


Pedro de AlmeidA

The 19th Biennale of Sydney: You Imagine What You Desire got me 
thinking: who reads Byron anymore? i don’t. You don’t either. 
I’m confident in the validity of my presumption based on two 
convincing observations that can fairly be representative of broad 
contemporary tastes and patterns of poetry’s consumption. 
First, any honest bookseller or librarian will tell you that people 
generally don’t read poetry, certainly not regularly, most certainly 
not its epic forms and lengths. To recalibrate one’s ideas and 
ideals to the rhythm of iambic pentameter—why bother anymore? 
Let dead poets tell us how that used to feel. Second—and here 
lies the material evidence of poetry’s present neglect—browsing 
through Turkish-born artist Meriç Algün Ringborg’s The Library 
of Unborrowed Books, presented as part of the Biennale at the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales, I immediately picked out abandoned 
collections of Arnold, Blake, Dryden, Milton, Wilde and Byron 
(including the salacious biography, Byron: The Fallen Angel) among 
an otherwise forgettable ensemble of pulp historical fiction, sci-fi 
adventures and dull histories left at the altar by the promiscuity 
of the Wiki. Consisting of books that have never been borrowed 
from the Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts Library, Ringborg’s 
collation of some three hundred publications presented rows of 
paper tombstones in front of which I only pretended to mourn. 
These unborrowed books belong to a venerable institution that 
from its founding in 1833, its website cheerily boasts, was “the 
leading provider of adult education in the colony, running a 
lending library, conducting classes and holding lectures on 
everything from phrenology to chemistry and the poems of Lord 
Byron”. Some time between then and now we lost, misplaced or 
just plain ignored Byron. No one, excluding scholars of English 
poetry (the Australian variety of whom surely dwell in ivory 
towers whose doors have locks on the outside), really sits down to 
read (preferably aloud) all sixteen cantos of Byron’s masterpiece of 
romanticism, Don Juan, with its 16,000 lines of… what, exactly?
 Imagination and desire. Byron famously possessed 
and scandalously satiated both in abundance. Very few people 
in the modern era, much less poets, have ever shot to celebrity as 
feverishly as Byron did thanks to a perfect storm of cultural and 
industrial apparatus across Britain and the Continent that stoked 
the imagination and desire of his public.1 When he sat down to 
compose the first cantos of his Don Juan in Venice in 1818, Byron 
referred to his mock-heroic project as an “epic satire” that reversed 
the legend of the Spanish womaniser by casting his protagonist 
instead as someone easily seduced by women. He had already 
begun to question, in the most public of manners, the limits of 
the imaginary comforts and the spiritual worth of the libidinous 
impulses he surrendered in the hundreds (allegedly thousands) 

imagination and desire
of consummated encounters with chambermaids, sailors, 
soldiers, countesses, hostesses, principessas and Venetian-masked 
ball-goers. It’s this conundrum that the 19th Biennale of Sydney 
intimates: how far does imagination command desire and desire 
command imagination, and what might this mean for creative 
endeavour? 
 As artistic director of Melbourne’s Australian Centre for 
Contemporary Art (ACCA) since 2002, Juliana Engberg has had 
the vision, conviction and good fortune to be able to push artists, 
her team and audiences to experimentation and brilliance. One 
need have experienced only a handful of ACCA’s exhibitions over 
the years to gain a sense of the quality of her métier. The projects 
she leads present as conceptually, formally and stylistically of a 
piece in their ascetic comportment that impeccably complement 
the dynamics of probably the finest architectural space in which 
to present contemporary art in the country. She is virtuosic 
at working with scale, for instance, and powerfully astute in 
calibrating the ideas and sensations that art emanates in minutely 
subtle ways, which make ACCA’s assortment of spaces really 
sing. Less is always more for Engberg, as is illustrated by her 
brief articulation of her curatorial theme, “You Imagine What You 
Desire”. Taking an idea for a short walk in her introductory essay 
in the exhibition’s catalogue—a preamble that passes by Socrates, 
Aristotle, Nietzsche, Kant, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Freud, Žižek, 
Lacan and Bachelard, among others—Engberg arrives at succinct 
summation of the beating heart of her Biennale:

