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WhenMilton,inLycidas,tellsusthat“Fameisthespurthattheclearspiritdothraise/
Toscorndelightsandlivelaboriousdays”,thisFameheiswritingof,thereputationthat
dependsonhardworkandthesacrificeof ordinarypleasures,istheonemeans
Manhasof salvagingfromTime,thedestructiveelement–thatis,fromdecay
andoblivion–somepartof whatoncewasliving,ourownwayof securingaplace
inhuman remembrancewheredeeds,words, aname,mighthavea continuing
existencebeyondthegrave.

TimeandRemembranceorMemory–thesearetheopposingforcesinthehuman
story.TheparadoxisthatMan,subjectasheistotheuniversaldestructiveness
of  Time, is also the fragile repository of  the one thing that outlasts it, that
collectivememoryinwhichthoseamongthedeadwhohavebeenexamplesof a
particularexcellence,Helenforbeauty,SolomonorSolonorSocratesforwisdom,
Achilles,Hector,Alexander,Napoleon,andamongartists,Homer,Shakespeare,
Michelangelo,Mozart,remainasclosetousasanyamongtheliving.

Inthe30thof hisThirdBookof Odes,Horacemakestheastonishingclaimthat
breath,thevitalspiritinusthatsustainslifebutisextinguishedindeath,can,through
theagencyof words,bethemeanstoacontinuinglife-beyond-death;thatbreath,
weakasitisagainsteverysortof accidentandwhatShakespearecalls“thewrackful
siegeof batteringdays”,maybemoreenduringintheendthanbrassorstone:

 Exegimonumentumaereperennius
 regaliquesitupyramidumaltius,
 quodnonimberedax,nonAquiloimpotens
 possitdiruereautinnumerabilis
 annorumseriesetfugatemporum
 nonomnismoriar,multaqueparsmei
 vitabitLibitinam;usqueegopostera
 crescamlauderecens...
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Eachweekatthesupermarketcheck-outcounter,shoppersarefacedwithan
arrayof glossycelebritymagazines,withnameslikeWho,NewWeeklyandFamous.
Waitinginthequeue,itisoftentemptingtoreachoutandflickthroughthepages,
justtokeepabreastof celebritynews,ortobuythemagazinestotakehomeand
readinprivate.Whatisitaboutthesemagazinesthataresoappealing?Isitthe
contentorisitthepicturesandepisodicnatureof thepublication?

Magazinesareinfactadultcomicbooks; lotsof picturesandnotmuchtext.
Ephemeralimagesof celebritiesareaccompaniedbyasimplephotocaption,often
fabricatedtomakesenseof whatisgoingoninthephotoortocreateanalternative
interpretationof theimagery.Theyarepublicationsthatmerely‘construct’and
present‘cartoon-likecharacters’whomsocietyhaselevatedtoherostatus.

Intheaccompanyingessay,FifteenMinutes,DavidMalouf comparesold-fashioned
fame,builtuponreputationandestablishedovertime,withcontemporaryfame
gained in an instant. Malouf  calls this version of  fame, celebrity. Celebrities
are the new deities –‘sacred monsters’ or demi-gods of  a modern society
wherecelebrityworshipisthenewreligion.Malouf believesthatcelebritiesare
mythologised;theybecomeidolsthatplayouta‘tragi-patheticpublicshow’for
aworldhungryformeaning.

ThisobsessionwithfameisrepresentedinNewDeities:artandthecultof celebrity
as eight contemporary artists explore notions of  the celebrity with particular
referencetothemassmediaandtheinternet.

Theexhibitiontouchesonarangeof issuesrelatedtotheallureandzealous
devotiontocelebrities.Whileorganisedreligionmayappear tobe indecline,
celebrityworshipcontinuestogainmomentum.Popcultureandthemassmedia,
attimesseeminglyasingleentity,appearstohavealifeof itsown,growingand
forminginresponsetotheimagesthatfeedthemachine.Eventhebanalactof 
a celebrity drinking coffee or buying groceries is considered news worthy. It
seems that society has an insatiable appetite for these images, which are the
stockintradeof agrowingindustryeagertofeedtheconsumer.

