
Images that refresh the gaze 
by Miriam Cosic 
The Australian, national daily, March 19, 2010

It's a sign of the times that the sheer beauty of Fiona Tan's work is a
difficult subject to broach. 

"It's true, these days it's almost criticism to say your work is beautiful," Tan says. "Works gain their 
own beauty; a good work becomes beautiful, even if it's incredibly abrasive or provocative.
"And you can have works [that] are over-aestheticised. The images we're surrounded by, like 
advertising, can be so beautiful they are dead - too touched up, too glazed over, too well lit, too well 
coloured - and it's a turn-off. I would hope that my images always stop short of that."

They do. Indeed, Tan's video works are the opposite. Instead of inducing a feeling of surfeit or quick 
disengagement, as the banality of advertising quickly does, they hold the eye and intensify the 
interest as they unfold. They communicate import; something always seems to lurk just below the 
surface, something untoward always seems about to occur. They open your eyes to colour and form 
and detail. She says she hopes they are able to "refresh the gaze".

Tan is talking at the Sherman Contemporary Art Foundation in Sydney where Disorient, the work 
she made for the Dutch pavilion at last year's Venice Biennale, opens tonight. Two films run in 
continuous loops on opposite walls. In one, the camera slowly pans through a vast collection of 
stuff: furniture, ornaments, carpets, electronics, Chinoiserie mostly, and stacked as though in a bric-
a-brac shop. The colours are deep-toned, dusty and evocative of other places and times.

Opposite, a pseudo-documentary plays out, juxtaposing contemporary film clips from Asia, rural 
and urban, and a voice that reads from the diaries of Marco Polo, the intrepid 13th-century traveller 



who returned to Venice with marvellous tales of the East. The clips are aesthetically pleasing, even 
when they depict poverty or the physical degradation of rapid urban construction: the colours 
saturated, the movement elegantly framed, the voiceover crisply British.

Across town at the National Art School, another of Tan's videos, A Lapse of Memory, made in 2007, 
is set up. A mini-film, set in the Brighton Pavilion, a jewel of 19th-century imperial Britain, it follows 
an actor, a character called Henry, through the exotic spaces. The narration doesn't quite tell a story; 
Tan seems happy for viewers to draw their own conclusions about her work. It is not her intention 
but a by-product of her desire not to exercise iron control over her audience's perceptions. "When 
you go to see a movie in a cinema, you have no choice but to give up to that stream. You become 
highly passive, otherwise it doesn't work," she says. "I'm not for control in that sense. I want to have 
utter control on the set and utter control in my exhibitions, but I don't want to dictate to the viewer 
what they should think."

Tan's subjects and practice - the fascination with orientalist themes, the video work that is minutely 
controlled and open-ended - are intensely personal and universal.  She was born in 1966 in Sumatra, 
the child of an Australian mother and a Chinese-Indonesian father, both scientists. Fleeing political 
upheaval, they came to Australia when she was two, and she did her schooling here. She left for 
Europe when she was 17 to study art, first in Germany then in The Netherlands.

A moment as an exchange student in Germany decided her fate. "I was in the north of Germany and 
I went to the Hamburg Kunsthalle. I walked in, turned a corner and stood slap bang face-to-face 
with this painting by Kandinsky [that] I had written about in my final year of school. It was surreal, 
an absolutely mind-blowing experience; I had only seen images of it in books. And I thought, I want 
to study in Europe.

"I've never looked back. After first starting in the visual arts, I've never regretted it and the interest 
has never slackened."  She never returned to Australia either, except to visit - her parents still live in 
Melbourne - and she lives in The Netherlands with her husband and their two children.

En route to Sydney, she stopped off in Indonesia, where a family reunion brought 65 people together 
from across the world. She still seems struck by the ramifications of this diaspora.  All those 
countries, the ruptures, the languages. Tan is fluent in English, German and Dutch and, despite her 
huge international reputation, still speaks eloquently of the loneliness and unhappiness of trying to 
establish oneself in a new country. It's not surprising that questions about identity lie at the core of 
her work.  She was interested in photography at first, until a lecturer in Amsterdam gave her a new 
video to play with over a weekend. It catalysed a decision.

"I've had such a hate-love relationship with photography," she says. "At one stage I thought, OK, I 
have to make a decision now: either I'm going to become a photographer or I won't. I decided that I 
wouldn't and I put the camera away and I didn't touch it for years."

At the time she was interested, as many young female artists are, she says, in looking at her own 
body, "how I feel about it, how that relates to my sense of myself, my identity".
The video camera was handily small and light, making it easy to be both in front of and behind the 
camera at the same time.  "It's very intimate because you can do it on your own. And it's like 
sketching in that it's very quick and you can see what you've done, and then it's easy and inexpensive 
to repeat or change."

She soon became interested in working with found footage, at first taking images from Dutch 
television and working with the words of subtitled foreign programs which, she says, also helped her 
learn the language.  Eventually she moved on to archival material.  The switch mirrored her 
maturing shift from the psychological and personal to elaboration of the universal through personal 
preoccupations.  



She has a philosophical interest in imagery: how do the images we encounter affect the way we look 
at the world, what is it about an image that attracts us?  In a work from 1999, called Facing Forward, 
she worked with early film made in New Guinea. 
"At the time there was an encyclopedic approach to the world and to early cinema," she says. "Rich 
industrialists would hire whole camera crews to travel the world and film everyone, with the idea of 
coming home and cataloguing it all.  "Some of this material is blatantly colonial, but most of the 
shockingness comes from the titles and explanations rather than from the images themselves. The 
people are just looking with open curiosity at this strange wooden box, which is on three legs in 
front of them."

Her work has become more stylised as the years have passed. Saint Sebastian, made in 2001 and 
shown at the Anna Schwartz Gallery in Melbourne five years ago, is a work of surpassing beauty and 
meditative poise. Tan gained access to an archery ritual, performed annually in Kyoto by young 
women in traditional dress. The camera zooms in on detail - an ear, an ornament, the curve of a 
collar, the nape of a neck - and the whole is held together by the measured tension in the bodies of 
the young women as they draw, sight and release.

This work, and the object-laden part of Disorient, come to mind when Tan speaks of her early 
disenchantment with photography. 
"It's funny because after a few years of working in film and video, and realising that I'm not working 
as a film director does - I'm not thinking in dramatic structures and in character development - I 
realised that I'm thinking in a very photographic way. 
"I realised that photography had sneaked back in through the back door without me looking."

Fiona Tan: Coming Home, a presentation of Disorient and A Lapse of Memory, is at Sherman 
Contemporary Art Foundation and the National Art School, Sydney, until June 12. 