In this title is held potential, and it is this idea of 
potential that delivers to art its raison d’être. This is 
the reason I suggest that artists are active philosophers, 
inasmuch as they continue to propose problems through 
which they work in hopeful, surplus ways, expecting 
their desire to perpetuate yet another problem, to rebuild 
desire—ad infinitum.2  

Set in play across the Biennale’s four principal venues, You Imagine 
What You Desire’s potential was developed along almost divinatory 
impressions. The Museum of Contemporary Art Australia (MCA) 
was sensed as an air/water venue that “insinuates the more 
liminal, libidinous, liquous items”. The Art Gallery of New South 
Wales (AGNSW), an earth/air space as Engberg reads it, explored 
“alchemical, tabula rasa images of protest, to Promethean fire 
plays”. At Carriageworks ideas of the sublime, theatricality and 
the psyche were staged in its cavernous ex-film studio-leased 
bays. Cockatoo Island’s layered history of power generation, 
shipbuilding and incarcerations was cast as a “wild, desiring 
place where happy anarchy can take hold”, while at Artspace the 
anarchy was tempered so that we might instead “take joy in flights 
of fancy”. Engberg’s was a sensitive reading whose interpretive 
distinctions across venues were readily registered and absorbed 
by keen eyes and ears, not always the case in experiences of art 
festivals of this size.3
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Extending the role of interpretation, filed under a chapter headed 
‘Thoughts’ in the exhibition’s catalogue are short contributions 
from Engberg’s cerebral colleagues that are notable for their lack 
of intellectual vulnerability. There is much scaffolding around 
granite-strength façades at the expense of blocking the front door 
so that others might stroll in to take a look around. Daniel Palmer’s 
summary of ideas of the sublime, which for Engberg “pivots on 
a moment of transference between divinity and humanism”4, 
dutifully cites no less than sixteen philosophers, theorists, 
historians and critics that has the cumulative effect of a roll call in 
a classroom whose students have jigged school. I held my breath 
for a reference that would show (not tell) us something of the ways 
“our bodies seek out sublime experiences” (especially a confession 
of how Palmer’s own body might grapple with this), but then 
more Burke and Berger and Benjamin get crammed in, when 
in fact Voss would do better in illustrating the point.5 Elizabeth 
Grosz constructs an ironclad battleship of intellectualism that is 
impenetrable to all but commissioned officers from the academy. 
Her heavy reliance on Deleuze dulls rather than sparks the 
imagination by the time you reach its fifth page. Edward Colless, 
one of our finest thinker-writers in artistic circles, comes closest 
to opening up: “Drink me”, he deliciously begins, quoting from 
Alice in Wonderland. More successfully than his colleagues, Colless 
convincingly encapsulates the paradoxical operating principle of 
imagination and desire as applied to cultural production, while at 
the same time prefiguring my own thinking about Marx’s idea of 
“estranged labour” and my mother in relation to this Biennale (it’s 
personal, more on that later) when he states: 

Desire is filthily yet rigorously embodied, 
complimentary to the imagination’s heady 
unworldliness. Given its embodiment in art, desire 
is productive work. It is not only labour (we work 
at our desires to cultivate their pleasures, civilised 
or not); it is also laborious.6

I think it’s fair to say that leading into this Biennale the feeling 
in the locker rooms was that a figure of Engberg’s esteemed 
professional pedigree and intellect would nimbly bypass the traps 
of fly-in-fly-out contract work that are (quite understandably) a 
common occupational hazard of the international biennale circuit. 
Contextualising the work of artists who work in diverse contexts
—not to mention the more consequential question of local 
indigenous inclusion—is fraught with difficulties no matter 
how much one might wish to think of oneself as a global citizen. 
The last go round, we had a majority feel-good experience in 
Catherine de Zegher and Gerald McMaster’s All our relations 
(2012), whose “framework of mutuality” and aim of “purposeful 
connectivity” in contemporary art circles paradoxically 
underscored the (non-art) world’s most blatant refusals of 
this sentiment in, for example, perpetual separation (North/
South Korea) and intractable suffering (Israel/Palestine).7 
Before this, David Elliott’s The Beauty Of Distance: Songs of 