EmilyHuntandRaquelWelchuse
magazineimagesasthematerialfor
theirwork.Theircollaborativecollage
isreminiscentof 15thcenturyreligious
paintings,wherepicturespopulatedwith
characterssetinimaginarylandscapes
actoutstoriesfromtheBible.Hunt
andWelchcreateimaginaryinteriors
populatedwithcollagedcelebrities
whoappeartobeboldlyconfronting
thecameralens.Theirworkexplores
emotionalresponsestostars’and
celebritiesviaaseriesof episodicimages,
andlikeserialepisodestheviewercan
lookforwardtothenextdisasteror
calamitytobefallthefamous.Hunt
andWelch’sworkalsobringsinto
sharpfocusthebanalityandsense
of theridiculousthatisinherentin
therepresentationof celebrityidentities
inthemassmedia.

PaulWrigley’slargerthanlifecelebrity
portraitsareinspiredbytheslick
airbrushedimagesthatappearin
the‘glossies’.Thecoversof fashion
magazinesarenolongeradornedby
anonymousfacesbutnowexclusively
featurecelebritieswhomconsumers
instantlyrecognisethroughconstant
exposure.Thisawarenessisaclever
marketingdevice;withrecognition
comesfamiliarityandtrust.The
velvetyairbrushedsurfacesof Wrigley’s
paintingslendtheportraitsasoftness
andfriendlinesseventhoughtheir
appearanceisdistortedbywayof 
positivetonegativeinversion.The
sheersizeof thepaintingsrepresents
a‘greatness’thatseeminglydemands
respectandadulationfromtheviewer.

GrantStevensusesthemediumof film
andcinematocreatehisparadoxical
takeonmoviestars.InDangerZone
hissubtlere-editingof asmallportion
of thefilmTopGunhassurprising
results.Withinthecontextof thefilm
theportionhehasslicedanddicedis
apoignantromanticmomentbetween
TomCruiseandKellyMcGillis.
Thisencounterbetweenthetwomain
protagonistsisloopedatthepoint
beforeeachcharacterisabouttodeliver
theirlines.Theviewerbecomeseternally
trappedinacinematicmomentthatmoves
fromdramatofarce–itspoignancy
bothnauseatingandhilariouslyfunny.

CATHERINE WOLFHAGEN 2007
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JonathanNichols,Nakedgirlinfrontof dropscreen2002,Watercolouronpaper,38x28cm
Imagecourtesyof theArtistandKarenWoodburyGallery,Melbourne&KalimanGallery,Sydney

MonikaTichacek,Lineageof theDivine#112002,Productionstill,DVD,21:30minutes,4:3,stereoCommissionedbyPerformanceSpace,Sydney,2002
Imagecourtesyof theArtist,ShermanGalleries,SydneyandKarenWoodburyGallery,Melbourne
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MonikaTichacek,Lineageof theDivine#92002,Productionstill,DVD,21:30minutes,4:3,stereoCommissionedbyPerformanceSpace,Sydney,2002
Imagecourtesyof theArtist,ShermanGalleries,SydneyandKarenWoodburyGallery,Melbourne
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GrantStevens,DangerZone2003,Digitalvideo,19.5sec,infiniteloop.
Imagecourtesyof theArtistandGalleryBarryKeldoulis,Sydney
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TiffanyWinterbottom,Girlsnightinphotoshoot12007,Digitalprint,160x120cmGirlsnightinphotoshoot22007,Digitalprint,160x120cm
Imagecourtesyof theArtistandBettGalleryHobart
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Fifteen minutes 
by David Malouf cont...

WhichJamesMichie,inagoodmodernversion,rendersas:
 Moredurablethanbronze,higherthanPharaoh’s
 PyramidsisthemonumentIhavemade,
 Ashapethatangrywindorhungryrain
 Cannotdemolish,northeinnumerable
 Ranksof theyearsthatmarchincenturies.
 Ishallnotwhollydie;somepartof me
 Willcheatthegoddessof death...
 Myreputationshallkeepgreenandgrowing.

Shakespeareis justoneof manylaterpoetswhotakesupthe
claim.InSonnet55:

Notmarblenorthegildedmonuments
 Of princesshalloutlivethispowerfulrhyme:andagaininSonnet18:

Solongasmencanbreatheandeyescansee
 Solonglivesthis,andthisgiveslifetothee.

What once had life in the poet’s mouth may, through the
mediumof thepoem,quickenandbecomebreathinthemouths
of generationstocome.ThisistheFameMiltonhadinmind.The
one form of  immortality we mortals can aspire to. But Milton’s
Lycidascoupletisbrokeninfactbyaparenthesis:

Fameisthespurthattheclearspiritdothraise
 (Thatlastinfirmityof anoblemind)
 Toscorndelightsandlivelaboriousdays.

