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Tony Schwensen, Fat corner (Buoys!
Beuys), 2008, vinyl text, 2 channel video
16:9, shelving units, fat. performance, Sarah
Cattier Gallery, Sydney. courtesy the artist,
Uplands Gallery. Melbourne, and Sarah COllier
Gallery. Sydney

left
Tony Schwensen, The art ot watching, 2006,
performance, Australian Centre for
Contemporary Art. Melbourne. courtesy the
artist. Uplands Gallery. Melbourne. and Sarah
Cattier Gallery. Sydney

right
Tony Schwensen, Fundrazor (tuck you pay
me) or who gets to sit at the pointy end of
the plane?, 2008, performance. 16th Blennale
of Sydney at the Museum of Contemporary Art.
Sydney. courtesy the artist. Uplands Gallery.
Melbourne, and Sarah COllier Gallery. Sydney
Photograph Greg Weight.

Schwensen made three major new performance works through 2007
before he left the country in the second half of the year to embark first on a
residency in Paris and then to take up a position in Boston teaching
performance. Rise, 2007, the most ambitious of four works made by
Schwensen at Artspace, Sydney, over a five-year period, was intended, in the
artist's own words, as 'a hundred-hour meditation on stupidity, nationalism,
delusion ism, the devaluing of manual labour in the Western world both
socially and financially, and the rampant and thoughtless consumption that
has accompanied it with particular attention to its manifestations in
contemporary Australia'. Political In intent, it formally confronted Schwensen
with a new performance conundrum: what to do when there is literally
nothing to do.

The artist inhabited a large gallery space for one hundred hours, dressed in
blue overalls, framed by a quote from Samuel Beckett writ large on one wall ­
'Hopes: None, Resolutions: None' - and on another the aggressively
nationalistic Cronulla riot cry - 'Love It or Leave It'. This latter statement
echoed at regular intervals throughout the space via a recording of the artist's
voice (accompanied by close-up video images of his mouth) ensured the most
uncomfortable of environments. Schwensen had originally planned to process
one hundred litres of salt water through a hand desalination pump, while also
processing a more internal liquidity: as ever-increasing numbers of empty
water bottles were strewn across the space, so rose the levels in his urine
containers to highlight the energy inefficiency of desalination. However, the
pump malfunctioned on the first night, leaving Schwensen with little to do but
simply exist In space, pace the gallery, banter with the occasional Interlocutor
and attempt to ignore the large numbers of late-night visitors banging on the
gallery windows (the gallery opens out onto a busy street, with an iconic fast­
food cart across the road). The initial hundred-hour performance period was
followed by a further week in which another monitor was placed among the
performance detritus in the space, screening in real time those seemingly
interminable one hundred hours again. Shot with a fixed camera that could not
fully track his wanderings about the gallery, the footage did not always feature
Schwensen; nevertheless the forlorn weight of the 'failed' performance (that
was, in turn, the crux of its success) was magnified in this dogged revisitation
of the artist's basic waiting-out time.

Rise was bracketed by two works undertaken in Schwensen's original
home territory of Sydney's western suburbs, and in direct dialogue with his
own family history. In Plowing back, 2007, Schwensen retraced the steps of his
transported great-great-great grandfather, Thomas Plows, who on arriving in
Sydney in March 1817 was assigned and marched to Collingwood House near
Liverpool as a convict labourer. Dressed in fluorescent orange road-worker
overalls, Schwensen restaged the walk from Circular Quay to Collingwood

House, now home to Liverpool Regional Museum (and temporarily to the
offices of Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre, commissioners of this work). where
for a week he slept in the reputedly haunted basement cells and undertook
convict-style labouring tasks about the property. In a companion work of
sorts, Harrowing Plow from the Plough and Harrow, 2007, commissioned by
Campbelltown Arts Centre, Schwensen walked through the nearby suburban
streets to the local cemetery where he spent the day and night 'haunting' the
Plows family burial site.

These recent works crystallise the manner In which Schwensen's practice
fundamentally constitutes a form of being in the world. The artist performs a
type of subject-object conundrum via hiS carefully planned actions (which are,
without contradiction, often a form of failed action, even inaction). In
Schwensen's work the artist is both a labourer - and labour is a crucial motif
throughout - and a formal figure subject to his own experiments in action and
duration. Both performance and installation forms of work are also
manifestations - or shadows - of Intellectual labour. Schwensen's work never
looks effortless because it never is. It never looks easy because there is never
ease. There is difficulty, awkwardness, even boredom. Just like the world.

Which brings us back to resistance, revolution and the 2008 Biennale of
Sydney. In response to the biennale's inability to fund his initially proposed
durational performance work, Schwensen set up a fund raiser performance
project - Fundrazor (fuck vou pav me) or who gets to sit at the pointy end of the
plane? 2008 - operating a sausage sizzle outside the Museum of Contemporary
Art during vernissage to cover the costs of hiS own presence, with surplus
'profit' being donated to the biennale to assist in funding future artists' projects.
In a practical sense, the action is again infused with a degree of futility with
regard to economies of scale, but the gesture itself is vital, as is the recognition
of a type of everyday community solidarity In the form of the sausage sizzle.
Most pertinently, the labour of the artist sets out to supplement government
funding, patron programs, corporate sponsorships and international funding
partnerships. In so doing it points to the limited income from such sources
available to Australian artists when considered In an international context and to
the bureaucratic art-world priorities dictating ItS dispersal.

In hiS typically laconic yet acerbic manner Schwensen appears to pose the
question: might any more than just a few Australian artists aspire to be other
than the volunteer labour pool servicing the 'big ticket' events of the local art
world? Satire hits harder when played for real. And in the work of Tony
Schwensen, playing for real means undertaking solid, thoughtful,
propositional actions through time in the world. The revolution will be live.

1 wwwbos2008.com/revolultonsonltne/
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