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I love TV. My visual language and approach to 

making is fuelled by nostalgia and the TV I’ve 

digested through the course of my life, particularly 

as a child. I remember waking up and eating cereal 

during school holidays wrapped in a doona with 

my brother and sister watching cartoons. It was 

the best.

Using a family photo from my childhood as a 

starting point, The General Lee presents TV as a 

delivery mechanism for propaganda. Watching 

Dukes of Hazard as a kid, I remember wanting that 

car when I grew up. I wanted to be a hero, a rebel 

– just like Bo and Luke Duke. I would throw around 

the name ‘The General Lee’, blissfully unaware of 

the man behind the moniker, or the meaning of 

the flag that was emblazoned on top of it. 

The ‘idea’ of TV and its delivery of mixed 
messages is how I reanimate and repurpose the 

tropes of popular culture in my work. Art and 

entertainment: beautiful, playful, engaging, sinister.

The General Lee (Saturday Night), 1984/2018, oil on archival pigment print on cotton 
rag, 107 x 159 cm. Courtesy of the artist & Galerie pompom

Ooo baby, watchful lines
Vibrate soft in brainwave time
Silver pictures move so slow
Golden tubes faintly glow

Electric faces seem to merge
Hidden voices mock your words
Fade away, radiate
Fade away and radiate

- Blondie, ‘Fade Away and Radiate’, from Parallel Lines, 1978

Periods of my 1970s-80s childhood were marked by the absence of 

TV in the family home. This probably explains why my brothers and I 

once repurposed a large cardboard box into a television set. I cut out 

a window on one side to emulate a makeshift screen and drew texta 

knobs where the channels would go. We hopped inside and pretended 

to be ‘People on TV’, presenting the News and playacting scenes from 

make-believe TV shows to an imaginary audience (until we got bored 

and played ‘Pretend Radio’, using my tape player to host a program of 

Top 40 hits taped from 2SM). Later when we got a TV, I had a love/hate 

relationship with it because all we got to watch was M*A*S*H – knowing 

that when it was over at 7pm we would have to go to bed. Domestic 

governance of the worst kind. 

In 1992, TV came to my southern Sydney neighbourhood as I was 

finishing high school in western Sydney. The Donaher family from 

Sylvania Waters exploded on the ABC as Australia’s first reality 

television program (though it was more like a soap opera or 

documentary series than the game show social media hybrids of 

today). After the media hullaballoo died down and Sylvania Waters 

became a “where are they now” curiosity, I would fantasise about 

resurrecting in some way the fabulous bogan matriarch, Noeline 

Donaher. If only I could paint, I would enter a portrait of her in the 

Archibald Prize – was one such recurring day dream. As it happens, 

dreams come true. At Hazelhurst Regional Gallery in 2009, I curated 

their comeback with Reality Check: Watching Sylvania Waters, inviting 

10 artists/collectives to respond in some way to the legacy of the show 

and its connection to the local Sutherland Shire community. In a meta 

twist of fate, the ABC produced a ‘making-of-the-exhibition’ doco, 

effectively turning the camera on the artists and myself as if we were 

flash in the pan reality TV stars plucked from the artworld.

Almost a decade later, here I am changing the channels further south 

at Wollongong Art Gallery. When John Monteleone generously invited 

me to curate this show about TV—The TV Show—I was immediately 

enthused by the idea of exploring how much the small screen has 

changed in my own lifetime. Television is no longer necessarily the 

dominant mode of entertainment in everyday life. If anything, it evokes 

nostalgia for a bygone era when the domestic TV set played an 

active part in shaping our way of thinking and being in the world. The 

word ‘television’ seems like such an anachronism in an age where the 

phrase ‘Netflix and Chill’ has entered popular consciousness. To invoke 

‘television’ as an idea is to conjure the past and the warm duplicity of 

nostalgia. Deriving from the Greek, nostalgia literally means “pain from 

an old wound”. To dwell in nostalgia is to base experience in unreliable 

memories that stir a belief the past was better than the present. In my 

opinion, life was superior only if you consider how the amount of crap on 

TV was lessened by the limited network options. In 1992 when Sylvania 

Waters was on Australian screens, there were about five stations from 

which to choose. In comparison, if you listen to the Bruce Springsteen 

song from the same year, in the US there were ‘57 Channels (And Nothin’ 

On)’. In the present, moving pictures come at us all day, every day and 

everywhere. The saturation is so rife, it is like the interminable number 

of channels available on our screens and devices are all on at the same 

time. At peak volume, brainwave time snaps to white noise: fade away 

and radiate.