TheconcernwithFame,thedesireforit,isaweakness,eveninthe
noblestof us.SinceFamecanneitherbeguaranteednorforced,work
mustexistforitsownsakeandhaveitsownvalue,irrespectiveof the
garlandsitmightwin.Fameistoounpredictable,hasitsownwayof 
choosingwhatwillbesavedoutof thewastesof Time.Itis,asBacon
putsit,“likeariver,thatbarethupthingslightandswollen,anddrowns
thingsweightyandsolid”.Notalways,of course;butitisusefultobe
remindedthatmuchthatdeservestoberememberedisnot,andhas
towaitasElGrecodid,andBach,toberecognisedandrecovered,
andthatitisnotalwaysthebestthatMemorypicksupandpasseson.
ThisiswhatHerostratusunderstoodwhenhebatteredhiswayinto
thehouseof famebysettingfiretotheTempleof DianaatEphesus,
gamblingthatthefameof thatbuilding,asoneof theSevenWonders,
wouldbeenduringenoughtoensureequalfametothemanwhowas
willingtodefyallthelawsof menandthegodsanddestroyit.

Does anyone these days think of  Fame in such large and
ponderousterms?“WhyshouldIcareforposterity?”GoreVidal
askswithhistypicalsardonicplayfulness.“Whatdidposterityever
doforme?”Fame,asMiltonmighthavethoughtof it,dependsona
particularviewof time–timewithagrandsweepthatmarches,as
Michie’sHoraceputsit,“incenturies”.OnlywhenTimeisaccorded
realweightandmeasurecanMemory,whichopposesit,betaken
with an equal seriousness. Only in a world that takes “gravely”
thefactof ourinevitableextinctioncanwhatstandsagainstit,the
survivalinthemindsof menof areputationorfamethatoutlasts
death,beanobjectof seriouspursuit.Thisistimeasitwascomputed
bythenumberof daysittooktogetfromoneplaceonthemapto
another.Travellingtime,thatdependedonpeople’sexperienceof 
space.Memory,Reputation,Fame,alsoworkedslowly,it,too,was
dependentonspace.Onthetimeittook,inaslow-movingworld,
forwordof mouthtotravelandestablishitself.

Flyingtelescopesspaceandwordof mouthcancovertheplanet
nowwithinseconds.Fameisinstant.Instantlyestablished,andsinceit
issomuchamatterof presence,of image,whenitisnolongerthereto
beseen,instantlylost.Asacontemporarywitputsit:“Hewasimmortal
tillhedied”.Thatisourversionof Fame.Wecallitcelebrity.

Celebritybelongstothemoment,topassingshow,andisitself 
amanifestationof  show.Only in so faras the celebrityobject is
theretobeseenandrecogniseddoesithavevalue,sinceitsvalue
liespreciselyinourneedforsomethingtobeengagedanddiverted
by,somethingtolookat,admire,envyandtalkabout;butonlytill
somethingnewandevenmoredivertingswingsintoview.

Thatcelebrityshouldhavethecapacitytomakeitself visible,
asubjectof interest,anoccasionfortalk,isthesoleconditionof 
itsbeing–this,rather thananyquality itmighthavethatmakes
ituniqueandirreplaceable.Itshouldseemtobeunique,butonly
tillitsreplacementappears.Sofarasitspromotersthemediaare
concerned,replaceabilityispartof thedeal.

Immediatelyrecognisable,immediatelyreplaceable,thatisthe
ideal,sinceinaworldthatismeasuredinnanoseconds,wherein
theaverageMTVcliptheeyehastotakeinseveraldozenimages
inthespaceof aminute,ourmindsaretrainedtobeimpatient,our
attentionspanisbrief.Underthesecircumstances,asAndyWarhol
quipped,15minutesof thepublic’sattentionisaboutasmuchas
eventhemostappealingof uscanhopefor.

Newspapers, television channels, eachdayanddayafterday,
haveabottomlessholetofillwithwhatmust,if  it istocatchour
attentionandengageus,bemoreglittering, ormorepatheticor
outrageousthanwhatwehavealreadygivenourselvesupto,ina

faster-cut,morenoisily insistentkaleidoscopeof  extravagantand
teasingpromises.Wemustbehungryforthenextthingevenwhile
thepresentobjectisstillbeingconsumed.Theappealtoourinterest
mustnevercommandsomuchloyaltyoraffectionthattheobjectof 
itcannotbereplaced.

