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On a recent visit to the studio of Canberra-based artist
eX de Medici, conversation inevitably turned to the
recent bushfire crisis, a subject on the minds of most
Australians this past summer. Equally as present in
the national psyche as the human and environmental
impact of the bushfires was a sense of hopelessness at
a perceived complacency of government. De Medici
described how complacency escalates into apathy:
‘slowly, slowly, then all at once.’1 We spoke at length
about politics before we got to the art itself; which is
not to say the two are mutually exclusive. In De Medici’s
practice – an interrogation of power, who wields it and
to what ends – the two are inexorably entwined.
The studio is pristine. Given the influence of literature on the artist’s work, it came as no surprise that
much of the room was dominated with bookshelves.
As De Medici speaks, referencing her numerous exhibitions over the years, she glances to their respective
catalogues, knowing instinctively where they sit on
the shelf. This is the kind of precision that has become
emblematic of the artist’s practice, notably her intricately detailed watercolours that examine the politics
of power and the relationship between life and death.
Weapons, helmets, gas masks and night-vision
goggles wreathed in floral ornamentation mirror the
vanitas tradition, which declares the transience of
life and the futility of pleasure. De Medici’s use of
military paraphernalia, in lieu of skulls, references the
corporatisation of war. These works are deceptively
beautiful from a distance, but on closer inspection
the floral motifs and pastel colours barely conceal the
violent machinations of government corruption and
corporate greed. Akin to the portrait of Dorian Gray
that ages in his place as he pursues a libertine existence, beauty obscures a darker reality.
Like Oscar Wilde’s protagonist, De Medici has
a room of paintings of her own. Rather than exposing
her own sins – the artist insists she is not interested in
the personal – a visually seductive veil is lifted to expose the putrescence of abusive power and political
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self-interest. The artist refers to the works in this room
as her ‘superannuation collection’, a cynical reference
to the fact that most artists don’t earn super.2
The financial plight of artists is what led De
Medici on the path towards her distinctive style.
Originally practising in photography, photomedia,
printmaking, performance and painting, De Medici
turned to tattooing to supplement her income: ‘I
started tattooing because there was nothing for us;
the art market was only for dead people.’ Her work
is now largely comprised of watercolour painting
which reflects her interest in natural-history illustration and her work as a tattooist. Like her conceptual
focus, the medium itself is political. De Medici’s use
of watercolour is an ironic riposte to the mockery of
women’s work and the classist hierarchy of media in
the art world.
The Law (2013–14) is characteristic of her
process, revealing a meticulous hand and a forensic
examination of the interrelationships of corporations
and government. A telecommunications tower dominates the centre of the work, flanked on either side
by a military pistol and police gun, all interconnected
by a matrix of corporate logos against an ornamental
Persian-style background. The outcome of painstaking
research, the work signifies the intersections of corruption and, in this instance, the dominance of the West.
The artist is simultaneously engrossed and
repelled by the sociopolitical dynamic of the United
States and the power it wields over other nations.
Proximity to Authority (Isfahan) (2012) superimposes
the nuclear symbol over the ornate ceiling of the
Golestan Palace in Iran, where the artist has travelled
numerous times. The palace is close by to the Natanz
enrichment plant, Iran’s primary uranium facility,
which in 2006 became the subject of a United States
cyber warfare operation.3 De Medici refers to Hollywood glamour and the pretence of the American
Dream as a mask that conceals a culture of control.
Does De Medici think that artists have a respon-

eX de Medici, Proximity to Authority (Isfahan), 2012, watercolour and gold leaf on paper,
114 x 136cm; image courtesy the artist and Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney and Singapore

sibility to expose this pretence? ‘I call it belling the
cat,’ she says. While Dorian Gray prefers to leave his
portrait locked away and out of view, the beauty of
De Medici’s facade is intended to invite the viewer in:
‘When you remove the initial repulsion, you can bring
a viewer into you. I don’t want to repel people. I want
them to see.’ De Medici warns of our complacency
and a need to be constantly alert to the tinkling of the
bell that signals catastrophe. Everything can change
in a moment. Much like the exponentially accelerating
rot of Gray’s portrait, we are seduced and distracted
by beauty and false liberty. Deceit makes itself known,
but too late. Slowly, slowly, then all at once.

1.

All quotations in this article were drawn from the writer’s
studio interview with the artist, 30 January 2020.

2. eX de Medici’s current Wollongong Art Gallery show comprises ‘works from the artist’s “superannuation” collection …
made and exhibited between 2013 – 2019.’
3. See the Nuclear Threat Initiative’s report on ‘Natanz Enrichment
Complex’,
https://www.nti.org/learn/facilities/170/,
accessed 12 February 2020.

‘eX de Medici: From the Room of Dorian Gray’ continues
at Wollongong Art Gallery until 17 May 2020; Sophia Halloway is a 2020 Critic-in-Residence at ANCA, Canberra, in
a special project partnership with Art Monthly Australasia.
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eX de Medici, The Law (Heckler and Koch), 2013–14, watercolour on paper, 114 x 212.5cm;
image courtesy the artist and Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney and Singapore
The Law (Ops), 2013–14, watercolour on paper, 114 x 161.5cm; Shepparton Art Museum;
image courtesy the artist and Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney and Singapore
The Law (Glock), 2013–14, watercolour on paper, 114 x 144.5cm; image courtesy the artist
and Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney and Singapore
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