As much as I treat nostalgia with suspicion, I am drawn to its false 

consciousness when considering the impact forms of popular culture 

like television have on my life and work. It was perhaps for this reason 

that I gravitated towards younger, early career artists while developing 

this project. TV makes me think of time and schedules, reflecting on 

my own age and identity as a 40something white gay Australian male. 

It is certainly from this perspective that I consume and filter televisual 

content online. From varying social and cultural backgrounds, each artist 

in this exhibition has an entirely different experience of what they watch 

and how these images inform the work they make. What unites these 

artists is their immersion in the image soup of contemporary life. For The 

TV Show, this preoccupation with visual culture has enabled a diverse 

range of responses to the shifting role TV plays in our digital age. 

Daniel Mudie Cunningham
Curator, The TV Show

Pleasure Drill is a two channel video that explores the false 

dichotomy of art and entertainment as a problem of class-

consciousness. Through an intermingling of televisual tropes, 

confessionals, propaganda and critique, the work contains 

elements that simultaneously stimulate and alienate the 

audience in a variety of ways. The piece is a culmination of 

many years of failed applications to be part of the TV show The 

Bachelor, and examines the ways in which gestures of resistance 

can fold into gestures of submission, and vice versa. Pleasure 

Drill takes seriously the role of culture in the estrangement of the 

left from its base, a problem which has no easy fix. 

Pleasure Drill, 2018, Two channel digital video with sound Videographer: Dara Gill. Special thanks to Michael and Di Kershaw. Courtesy of the artist

Friends, 2018, Screenprint on canvas, various fabric, stainless 
steel, poly-fil and found objects. Courtesy of the artist & 
Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney & STATION, Melbourne

Empty Avenues (Best of Season 1) explores these ideas by 

reimagining my own narrative identity through the conventions 

of traditional TV sitcoms. Interactions, responsibilities, and leisure 

activities are taken from my daily life and restaged as scenes 

within a constructed domestic environment. In addition to the 

restaging of these ‘actual’ events, Empty Avenues also employs 

mise-en-scène in an attempt to externalise my own subjective 

experience – namely as somebody who struggles with the 

primary concerns of Existentialism: freedom, mortality, isolation, 

and meaninglessness. Absurdly re-contextualising the sitcom 

cliché of The Odd Couple scenario, Empty Avenues depicts a 

young man who finds himself involuntarily share-housing with a 

materialisation of ‘the void’ – a manifestation of pure nothingness. 

Unfolding in the style of magic realism, the work depicts the main 

characters’ attempts to reconcile life with the void, with typically 

awkward, humorous, and heartfelt outcomes.   

In terms of narrative structure, Empty Avenues is presented as a 

kind of YouTube ‘Best of’ compilation instead of a traditionally 

chronological, cohesive series. Such compilations, typically 

assembled by fans and amateur video editors, feature fragments 

of scenes that have been removed from their original contexts 

and reassembled in ways that distort the sequence of events 

and impede the construction of meaning for the audience. By 

presenting Empty Avenues in a non-chronological order, the 

scenes are instilled with a greater sense of absurdity and nihilistic 

meaninglessness, allowing the audience to share-in the Existential 

perspective of the main character. As a result, both the character 

and the audience are confronted with a narrative world that is 

constantly on the brink of both creation and destruction. 

At its core, Empty Avenues explores the enduring question: how 

do we find meaningful relationships and pursuits in an immutably 

meaningless world?  