A celebrity, like the king in the sacred grove, is there to be
worshipped and sacrificed – that is the condition of  his (or her)
claim.Thecelebritieswefeelformostdeeply,aMarilynMonroe,a
Callas,aPrincessDi,arevictimsof themedia’sneedtocreateand
exploitthembutalsoof ourneedtopossess, loveandintheend
consumethem.Theyarethesacredmonstersof onemoreof the
manysubstitutereligionswehavecreated(worldsportisanother)to
replaceolderonesthatformostpeoplethesedaysaredead.What
isnotdead,itseems,aretheneedstheyserved:forbeingswhowill
actout,onasuperhumanscale,ouraspirationstoperfectedhuman
action(sport)orthesplendoursandmiseriesof boththespiritand
theflesh;whowillaccommodateourdesire tobeparticipants in
a spectacle that leads toa“death”on the sacrificial altarof our
interestandlove,atragi-patheticpublicshowinwhichthebeloved
victimisconsumedandextravagantlymournedbeforewepasson
tothenextdiversion.

It is worth noting that none of  the sacrificial victims is male
and that no masculine figure ever plays this particular role in
publicmythology.Maleidols,bothsportsstarsandpopstars,are
embodimentsof  rawphysicalenergy, in thecaseof popstarsof 
sexualenergy, sometimes transgressive (Elvis,Mick Jagger,David
Bowie,BoyGeorge).TheymaysufferafflictionasMuhammadAli
has,buttheyareneverconduitsliketheirfemalecounterpartsforour
senseof thetragic.Thespectacleintheircaseisalwaysheroic,or,
inthecaseof popstarsperhaps,mock-heroic,andinafflictionthis
auraof theheroicclingstothemintheformof heroicendurance.
If  death comes to them, as in the Kennedy assassinations, what
isinplayisnottragedybuttragicirony,inthegapthathasbeen
revealedbetweentheheroicaspirationtopower, itsachievement,
andtheunpredictabilityof events.Whenthehero’ssexualenergy
ceasestobemerelysuggested,howeverblatantly,andgetsoutinto
theworldof talk,aswithBillClintonand,posthumously,withJFK,
thefocusisstilltheverymasculineoneof therelationshipbetween
sexualityandpower;andeventhenitisthewomeninvolvedwho
drawthemostintenseinterest.Marilynisamoreevocativefigure
in theKennedy saga thaneither JFKorBobby,and thepublic’s
interest in the Bill Clinton affair was almost always Monica and
herbluedress.

Andthefemaleiconsmakesuchdifferentkindsof appealthat
weneedtodiscriminate.

MarilynMonroeandPrincessDi retain to theendabruised
qualityof childishvulnerabilitythatinspiresprotectivenessaswell
aspathos,andnotonlyinmen;disturbinglycombinedinMarilyn’s
casewithapouting,Lolita-likeseductivenessthatevenasitplaysup
tousmocksourfoolishnessinbeingsuchaneasytouch.

Callas,on theotherhand, isneveranythingbut themature
woman.Whatsheinspires,carriedoverperhapsfromtherolesshe
played–Medea,Violetta,Norma–istheawewefeelforavesselof 
femininesuffering,thepathoswepouroutforthosewhobearthe
fullresponsibilityandweightof “experience”,both,theirsandour
own.Itisworthpointingoutthatwhatwefeelforthesewomen,the
interestwetakeintheirstory,hasnothingtodowithanydistinction
theyhaveasperformers,forexample.MarilynMonroe’stalentas
a comedienne, which was considerable, the fact that Callas was
oneof thegreatdramaticsopranosof theday,impeccableinher
musicalartistryandthepassionshebroughttoeveryperformance,
thoughthesetalentsmightbewhatfirstbroughtthemtothepublic
eye, standquite separate fromthepower theyexertasfiguresof 
publicspectacle.

Itgoeswithoutsayingthatmuchof whatdrives thecelebrity
cultiscommercialandcynical,andmuchof it–thelovelives,as
presented,of thestars:theconjunctions,break-ups,reunionsof a
TomandNicoleandPenelopeandJenniferandBrad–issotrivial
as to be immediately forgettable. But there are cases – Monroe,
Callas, Princess Di – where we find ourselves confronted by a
mysterythatthemediabarelyknowshowtohandle;asif likethe
sorcerer’sapprentice,ithadhitbyaccidentonaformulathatopens
into a smoky region of  the real and powerful, a place in us we
thoughtwehadleftbehind,oroutgrownandforgotten.

