isters and Slaves

. de Medici is an artist with many guises, she has worked with a variety
media including sound, performance, installation, photocopy,
otography, drawing and painting. In 1989, de Medici apprenticed to
tooist Kari Barber in Los Angeles before returning home to become an
on for the tattooed queer communities of Canberra, Sydney and
lbourne’.’

fore tattooing, de Medici’s art was produced with ‘speed, ease and an
ti-skill attitude’ whereas since then, her work has been distinguished for
fastidious detail and a ‘new obsessively slow process’." While de Medici
es not consider her tattoos as works of art her two practices are
:xtricably bound and feed off each other. Tattooing appears as a subject
her art and the experience of tattooing has contributed to her reputation
“‘masterful’

awing ."

Medici’s has consistently demonstrated two major themes: a motivation
make art that stems from a respect for the fragility and brevity of life

d a critical impulse to investigate the signs underlying relationships of
wer and control."

seeking to induce audiences to engage with this thorny debate de Medici
fully propelled her art towards more traditional approaches such as
turalistic representation and intricately worked detail.

e red and blue series began in 1996 with a pair of pencil drawings,

ectre #1 (Swastika) and Spectre #2 (Triskele), each over two-metres
de. Respectively, they refer to adaptations of the ancient swastika: the
zi insignia and the triskelion of South Africa’s Broederbond, both of which
2 in the artist’s own words, ‘beautiful signs for ugly people’.” These works
're not intended as a mark of the artist’s own fascism but rather as a
irning of sinister currents adrift within culture, red for old and blue for
w. The emblematic design suggests a connection to tattooing" as does

2 intended ‘muscularity””" produced by the artist’s intense rendering on
d, seemingly, into the surface of the thick paper.

1e (Bower/Bauer) 1998-2000 and Red (Colony) 1999-2000 are two
lossal watercolour paintings with which de Medici positions herself within
ongoing debate about the place of skill in art ¥; as a technique of

making and of communication. Completed over three years, the paintinc
and numerous related studies reflect de Medici’s resolve to find a means
expression that was instantly recognisable and accessible. Her conclusio
was to produce work that was ‘clunkily representational, reactionary,
deliberately conservative and skilful’. Both works are the result of de
Medici’s hybridisation* of the methodical brushwork of natural history
illustration® with the loaded symbolism of vanitas still life painting.™

In bringing two pictorial conventions into play, de Medici’s two watercolc
paintings exploit the cultural nuances of each approach - the developme
of natural history classification and drawing as an agent of colonisation
empire® and the association of still life with the vain acquisition of mate
goods. Both of de Medici’s watercolours are constructed as representatic
of the memento-mori, a set of visual codes within the vanitas tradition,”
intended to remind of one’s own mortality and the futility of worldly
pursuits. The disorder and excess of decoration in de Medici’s large
compositions recalls the way 16" century Dutch still lifes often acted as
sign of ‘the peril of a household losing its moral grip’.”¥

The title of Blue (Bower/Bauer) refers to Ferdinand Bauer, the official
natural history artist on Matthew Flinders’ exploration of the Australian
coastline during 1801-03, and the Australian bowerbird, which
indiscriminately adorns its nest with anything blue. An exhibition of Bau
exquisite taxonomic drawings, which toured to Canberra in 1998, stirrec
Medici to action and provided her with the ‘language in which to couch’ |
debate."' Interwoven throughout Blue (Bower/Bauer) are numerous
references to the experience of colonial rule on Norfolk Island - such as
shackles, skulls and smashed blue and white china®'" - a place which Ba
de Medici and her convict ancestors all have in common.

The ambitious scale on which de Medici worked compelled her to produc
study for every object shown in the final paintings. Beyond the evident
appreciation of the individual studies, these ‘rehearsals’ provide clues to
structure and content of the final, large watercolours. Placed within the
larger composition, individual elements are carefully positioned and
distorted by multiple perspectives, suggesting that behind the chaos the
are more carefully encoded levels of meaning.



e artist’s interest in recording natural phenomena began with the simple
sire to record the remains of a dead butterfly, plucked from the grille of a
r by a friend." This poignant episode provided the impetus for de

idici’s interest in natural history illustration and watercolour as a medium,
IS @ precursor to another project, sp. 2001, a series of 54 watercolour
idies of tiny unclassified moths that the artist produced during a

sidency at the CSIRO Entomology Division’s Australian National Insect
llection.™ This endeavour complemented her work on the group portrait
rock band Midnight Oil, undertaken in the same year, in which de Medici
insferred patterns from the moth’s wings onto each member’s necks as a
mbol of their roles as spokespersons for the environment.”™ In the

lowing year, de Medici produced a group of sumptuous watercolours
inted on calfskin. These ‘Gunskins’, as the artist called them, each depict
arge, solitary gun covered with the complex pattern of a tiny moth’s

1gs; a powerful metaphor of strength and fragility.

Ins have featured prominently in de Medici’s art, since the 1980s, as a
tent signh with multiple readings such as death, power, authority and
ninine guile. In 2003, de Medici’s photographs of ‘gals’ posing flirtatiously
:h firearms were the focus of Soft Steel, a solo exhibition at Melbourne’s
ide Museum of Modern Art.*

ger Leong, 2004. Curator, International Fashion and Textiles, National
llery of Victoria

<tract from eX de Medici @ MPRG Curator’s Essay, for the full text go to
:p://mprg.mornpen.vic.gov.au/exdemedici. Kindly reproduced courtesy of
2 Author and Mornington Peninsula Regional Gallery, Victoria.
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