








people to expect something unusual, and | must say
that 1 have never seen anything quite like it. You can
feel the governmental mind at work, deciding to put
everything together under one grand organizational
umbrella, in one iiber-department. It's all there at
Te Papa—art museum, natural-history museum,
ethnographic museum, science museum, children's
museum, industrial and agricultural exposition, pop-
ular culture showplace, you name it. And much of it
is interactive.

In keeping with the theme of breaking down
boundaries, each space seems to interpenetrate its
multiple neighbors, resulting in the sensory overload
that you experience in a trade fair or a particu-
larly hyperactive suburban mall. The sheep-and-wool
exhibition comes across fine, but the paintings and
sculptures on display during our visit—a beauti-
ful and sensitively curated show of the spiritual
in art, titled “Signs and Wonders"—were not well
served by this treatment. This show consisted of
more than 160 objects drawn from Te Papa's collec-

particularly impressed by the absiract paintings and
installation works of Sara Hughes. Although she also
works in acrylic on canvas, | was more taken by her
use of painted vinyl, which she applies in decal-like
fashion to the wall. Her exuberantly colored dots
and paisley forms command a large amount of space
with very little effort. They explore the nexus of the
decorative and the conceptual, and their lightness of
touch in no way diminishes their seriousness.

eaving Wellington and driving toward Auckland,

we hit upon two places where the artistic impulse
was wonderfully evident. The first was Napier, a sea-
side community on Hawke's Bay. Billed, perhaps
more hopefully than was warranted, as the Nice of
the Pacific, it was a pretty resort town with attractive
English colonial-style buildings—at least until Feb. 3,
1931, when in two and a half minutes an earthquake
registering 7.8 on the Richter scale leveled it. If that
wasn't cruel enough, a fire immediately broke out and
destroyed what was left, Napier's citizens, however,

View of Sara Hughes’s installation For My Darling, 2004, acrylic on aluminum;

al Bartley Nees Gallery, Wellington.

tion, including works by Dilrer, Rembrandt, Blake
and other European masters shown alongside the
art of New Zealanders such as McCahon, Rita Angus,
Ralph Hotere and Robin Kahikiwa, Unfortunately
the chaotic atmosphere of the place made it all but
impossible to concentrate on any of these works.
It's not that museums must always be hushed, con-
templative spaces—bigger museums are always up
against demands to engage the general public—but
art museums, even splashy ones, need a sense of
separation from the hustle and bustle of the world at
large—a frame, if you will. This apartness is what
separates the arena of public art from that of the
museum. Public art, if it is to be successful, must
exist in the everyday world and hold its own there.
Alexander Calder can handle a plaza or a food
court; William Blake cannot.

After visiting Wellinglon's museums, we stopped
in at the well-regarded Bartley-Nees Gallery and saw
some quite interesting work by younger artists. [ was
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gamata, a small town on the southern end of the
semi-tropical Coromandel Peninsula. Whangamata
was a detour for us, but it purportedly had a great
surfing beach and seemed like a good place to have
lunch. The main roads in mountainous New Zealand,
except near the big cities, tend to be narrow and
twisty, but a small, out-of-the-way track is guaranteed
to be a much trickier affair. Halfway there, I began to
have serious doubts about our choice of lunch spot
and would have turned back had 1 found a place to
stop safely and do it. Something, however, intrigued
me, There seemed to be an awful lot of old American
hot rods on the road—those chopped and chan-
neled, flame-decaled, custom jobs. And the closer
we got to Whangamata, the more of them we saw.
Was it a coincidence, or was something happening
here? | pressed on, and when we finally made it to
town, we saw them: some 1,500 obsessively main-
tained and customized pre-1970 American cars,
along with 350 big bikes, all assembled for the annu-
al Whangamata Beach Hop. If a gleaming carmine-
and-black '56 DeSoto or a hunkered-down, boatlike
'48 Hudson Hornet in screaming taxicab-yellow isn't
art, | don't know what is. (I'm one of the few people
1 know who truly loved the Guggenheim's motorey-
cle show.) | lingered for several highly pleasurable
hours, inspecting paint jobs and body work, and if
every room hadn't been spoken for months before,
I would have gladly spent the night and stayed for
the next day's grand parade.