There is somethingdarker andmoredeeplyhidden thanwe
bargainedforintheMonroebusiness,ortheCallasorPrincessDi
business, that disturbs and keeps us, in both senses of  the word,
wondering,andpuzzlesandkeepssomeof ourbestwriterswriting;
amysterythatmay,liketheneedthesefiguresappealto,beinus
ratherthanthem,thoughitisthroughthem,andinthem,thatwe
feelourwaytowardsit.

TiffanyWinterbottomemploysrole-
playinherworktoexploretheconcept
of self-celebrityculture.Usingdigital
photographyshedeconstructsimages
foundinpopularcultureandexplores
thestereotypesthatliewithin.Like
afilmdirector,Winterbottomsetsup
photoshootswithscenariosreminiscent
of thosefoundincelebrityandfashion
magazines,theinternetandonReality
TV.Manyof thesettingsfortheserole-
playimagesaredomesticsurroundings,
dramaticallychangingthecontextshe
hasreferenced.Thegirlsinherimages
arenotglamorised;theirblemisheshave
notbeenairbrushedawayandthis
addstothepresumedauthenticityof 
theimagery.Winterbottomsuccessfully
blurstheboundariesbetweenreal-life
scenariosandthoseportrayedinthe
massmedia.Theprivacyof her
domesticspacebecomesapublicstage
forherself-directedtemporarystardom.

Therecentincreaseininternetaccess
hasenabledanyonewithadigital
cameratoreachalargeandvaried
audience.Overthelasttenyearswe
haveseenthebirthof ‘camgirls’;young
teensandwannabecelebritiesposting
theirimagesandcameradiarieson
theinternetviaMySpaceandYouTube.
JonathanNicholstakesanonymous
picturesfromamateursitesandconverts
themintodevotional,meticulously
paintedwatercolours.Nicholsexplains
thathisappropriationof these
internetimagesispurelyforpragmatic
purposes,providinghimwithready
subjectsforhisfigurativepaintings.
Theconversionfromonemediumto
another,however,doescreateashift
incontextandaudienceinterpretation
andmayunwittinglyproduceimagery
thatappearstoembracethequalities
of celebritystatus.Italsoprompts
thequestionof whetheracelebrity
canexistwithoutanaudience,whether
thataudienceislookingatacomputer
screenorstandinginagalleryspace.

TheimagesbyMonikaTichacekare
stills,takenfromhervideoperformance
worktitledLineageof theDivine,that
exploreissuesof celebrity,physical
perfection,cosmeticsurgeryandthe
pursuitof beauty.Whileonaresidency
inNewYork,Tichacekmettheglamour
celebrityAmandaLeporewhois
bestknownforhercompletephysical
remodellingviaplasticsurgery.In
thestillsfromLineageof theDivine
thisdreamof physicalperfectionis
highlightedbyjuxtaposingrealand
constructedrealities.Setinaflesh
colouredpaddedroom,thesleeping
beautyfigureof Tichacekistetheredto
theideaof femaleperfection–personified
byLepore–byalonglengthof blonde
hair.Centraltotheperformanceare
issuesof beauty,love,desireand
madnessthatcombinetorevealan
exaggeratedpursuitof perfection.The
seriesof stillsrepresentsanextremely
compelling,yetnightmarishscenario.

JohnVella’sartworkisrepresentative
of ahugebirdnestingbox.Atthefront
of theboxisacircularholewhere
viewerscanpeerintotheinterior
bykneelingonachurchpew.When
theviewerlooksinsidethedarkbox,
astreamof projectedlightcreates
ahalobehindasignthatreads
‘RickySwallows’.Asoundtrack
thatreferencesthelong-running
celebritytelevisionshowParkinson
playsinconcertwiththesoundof 
chirpingbirds.Theartwork,Ricky
Swallows,existsasbothashrineto
acelebratedartistandacynicaltake
onSwallow’sstellarrisetostardom
andcelebritystatus.JohnVellahas
oftenemployedtheartof sarcasmand
witinhis2Dand3Dwork,andthis
pieceservestoremindusthattherapid
risetofameandstardombringswith
itadulationfromviewers,admirersand
thosewholanguishfamethemselves
–arealitywhichisasprevalent
(aphenomena)inthevisualartsas
itisinmanyotherareasof ourlives.

PaulWrigley,Paris2007,Syntheticpolymerpaintoncanvas,152.9x86.5cm
Courtesyof theArtistandGalleryBarryKeldoulis,Sydney
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