‘Narrative identity’ as an idea postulates that individuals form an 

understanding of themselves, their values and goals in life, and 

their place within society through the generation of an ever-

evolving, autobiographical narrative. To what extent is narrative 

identity shaped by pre-existing narrative structures? How can 

the implementation of alternative narrative structures potentially 

reformulate our understanding of ourselves? 

Lest we…get over it splices archival commercial radio 
and television footage of Australian social, political and 
media commentators subverting their commentary to 
speak favourably on the often refuted truth’s regarding 
Australian colonial histories and their on-going impacts 
upon Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. 

On one hand Lest we…get over it captures the glorification 
surrounding the mythology of the ANZACs (“Lest We 
Forget”) and other areas of what the artist seeks to dispel 
as propaganda efforts of the State in fabricating a false 
sense of a collective ‘national identity’. 

On the other hand the artist seeks to invalidate the 
commentator’s emotive discourse that recites a dislocated 
narrated memory associated with ongoing warfare fought 
in our own backyard (“Why don’t they just get over it”). 

The flip occurs when this selective memory is re-selected 
with the artist debasing the commentators narrative to 
speak as romantically of the truth’s and impacts of colonial 
histories with the same glorification and idolisation as the 
mythology of the ANZACs.

One more episode. Just one more, 
then another. Let’s watch until the 
finale. The next season, when we’re 
surrounded by snacks and in want of 
a shower. Let’s watch until the bitter 
end — stiff and sore from idleness, from 
gluttonous consumption, from all that 
entertainment.

Marathon (Black Mirror) is an 18-
hour endurance event in which I 
watched each episode of the techno-
dystopia Black Mirror, documenting 
my consumption. My responses are 
played simultaneously, constricting this 
durational act into a singular 90-minute 
‘episode’, pitting the cacophony of this 
entangled experience against my own 
languid state.

Gender Reveal is a video installation that incorporates 

visual elements from the reality television show Keeping Up 

with the Kardashians. I am interested in the ritualisation of 

fertility and femininity that the show proposes through its 

portrayals of family, childbirth and child rearing: personal 

moments and milestones magnified and monetized. 

The femininity of the Kardashians’ central matriarchs is 

both hyper and conventional, exemplified in their obsession 

with and fetishization of flowers—organs that facilitate 

reproduction in plants and have evolved to represent any 

number of complex rituals and emotions related to the 

continuation of the human species, sex included.

Celebrity ‘fleurologist’ and event stylist Jeff Leatham is 

responsible for the dense, floral-encrusted installations 

that have furnished almost every Kardashian event in 

recent years. These include baby-showers, weddings, and 

‘gender reveals’, a recent phenomenon that has proliferated 

through social media whereby expectant parents reveal 

the gender of their child through a variety of playful 

mechanisms, eg. the release of pink coloured balloons to 

denote a girl, or the cutting of a cake to reveal blue sponge 

layers to denote a boy.

Gender Reveal reveals the contructedness of gender 

and performative parenting: large-scale photographs of 

flowers, cut out and drooping under their own weight; walls 

pregnant with contents unknown; and a family keeping up 

with its own production.Gender Reveal (study), 2018. Photographic collage with found images. 
Courtesy of the artist

Empty Avenues (Best of Season 1), 2018, ultra high definition single channel video, 
4:3/16:9. Courtesy of the artist and Sullivan+Strumpf

Lest we…get over it, 2017. Single channel digital video, audio, 8:45 mins. Courtesy of the artist

Marathon (Black Mirror), 2018, 18 hr 9 min action for video, presented as 90 min single channel video. 
Courtesy of the artist

Television has only recently discovered trans 
people. Some of my first encounters with 
transness weren’t broadcast on TV but found 
through glamorous selfies, fashion photo-shoots 
and candid videos of people on Instagram. 
Although this media offered me new portrayals 
of queer life as resilient and hopeful, it also came 
with a sense of inadequacy and longing. I wanted 
to feel how the poised sensual bodies within my 
screen looked.