Auckland, on the other hand, was a bit of a
disappointment. It’s the largest city in the coun-
try, and it feels big. (The city itsell is home to
about 10 percent of the nation's population, while
Greater Auckland comprises slightly under 30 per-
cent.) Its size gives it some real disadvantages: it's
crowded and hard to get around in, traffic is bad,
and the noise level and air quality are real irri-
tants, However, getting together with some people
I'd been in touch with soon made up for all that,
and we began to enjoy the city for what it was, Of
immense help was Max Gimblett, an Auckland-
born painter who divides his time between New
York and New Zealand, and | was sorry to miss,
by just a short while, his first retrospective in his
native country [see article this issue]. The show,
organized by the Auckland Art Gallery, opened last

were undaunted. Determined
to rebuild their town and trans-
form it into the world's most
modern (or moderne) munici-
pality, they succeeded. And so
Napier exists today—an intact
and beautifully preserved Art
Deco time capsule, a mélange
of colorful, modestly scaled, lov-
ingly omamented structures, a
town that puts Miami's South
Beach to shame, Strolling along
its streets, promenades and
squares, all filled with people
going about their daily lives,
is like being transported into
a dream of California in the
10308,

Something not entirely dis-
similar happened in Whan-

Wang Wei: Temporary Space, 2003, one of 12 black-and-white pholographs,
15% by 23% inches each; in the exhibition “Concrete Horizons” at Adam Art
Gallery, Victoria University of Wellington.



June and traveled to the City Gallery Wellington
in December. Nevertheless, [ was able to see a
number of Gimblett's works on my trip. He is an
inventive artist with a broad technical and refer-
ential reach. In the '70s he worked more or less
monochromatically; his paintings of the period
typically consist of a field of solid color cut by a
thick, vertical, iconlike central bar. By the early
'80s, he began to spread out, incorporating gesture
(sometimes subtle, sometimes flamboyant), rich
and variegated surfaces and shaped, symmetrical
canvases—notably a quatrefoil shape. Gimblett,
like a number of New Zealand artists, has pro-
nounced metaphysical leanings, and in fact one
of his strongest paintings, Pear! of the Pacific 11
(1984), was in the “Signs and Wonders" show at
Te Papa.

T he Auckland Art Gallery is the main venue
for art in Auckland, a serious museum that
balances numerous traveling and temporary exhi-
bitions with a permanent collection that is dis-
played in rotation. The museum is committed
to public outreach (ranging from a well-funded
children's program to a 12,500-image online
database of its collection), but it manages to be
accessible without sacrificing either scholarship
or a properly contemplative atmosphere. | was
given an extensive tour by its energetic director,
Chris Saines, which included a visit to its storage
facilities and to the conservation lab. I saw some
superb work in the museum’s permanent collec-
tion, including Pieter Brueghel the Younger's A
Village Fair (one of a group of paintings on this
subject he executed between 1616 and 1635), a
small George Stubbs of a hound chasing a hare in
a seemingly endless circle of pursuit and escape,
and an extraordinary 1874 James Tissot painting
titled Still on Top, which depicts two fashionably
dressed women and an elderly red-capped ser-
vant raising a colorful line of flags in the artist's
London garden, This coolly painted, precisely
observed work is one of the museum'’s proudest
possessions. In 1998 it was stolen at gunpoint (in
what was New Zealand's first major art theft) and
severely damaged. Recovered shortly afterwards,
it underwent three years of intensive restoration
before it was put back on display.