Survival in a Precarious Age (2010) had enough dazzling, 
conceptually strong and visually memorable highlights to 
overcome the title’s bum first-note to Australian ears in its affinity 
with our night sweat fears of the “tyranny of distance”.8 Wind 
back a few more years and one recalls the questionable import 
of the historical impulses of radicalism in Carolyn Christov-
Bakargiev’s Revolutions–Forms That Turn (2008). No matter how 
much punning conjoined the seismic explosions and aftershocks 
of violent political change to artistic experiments in (and out) 
of tune with modernism’s goosestep, her central premise felt 
slightly incongruous within the relative politically benign context 
of modern Australian democracy, which has experienced next to 
nothing of real revolution. You have to go back a decade to Isabel 
Carlos’ On Reason and Emotion to unearth a curatorial rationale 
that, like Engberg’s You Imagine What You Desire, eponymously 
signalled cerebral rather than geo-political concerns. That they 
both should have done so by implying dichotomies is indeed 
curious—but the brain has two sides after all. 
 All this considered, Engberg has disappointed some 
critical quarters given the relative limited range of countries of 
residence of her selected artists.9 There are two ways this might 
be viewed. First, to take our own region as one case in point, one 
shouldn’t reasonably expect a flush of art from the Asia-Pacific in 
Engberg’s Biennale given the fact that under her twelve-year artistic 
directorship of ACCA not a single artist living and working in this 
region has been included in its exhibition program. You have to go 
all the way back to 1999 to have enjoyed AWAS! Recent Art From 
Indonesia, which included Agus Suwage, Arahmaiani and Heri 
dono among others.10 Ironically, Kunsthallen across Germany, 
on which ACCA models its mission, have generally been more 
engaged with our region than this. Taking up the devil’s advocate 
position requires more qualification. In assembling her artists 
Engberg has resisted the urge of geographical tokenism and 
instead heavily weighed her focus on artists, who live and work 
in the U.K., Scandinavia and the European countries that gather 
either side of a straight line between Brussels and Kiev. The latter 
is a region not especially well represented in Australian exhibitions 
and few can argue that Engberg is not expert in foraging these 
fields. To reduce this issue to crass geographical audit, the 
exclusion of work by artists living (with sustained commitment, 
not sojourning) in Latin America, Africa and anywhere across 
Asia and the Pacific (other than Beijing) is obvious. But that’s 
not this Biennale. When one looks back in future years it might 
well be precisely the point of difference that will distinguish 
Engberg’s project from more prosaically inclusive United Nations 
Conventions of Contemporary Art (it’s been coined). As ACCA’s 
programming suggests, contemporary art from Asia is not 
Engberg’s primary area of interest, so why pretend? This reasoning 
will surely never appease the more militant globalists, but the 
necessary limits of personal investment are what impart character 
on otherwise all too easily corporatised creative endeavours. After 
all, what exactly were the advantages and benefits of the designed-
by-committee efforts of the twenty-seven member curatorial team 
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of last year’s Singapore Biennale? Titled If The World Changed 
and offering a yawn-inducing “invitation to artists to respond 
to and reconsider the worlds we live in and the worlds we want 
to live in”,11 I personally wouldn’t stake my hopes on anything 
changing much at all if group consensus among curators more 
numerous than ministers in Singapore’s parliamentary cabinet is 
prerequisite (and, yes, I’m aware of the potential to infer from this 
statement support of a single party State, but the transposing of 
this view from creative endeavours to political ones is where the 
argument goes too far). In this respect, the strategic move awaiting 
the Biennale of Sydney Board for 2016 is to mix things up a bit and 
appoint, for the first time, an artistic director from anywhere else: 
Asia, Africa, Latin America, the Middle East. I’d lay a tenner on a 
Mexican (the clue is in GDP growth).  
 Juliana Engberg’s solo vision was strongly disposed 
towards a surrealist’s turn of mind, which was redolent in perhaps 
the most subliminally suggestive concentration of works on the 
MCA’s third level. Lining a long wall, French-born Aurélien 
Froment’s black-and-white photographs offered a taxonomy of 
the weird and wonderful creations of the widely admired outsider 
artist, Ferdinand Cheval. As a curious postman Cheval spent a 
goodly portion of his lifetime building his Palais ideal in provincial 
France, beginning in 1879 before completing what would become 
his mausoleum in 1924. As photographic diminutions of figments 
of a naïve imagination tempered by religious iconography, 
mythologies of the ancients and the idols of exoticised world 
cultures, Froment’s appropriation of Cheval’s trinkets carved 
from unknown thousands of stones placed us at two removes 
from the latter’s naked spirit of creation. It at once jettisoned the 
pleasure of tactile experience and re-birthed the cultish allure that 
so charmed the European avant-garde between the wars, including 
the likes of Ernst and Picasso. Tightly clustered opposite these 
inky portals to private passions were James Angus and Benjamin 
Armstrong’s modestly-scaled sculptures that set off associations in 
tangled trajectories: Picasso subtly present in Angus’ Yellow Pipe 
Compression (2012), so evocative of the morphology of his bathers 
from the late 1920s; and again in Armstrong’s plastercast Couples, 
disembodied upturned heads with painted incisions and bulbous 
protrusions, pupils turned inwards. A few steps away, sensitively 
placed in the MCA’s skylight-filled gallery, Roni Horn’s Ten 
Liquid Incidents (2010-12) rounded out this sensation with vitreous 
chambers whose cornea-like surfaces shimmered with reflections 
of the autumn sun overhead. 
 This arrangement was complemented by a small 
gallery lined with John Stezaker’s capricious collages of recent 
years. I must confess this was a real treat for this writer who has 
longed to encounter Stezaker’s work following his being awarded 
the Deutsche Börse Photography Prize—as far as accolades go, 
probably the best annual indicator of serious accomplishment in 
the photographic arts—for his 2011 solo exhibition at London’s 
Whitechapel Gallery. In his brutal slashing of ‘virgins’, a 
euphemism for the anonymous and failed film actors that 
appear in his collection of mid-century publicity stills for 