From Looking to Feeling addresses this emotional 
aspect of consuming images and aims to unpack 
the ways that trans folk use self-portraiture on 
social media to both conform and resist normative 
representations of gender identity. The mirror 
in this work acts as a space to consider the 
interpersonal effect of selfies in contemporary life. 
The materials obscuring the mirror form a kind of 
abstracted self-portrait. With a selfie in this mirror, 
the viewer is captured in layers of gendered 
matter, augmenting and reframing their reflection. 
In this sense, they can share in an embodiment 
and consider the complexity of representing 
oneself in images. From Looking To Feeling, 2018, Mirror, chain, shredded Levi’s 511 slim fit jeans. Courtesy of the artist

Television first debuted in the USA as part of the 1939-1940 New York World’s Fair.  For fair-goers, television was an exciting promise of “The World of Tomorrow” which they believed was at their doorstep. The start of World War II delayed its actual public launch into American life until the 1950s. 
In Australia television first aired in 1956 and has, until the relatively recent advent of the internet and television streaming services, held an unchallenged place in people’s homes and lives as an avatar of entertainment and information. In many ways television democratised both these things by providing them free to anyone who owned or had access to a TV set.  

From the time it entered our lives television has divided the community. It has had its champions, who saw it as a ubiquitous but powerful intermediate through which we learnt about the world; and its critics who saw it as an accelerant in the decay of society. While its defenders blithely pronounced it as art for the masses its critics have variously described it as the Idiot Box, the boob tube, the shit pump and the baby sitter among other colourful epithets.  

However television’s place as an indispensable part of life, which it held for generations, has in the 21st century “World of Tomorrow” that eventuated at last lost its dominance for people’s imagination and time. 

While Wollongong Art Gallery’s social historical exhibition The Box in the Corner takes a nostalgic look at television in Australia through its halcyon years from 1956 to 1999 the contemporary art exhibition The TV Show, drills down into a more complex story of television in its many and varied manifestations, aspects and mores. The artists’ draw on their own experiences to bring personal responses to not only the obvious televisual image, but also to the social undercurrents that have always been a part of the television experience and bring into focus the changing dynamic and role of the viewer as an active participant.

I’d like to thank the exhibition curator Daniel Mudie Cunningham for his passionate approach to the subject matter and for developing an intriguing and affecting exhibition. I’d also like to thank the participating artists Liam Colgan, Sarah Contos, Amala Groom, Sara Morawetz, Liam O’Brien, Philjames, JD Reforma and Giselle Stanborough for sharing their work and unique perspectives with us. We hope you enjoy the exhibition.
John Monteleone
Program Director

When I think of television,
I automatically think of my youth.
It’s a time machine set for 1985.

Jana Wendt and her big hair interviewing style

Simon Townsend and his sad looking dog
Being afraid of Norman Gunston
And bewildered by Jeanne Little

If nostalgia was an object it would be a TV Guide. 

The bible for the week -
Graffitied in black marker so the days, nights and weekends were planned, 

Watched and then forgotten -
Only to be remembered many years later at the pub,

When new friends bonded by
Recounting soap opera theme songs or word for word advertising jingles. 

The big box housing the television was Saturday’s dusting date with Mr 

Sheen and we danced upon that chipboard veneer and elegantly glided 

over the glass.

As an indicator of how life could be represented, measured and performed -  

The TV was my sometimes stand-in for divorcing parents. 

Loving fictional families were there to council you, cover you cosy -

In a 30-minute hug.
The warmth still emanating from the screen,

Well after the Keaton family had gone upstairs to bed.

The flickering untuned V-Hold empathised with my childhood stutter and 

the analogue snow - 
My magical white noise disco.

The ‘collective experience’ ended
When the AO symbol appeared.
The lounge room’s brown wooden doors would click closed - 

Separating me from the screen.
In earshot of muffled voices -
The soothing sounds of the television in the next room was a lullaby.

You were never alone with the TV on. 


