) aloft 
an armature of a half dozen rubber-faced 
muscle-heavy figures—think Mickey Rourke 
in The Wrestler, multiplied, who paraded his 
bulbous form (let’s assume it’s a boy) beneath 
a starry night sky (you’re there, aren’t you?). 
Hahan’s phantasmagorical creation was instead 
his idiosyncratic dedication to none other than 
Fisher’s Ghost, the nineteenth-century folk 
tale of a disappeared convict turned farmer, 
which Campbelltown has cultivated as a city 
brand identity exercise, since the inauguration 
in 1956 of the Fisher’s Ghost Festival, now one 
of the longest running community festivals of 

its kind in Australia. As a mural that showed 
little evidence of collaboration, the kids were 
to be found in a booklet that collated drawings 
of ghosts, demons and other bogeymen by 
local high school students, evidence of Hahan’s 
homework in running workshops at eagle 
Vale and ingleburn high schools. How Past/
Present/Future synthesised this very local tale 
with Javanese traditions of ghost stories and 
curatorial claims for some relevance to post-
Suharto Reformasi which, we were informed 
via the wall label, saw the use of “’ghostly’ 
terror as an instrument of political control in 
order to limit the movement of individuals at 
night”, is anyone’s guess. in theoretical pretext 
and historical association it’s an amusing and 
simple affair unnecessarily compromised by an 
unconvincing hypothesis. Stripped back to its 
essential modesty, however, as paint on wall it 
rocked. 
 Yet thankfully, all of a sudden 
things got real. Bullying, violence, suicide, 
sexism, the demoralising expediency of 
authority figures, who serve their own interests 
with little care or concern for young people: just 
some of the subjects broached by fourteen-year-
olds Brittany, Jessica, Vea and Taylor in Kate 
Blackmore’s peerless video work, Girls (2014). 
opening with a shopping trolley sitting idly in 
a field of grass, Girls began its dual monologue 
confessions with the wistful preamble; “When 
i was young…”, which more than anything 
signals the sobering realities of growing up fast 
in Claymore. As a suburb with a decades-old 
reputation for severe disadvantage in all of the 
social and economic measures that matter, in 
purely demographic terms Claymore is more 
than anything a community of young people. 
The fact that children in this patch of Sydney’s 
suburban fringe continue to be marginalised 
is no unforseen misfortune of class struggle. 
Nor is it an unfounded corollary of the endemic 
failures of a built environment designed as 
landscaping solution to ideological renovations 
of the social contract. Seemingly trapped in a 
demonstrably deteriorated public housing estate 
that is a monument to nothing more than the 
scandalous reverberation of almost four decades 
of State government neglect—that’s changing, 
but not nearly fast enough—the girls in Girls 
understand the all too human motivations 
that inculcate this state of affairs: “No offence, 
but it’s kinda selfish”, they say of teachers 
whom they accuse of neglecting the welfare 
of students. That Blackmore’s art beautifully 
intimated the presence of mutual recognition 
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goer, but we might surmise that it would be a 
trifling gesture on our part to underestimate 
the deeper reverberations of its collaborative 
heart. in this regard, if being a teenager is all 
about learning, adulthood can often seem 
like a lifetime’s unlearning, and artists are not 
immune to this paradox (has anyone illustrated 
the veracity of this better than the nonagenarian 
Picasso?). Whereas Begg’s approach signalled a 
convincing marriage of courage and connection, 
the contributions from fellow artists Pilar 
mata dupont, robin Hungerford and the 
brothers Abdul Abdullah and Abdul rahman 
Abdullah could have benefited from clearer 
aesthetic articulations of their relationship to 
the curatorial premise. Cumulatively the effect 
of these other projects was one of trafficking in 
suppositions as opposed to real insight, adding 
little to the scope of ideas within the construct 
of The List. 
 A different order of engagement 
was on display in Shaun Gladwell’s 2014 
trilogy of works, Attempt to maintain stillness 
and balance (Campbelltown version), Mentoring 
and Reconstruction Task Force and He was fucking 
his shows up so I gave him mine (D.C.’s). The latter 
two acted as a reprise of Gladwell’s work by 