movie roles they never got to fulfil, Stezaker aligns the details of 
vintage postcard nature scenes with his virgins’ facial features and 
bodily contours. Doing so, he tramples all humanising traces of 
the portrait in a stampede of postcard-size aides-mémoire made 
alien by manifest and latent desires transmuted by photography’s 
subconscious. Wonderfully contrasted with TV Moore’s 
phantasmagorical multi-portraits that pervert expectations of 
how the surface titillation and tactile seduction of painting, 
photography and collage differ from each other with their slip-
slop-slap protection against aesthetic and material conformity, 
this combo simultaneously stripteased and sucker punched leering 
eyes. And then with eyes wide shut, I heard him. Sailing across 
the floor, up through the feet in a mainline to the heart, the voice 
of Rufus Wainwright. Seduced, I entered a cavernous space with 
a stage set for concentrated sensation. Douglas Gordon’s Phantom 
(2011), conjuring the presence of his musical collaborator from 
which this voice emerged, presented a Steinway, another burnt to 
ashes, and a giant hovering eye encircled in kohl and projected in 
hold-your-breath slow motion as it delicately transitioned from 
presence and disappearance. Douglas has revealed in interviews 
that Phantom was created within a realm of deeply personal, life-
changing transformations that took place following his relocation 
to Berlin,12 none of which would matter if the artist had failed to 
distil his succour into something others can imbibe. Fortunately 
for him and us only a little Rufus makes you drunk. 
 Rather than booze, collapsing in stoned stupor is close 
to how it felt encountering the panoptic splendour of Piplotti Rist’s 
large-scale video installation, Mercy Garden Retour Skin (2014). 
My natural prejudice against all things psychedelic pricked 
up first—oh no, pleasure-seeking hippy abandon, I thought. 
Cocooned in mirrored and montaged fields of wild flowers and 
dissolves of sun-kissed ocean break and sparkling constellations, 
I thought I knew exactly where Rist would take me. But as so 
often in this game, I was wrong. Joining other gallery-goers on 
the carpeted floor in something approaching communal post-
coital repose was, as they liked to say in the 1960s, an experience. 
Complementing this was another filmic work created especially 
for the Biennale in Emily Wardill’s singular accomplishment, 
When you fall into a trance (2013). No other work in Engberg’s 
lineup came anywhere close to leaving such a deep impression on 
me. Splayed on a beanbag, I lay mesmerised for the duration of 
its seventy-two minutes—not twice, but three times. But I suspect 
that’s superfluous to anyone but myself. Who can say why it 
affected me so powerfully or why it invariably failed to leave a 
mark on others? Whatever can be gleaned from Wardill’s weaving 
of a trilogy of deconstructed narratives whose centrifugal focus is a 
neurologist’s relationship to daughter, lover and patient, I’d prefer 
to let it be. The vertiginous trance of desire is best savoured by 
foregoing psychoanalysis of its intuitions. Sometimes, ceci n’est 
pas une pipe and I don’t need to know why. Mel O’Callaghan’s 
Parade (2014), by contrast, invited analysis. Housed in Cockatoo 
Island’s eastern industrial precinct and encircled by works that 
revelled in their in-built potential for release of kinetic energy
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—Ross Manning’s Spectra IV (2014), a mobile of fluorescent 
lights driven by cheap plastic fans; Eva Rothschild’s Boys and 
Sculpture (2012), a closed-circuit recording of pre-pubescent boys’ 
destruction of the artist’s sculptures that every art therapist should 
watch; Gerda Steiner and Jörg Lenzlinger’s Bush Power (2014), a 
popular hit with punters of all ages as they mounted exercise-
machine gizmos covered in flora—Parade presented me with a 
chest-high platform for a theoretical argument. Nothing to do, 
not much to see: ladders and a few pulleys attached to red, yellow, 
blue and black Euclidean forms. I hung about and waited. At the 
rostered time O’Callaghan’s troop of performers took to their 
stage whereupon a silver-haired elderly man caught my attention. 
Dressed in ascetic uniform of black tights and tunic shared by his 
younger, more nimble colleagues, he gingerly stooped to grasp a 
black cube on the end of a pulley whose tensile force was balanced 
by a black-haired woman seated on a stool. The scene had my 
mind racing back to Gustave Courbet’s The Stonebreakers (1849). 
Painted a year after the revolution that ushered in the French 
Second Republic and Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto, 
the self-proclaimed père of Realism knew all too well that his 
painting of two men—the elder on bended knee chiselling away 
at stones, the younger heavily weighted with a basket of the 
desultory fruits of their labour—would be destined to become 
an art historical relic of an idea of the proletariat. Art historian 

