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FOREWORD
Artist Tania Maria Mastroianni has a penchant for creating 
wonderfully evocative exhibition titles that perfectly 
capture and express the ideas that pervade her art 
work. Her latest exhibition Hapless Times at the Gates of 
Euphoria continues her exploration of worlds that reside 
just outside our everyday consciousness and experience.
Through her exhibition Tania invites us into her innermost 
sanctuary, a doorway into another world that is at once 
familiar and foreboding. It is a refuge where the sacred 
and the profane vie for dominance and the viewer is 
enticed by sometimes unsettling ideas and imagery that 
both transcend the humdrum of the commonplace as 
well as exemplify the mundanity of everyday life.  
As always Tania’s work contains a strong element  
of autobiography which lends the imagery both a 
personal resonance and authorial power. The exhibition 
places the viewer in the role of voyeur and is made  
a complicit accomplice delving into the artist’s mind  
and uncovering small secrets and a multiplicity of ideas 
which are the culmination of the artist’s journey down  
a road less travelled. 
Wollongong Art Gallery is very pleased to present Hapless 
Times at the Gates of Euphoria an exhibition that provides 
us a delicate glimpse through the ‘thinning veil between 
the worlds’, a mystical place of ritual somewhere between 
human consciousness and divine reality.
We would like to thank the Wollongong Art Gallery 
Friends who provide financial support for the Artist  
in Residence program and our 2015/2016 resident artist 
Tania Maria Mastroianni for sharing this evocative project 
with us. We hope you enjoy the exhibition. 
John Monteleone, Program Director

“This kind of work is very laborious and very slow, like an 
antithesis of the era we now live in.”1  
Three months ago, Tania asked me to write something for 
the catalogue you are now holding. I immediately agreed 
because I felt a familiarity with this body of work 
having witnessed it grow from what she had 
begun in her previous solo exhibition,  
The Sanctuary (Of Roses, Love and Loathing) 
here at Wollongong City Gallery in 2014. 
When the time came to sit down and 
type out my thoughts, I entered a fog. 
The work was not yet completed or 
installed, so I worked from images and 
Tania’s own writings. After nearly two 
months of blank page inertia I went 
back to Tania’s original request to not 
try and be ‘overly academic’  but instead 
bring something of my own sensorial 
nature and language to the task.
I have spent most of my creative life 
working collaboratively. I have learnt that 
making art is essentially a will to create form 
from a mixed cache of ideas, conditions and 
often polarising viewpoints. Not yet able to find 
words that might form what Tania’s work was urging  
me to say, I sought a collaborative jump-start. I asked  
two friends, both visual artists, to look at some images 
Tania had emailed me and send me their raw feelings  
and responses.2

One friend wrote how he was really drawn to the objects 
and wanted to know more about the how she makes 
them and why. He was fascinated by Tania’s artistic 

decision to exhibit the portraits and the objects together 
and imagined how they would work together in a space 
“My eye oscillates between the two and they start to take 
on a special relationship with each other”. He felt the 

portraits surely referenced religious iconography 
but insisted that these were very contemporary 

portraits of “everyday people”.
The other friend wrote of how the works 
triggered her own ‘experiential’ memories 
of cemeteries in Italy. She imagined that 
the assembled works might command a 
space of solace and contemplation. 
“There is a real sense of sadness and 
nostalgia of eras and people gone by.  
It feels like these portraits are not of  
the now”.
Two different responses now pushed me 
to define mine. I couldn’t prescribe a 

singular way to view Tania’s work. I just 
wanted to relay how it was working on my 

own cultural memories of the painted face 
and ex-voto objects. This is what art can do - 

invite you to bring your own codes, values and 
narratives that, somewhere mid-air, meet freshly 

with the artists’ own ideas in the time and space where 
you are the active receiver. 
“I would like to explore ideas around ‘catholic tastes’ 
that have informed my work”
Religious icons were my first visual experience of the 
human face in ‘portraiture’. And they were everywhere – 
in churches, in houses, in kitchens, in cars, cushioned  
on chest hair and nestled in cleavage. Raised Greek 

Orthodox I was taught to utilise, but not necessarily 
question or understand the often-contradictory pagan 
rituals and objects that were part of my community’s 
‘Christian’ décor and choreography of every occasion  
in between and including birth and death. If church 
was about wearing uncomfortable clothes and 
curbing all aspects of independent expression, 
then why were certain icons so heavily laden 
with ex-voto offerings (we call them 
tamata) thereby dripping with palpable 
human need and desire? I was fascinated 
by these small metal plaques that 
featured relief sculptures of body parts 
like arms, eyes and torsos but also full 
figures of men, women and babies.  
I wondered when the armless or eyeless 
sad people actually snuck into the 
church to pin up their deepest wishes. 
I realised my ideas about Tania’s work 
were skin deep. What I have wanted to say 
sits just behind my teeth, just under my 
tongue. In my teen years it became a 
generational mass obligation to reject the 
sensory language and symbolism of my cultural 
upbringing. We were modern now. We spoke 
English. We had television. We were post-punk.  
We knew it all. Or so we thought.
Fortunately, some of the questionable superiority of 
somebody else’s rationalism and aesthetic loses 
authority, as you get older. It ceases to compel the art 
you want to experience or make. Old knowledge, 
language and embodied habits crawl back like long 

lost cats to curl up happily amongst the other  
more modern beasts within you that you also nurture.  
I believe Tania lives and sees this way. 
What I have been trying to say here is that in this secular 

noisy age of the constantly ironic or abstract 
digital ‘cool’, Tania is humorously brazen about 

working in the realm of the ‘uncool’ i.e. the 
spiritual. This installation is not a new age 
wishful identity-fest nor is it a morbid 
mimesis of memento mori3 funerary art 
and practice. Hapless Times at the Gates 
of Euphoria is, rather, a painstakingly 
tactile artistic contemplation of the 
immaterial shaped through Tania’s own 
unique cultural tools of commemorating 
human presence. It is to me an ecclesia 
of sorts, an assembly of people both 
living and dead. Perhaps Tania has 
created an allegory for memory itself  

by arranging this playfully ambiguous 
space of co-existing spirits and their  

earthly keepsakes.
By lina kastoumis

End notes
1  Tania Maria Mastrioanni. All three bold italicised quotes I have used 

in this piece are from Tania’s original proposal for the residency and 
exhibition at Wollongong City Gallery.

2  Owen Leong and Melina Scarcella. I am indebted to their generous 
and honest written responses that I have either paraphrased or 
directly quoted here.

3  In art, to serve as a reminder of our mortality. From the Latin 
expression ‘Remember to Die’

MEMENTO