the same name that was first commissioned 
for C’Town bling a decade earlier, only 
this time the artist’s re-thinking around 
the exchange economies at play within 
Campbelltown’s skate park subculture resulted 
in an uncharacteristically unfocused work
—visually speaking, with its dizzying hand-
held camera footage, and conceptually in terms 
of its reliance on curatorial crib notes to reveal 
vital connections. To witness actors assume the 
role of soldiers, advance upon the skate park 
and exchange new skateboard wheels for old 
with a couple of bemused skaters, was perhaps 
a metaphor pushed too far in service of a desire 
for conceptual continuity across a decade of 
the artist’s practice, which has seen him 
produce incomparably superior works 
from his experience as an official war artist, 
who spent time at Australian defence Force 
bases in Afghanistan and the middle east in 
2009. To conflate the psychological warfare 
techniques of the Australian army’s pacification 
strategies in recent theatres of war (older 
viewers will recall that Hanoi had another, 
less propagandistic term for this kind of 
thing), with an inexplicable connection to 
Campbelltown’s sister cities Coonamble in 

and trust between artist and subjects, as to 
what might be achieved by such an enterprise, 
was nowhere more evident than in the 
naturalism of the girls’ presentation to camera. 
This quality was elevated further by the 
sensitive handling of the more formal concerns 
of light and shade, figure and ground, time and 
sound, which resonated in every dual-channel 
sequence of Girls, especially in the closing scene 
of a violet gloaming, the girls atop a highway 
overpass trying to attract a horn-blow reaction 
from the speeding drivers below as they 
disappear into the horizon on their way 
to somewhere else before darkness falls. 
By contrast, the wide open road that Girls 
presented as a visual metaphor for the fight 
or flight response that can change futures 
in a single decisive act, was stretched to a 
certain conclusion in Zanny Begg’s The boys 
home (2014). A collaborative project between 
the artist and four teenage boys incarcerated 
in reiby Juvenile Justice Centre situated 
near the banks of the Georges river in Airds, 
like Claymore one of the poorest and most 
disadvantaged suburbs in the region, Begg’s 
installation of photographs, drawings and 
a video work, Doing time, grew from the 
artist’s four-month residency that allowed 
her extraordinary access to the boys and 
demanded an equally extraordinary sense of 
responsibility in representing their experiences 
to an outside world. This meant that Begg was 
understandably careful not to reveal the names 
or faces of her subjects, which was at least in 
part overcome by an emphasis on capturing 
their voices in intimate confessionals, tempered 
by a troubling sense of the inevitability of their 
situation. To hear a teenager matter-of-factly 
declare, “i’m doing my debt to society” in a 
tone that evacuated any notion of self-pity was 
at once admirable and dispiriting, the latter 
sentiment bolstered by one’s own lament for 
the manifest inequities and failures of society 
to steward our young people far from a place 
such as reiby. invited to design their own hats, 
jackets and hoodies under the artist’s steam, 
the boys devised an assortment of warrior 
shields that appropriated brand logos such as 
Adidas, Nike, Versace and ralph lauren Polo 
in individualised coats of arms that signalled 
pride in their cultural heritage, such as a blazing 
‘Koori Brothers 2014’ stretched across the back 
of a boy pacing the barbed wire perimeter of 
Reiby’s yard. What this artistic exercise might 
have meant to these boys is hard to decipher 
from the removed vantage point of the gallery 



that word.2 Gleave’s Closed Loop (2014) elevated 
The List to its most explicit conclusion, making 
her achievement of producing perhaps the 
most psychologically affecting work in the 
exhibition all the more impressive. Gleave’s 
aquarium-like interrogation room, separated 
from the rest of the gallery spaces by a wall 
with rectangular porthole, through which 
one could peer into a white cube marked by a 
large-scale projection of key words taken from 
a from a survey about the future conducted on 
the streets of Campbelltown, was the residue 
of a performance long-gone by the time i 
visited. entranced by a synth-heavy remixed 
soundtrack of the iNXS ballad Never Tear 
Us Apart, one confronted a rolling thunder 
of words: SAFeTY eSCAPe HAPPiNeSS 
OWNERSHIP RISK FAITH POSITIVITY 
SUPPorT deTermiNATioN moTiVATioN 
reSPoNSiBiliTY AmBiTioN. The effect was 
strangely clinical and intimate at the same time. 
Perhaps one sentiment that young people no 
doubt mutually recognise within themselves 
and the fundamentals of a yearning, searching, 
always questioning artistic impulse, is the hazy 