T.J. Clark, perhaps Courbet’s most able interpreter, has recognised 
in this lost masterpiece (it perished along with 25,000 souls in 
the Allied bombing of Dresden) the French painter’s ideological 
wrestling with his own “radical incomprehension” of the 
psychology, if not the dignity, of his hired labour subjects.13

 To compare Courbet’s subject with O’Callaghan’s project 
may well be unfair for obvious reasons, not least given all artists’ 
perfectly self-entitled pursuit of other criteria for artistic enquiry. 
But every time I suspect an artist of employing choreography of 
this nature to scrutinise empty (i.e. politically evacuated) notions 
of ‘process’ and ‘the body in space’ at the expense of a convincing 
identification with anything approaching an empathetic. 
Yet critical engagement with a palpably coarse, dirty and dense 
social context, I think of my mother, who despite her repetitive 
strain injuries caused by a quarter-century of cleaning trains 
and wealthy folks’ homes, could still make hay of such listless 
performers given a fraction of the inclination. Notwithstanding 
potential accusations of embarrassing working class heroism (I can 
take it), I can only confess that the more I try to engage with such 
wearisome spectacle the more I lament the regression to formalist 
principles in art. At their most refined, such exercises can impart 
a sense of charm and grace and glamour unencumbered by the 
sin and shame and shit of the world. At their most self-involved, 
the devolution of anything approaching political complexity 



is accomplice to enacting the logic of a manifest destiny whose 
terminal point, ironically, is but to privilege laissez-faire aesthetic 
contemplation. As I see it, Parade’s back-and-forth-and-up-and-
down-and-push-and-pull is far less enlightening of the rituals of 
the Greeks and Sisyphean myth, as is claimed for O’Callaghan’s 
practice,14 than Marx’s idea of estranged labour. When her 
performers finish their bit and step off their stage, leaving the 
artist’s dumb props inert, it’s the spectre of Marx that is raised: 

The product of labour is labour, which has been 
embodied in an object, which has become material: it 
is the objectification of labour. Labour’s realisation is 
its objectification… as loss of the object and bondage 
to it; appropriation as estrangement, as alienation.15

If this sounds heavy-handed, IT IS WHAT IT IS. This might instead 
have been what Nathan Coley’s illuminated sloganeering texts, 
positioned as large-scale outdoor signs throughout the Biennale’s 
venues, have said rather than “YOU CREATE WHAT YOU WILL” 
at Cockatoo Island, for instance. 
 Why bring Marx into it? In raising desire as a central 
idea of the Biennale, I expected the curatorial mix to have grappled 
more energetically with the dynamics of its operating manual 
within hyper-consumer societies, for surely the question of desire 
is not merely one of cerebral detachment from the insidious 
contagion of capital. Rosa Barba’s Time as Perspective (2012) at 
AGNSW, a ghostly projection of a gritty 35mm film flyover of 
an endless Texan landscape heavily pock-marked by oil derricks 
got us there, beautifully and hauntingly so. By contrast, Tinka 
Pittoors’ Dysideological Principle (2013-14), a towering installation 
at Carriageworks made of everyday detritus including piles 
of newspapers (‘Crunch time for pay demands’ heralded the 
Australian Financial Review of 15 January 2014, illustrating that the 
more things have changed since Marx, the more they’ve stayed the 
same), looked amateurish and unresolved. Similarly, that white-
knuckled sexual desire should be so estranged from Engberg & 
Co.’s otherwise philosopher-laden contributions to the exhibition 
catalogue and the vast majority of the art itself, was perplexing. 
As far as more explicit concentrations of the desires of the fleshy 
nature were concerned, The Good Sex Guide to the 19th Biennale of 
Sydney would have inexplicably consisted of a three-line index to 
the works of—Kelly, Deborah; Rist, Pipilotti; and Wardill, Emily.
And that’s really pushing it. The truly horny were forced to rely 
on their imaginations. Even Marx would have liked more sex; 
Byron a whole lot more. But the first rule of desire is that you can’t 
always get what you want. Which brings me to addressing any 
expectations that the already much discussed artists’ boycott threat 
and its lamentable denouément will be methodically dissected 
in this short review. Here I can only disappoint, suffice to say 
that to view it all in light of Polish artist Hubert Czerepok’s 
Let’s Change It All, a staged peaceful protest march reprised for 
local children, in which “the artist plays with our perception of 
the idea of protest and transforms it from a negative event into 
a positive affirmation”,16 it had all the dressings of a pantomime 

sung from a politically correct song sheet until it stepped off 
the social media stage into the world of consequence. As easily 
predicated from the start, the spectacle of specious reasoning and 
patently misguided targets for ethical cleansing trumped real 
efficacy for the unfortunate souls incarcerated on Manus, Nauru 
and Christmas Islands. How could it not, when the Pyrrhic victory 
of a handful of artists is plainly no obstacle for the glacial inertia 
of the majority electorate’s gilded slide away from collective moral 
accountability? Like I said at the beginning, the 19th Biennale of 
Sydney got me thinking of Byron, whose Don Juan shamelessly 
boasted: 

A little still she strove, and much repented
And whispering ‘I will ne’er consent’—consented.17
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