regional NSW and Koshigaya in Japan, was 
baffling. Overall this video lacked the poise 
and purity of action that one has come to expect 
from Gladwell’s work. exhibited alongside 
his 2014 work Attempt to maintain stillness and 
balance (Campbelltown version), in which the artist 
enacts the explicit directive of the work’s title 
aloft a BmX bike against various Campbelltown 
backdrops, the contrast in production values 
was clear. To contrast this last work in particular 
with the wild abandon and dizzying buoyancy 
of the gymnastic prowess of students from 
Campbelltown Performing Arts High School in 
marvin Gaye Chetwynd’s The YOLO Wallpaper 
(2014), a truly delightful theatrical exercise of 
tumbling and narration as parable for ancient 
rites of passage, suggested that the more 
interesting relationships to be deciphered in 
Gladwell’s intervention were to be made in 
relation to others’ work rather than his own. 
in the end, the two artists not afraid to be 
the most literal in their interpretation of 
list-making, michaela Gleave and Tom Polo, 
were ironically the most ‘performative’ in their 
works, if one applies the correct definition of 

disquiet of uncertainty, at once a potentially 
debilitating condition and a pregnant prelude 
for change. in this sense, Polo’s graphically 
simple work amplified complexities that 
some of the more elaborate projects in The List 
couldn’t grasp for lack of emotional reach. 
inspired by overheard conversations gleaned 
from public transport trips taken all over 
the western suburbs, ALL I KNOW (2014) 
was Polo’s idiosyncratic contribution, which 
nominated but one of the presumably hundreds 
of recorded lines of dialogue he jotted down
—inane and thoughtful, vain and concerned
—as worthy of blowing up to a thankfully 
absurd scale in the form of six hand-painted 
billboards. Punctuating a landscape demarcated 
by the fringes of house and land package 
developments running parallel to the train line 
into Campbelltown, Polo’s advertisements for 
the self stood tall on their timber stilts with 
charm and a cheeky probity. even if one caught 
a glimpse of only a single word flashing past, as 
the syncopated arrangement of billboards faced 
train passengers not otherwise glued to the 
screens of their smartphones, for a split 
second everything was illuminated: 

all I know
is that 
we
just keep  
doubting 
ourselves.  

The List, Campbelltown Arts Centre, Sydney 
8 August–12 october 2014

Notes
1 Lisa Havilah and Anne Loxley quoted in ‘C’town bling: a 
different type of shiny’, curators’ introductory essay, C’town 
bling (exhibition catalogue), Campbelltown Arts Centre, 
Sydney, 2005: 10. Campbelltown Arts Centre was opened in 
June 2005 following a $15m capital development program 
undertaken by Campbelltown City Council in partnership 
with the NSW Government to redevelop the Campbelltown 
City Bicentennial Art Gallery (established 1988) into a 
contemporary multidisciplinary arts centre. In addition to 
the vision and support of local prominent and grassroots 
advocates, this development grew out of A Strategy for the 
Arts in Western Sydney (1999), a strategic plan issued by the 
NSW Ministry for the Arts and the NSW Government’s Office 
of Western Sydney under the leadership of the then Premier 
and Minster for the Arts, Bob Carr, and Minister for Western 
Sydney, Kim Yeadon
2 According to the Oxford English Dictionary: of or relating 
to performance; (Linguistics and Philosophy) designating or 
relating to an utterance that effects an action by being spoken 
or by means of which the speaker performs a particular act
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Marvin Gaye Chetwynd, 
Opening night performance The YOLO Wallpaper, 2014

Photo courtesy the artist