Although a number of temporary shows were in
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Auckland City Art Gallery. Courtesy Whitespace Gallery, Auckland.

progress while we were there,
the museum was primar-
ily focused on the Second
Auckland Triennial, to which it
was the principal host, although
parts of the show were held at
other exhibition spaces around
town, including Artspace, an
alternative kunsthalle; and the
George Fraser Gallery and the
Gus Fisher Gallery, both at
the University of Auckland.
Curated by Ngahiraka Mason
and Ewen McDonald, the exhi-
bition, titled “Public/Private,”
presented projects by 38 art-
ists drawn from around the
world. There were some famil-
iar names—William Kentridge,
Lorna Simpson, Ilya and Emilia
Kabakov, Laurie Anderson, Jenny Holzer and the
British music-video director Chris Cunningham—but
also included were many art-
ists new to me. Shows like this,
with catchy and wide-ranging
rubrics, are able to shoehorn in
pretty much anything the cura-
tors deem worthy. I'm not sure, for
example, whether Jenny Holzer's
pronouncement “The Future is
Stupid,” wrapped around the top
of the city's gargantuan space-
shiplike Skytower, makes any par-
ticular sense in this context, but
then again, thematic consistency
is not really what festival shows
are about.

Lauren Lysaght is a New
Zealand artist who caught my eye.
Her installation at the Auckland
Art Gallery, Trifecta (2004), dealt
in a deceptively light-hearted
way with gambling, apparently
something of an obsession with
New Zealanders. (It has been
estimated that by 2005 the total
annual sum spent there on gambling will equal the
nation’s gross export revenues.) Horse racing is big
in New Zealand, and, before the advent of electronic
displays, the bookmakers lettered horses' names
on white wooden boards in heavy black sans-serif
characters. Lysaght resurrected these boards and
carpentered them into simple structures: a bridge, a
wishing well, a coach and tree planters. The names
are oddly evocative and a bit absurd: SIR ZEUS, SPOT
DE BALL, SWIFT FOX, LORD DAKAR, GRAY WINGS.
The structures carry with them a tinge of fairy tales
and magical thinking, a mindset well-suited to the
gambler. Their air of unreasonable hopefulness is
augmented by the almost incantatory rhythm that the
parade of names sets up. A very nice touch is provided
by the globular red-and-white topiary “trees” that
sprout from the planters. Their tightly bunched leaves
are made out of carefully folded racing forms.

Another interesting artist is Sangeeta San-
drasegar. A young Australian of Indian-Malaysian
heritage, she makes small, layered, extraordinarily
intricate paper cutouts that explore sexuality and
identity. She often employs images of body parts,
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6% by 9% feet. Courtesy Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland.

The structures of Lauren
Lysaght’s installation
“Trifecta” carried about
them a fairy-tale air of
magical thinking quite
appropriate to the
subject of gambling and
its practitioners.

typically hands or feet, as her outward forms.
These are then obsessively filled in, in much the
same way that henna body ornamentation is, with
figures and swirling lines, often cut from a single
sheet of paper. These delicate objects are then
pinned a bit away from the wall, so that the linear
patterns are rendered even more complex by the
shadows they cast.

Auckland supports a number of galleries. The

canras,

Gow Langsford Gallery, located next door to the
museum, was showing the work of Judy Millar, an
Auckland-based painter with a growing internation-
al reputation. Millar’s richly colored abstract paint-
ings overlay long, translucent swipes of thinned
paint. The brushstrokes are broad, clearly delin-
eated, and seem, in the manner of contemporary
conceptually oriented abstraction, to be as much
about the idea of the brushstroke as they are about
generating form or carrying feeling. Her tangled
calligraphic networks manage to remain simultane-
ously cool and hot, engaged and distanced.

There is a lively gallery scene developing
somewhat away from the center of the city, on
Karangahape Road. This was (and in parts still
is) one of the town's seedier districts, and the
most interesting gallery in the area, Starkwhite,
has set up for business in the former home of the
Pink Pussycat Club. Starkwhite is part alterna-
tive kunsthalle and part commercial gallery. John
McCormack, its founder, has been an important
art-world presence in New Zealand and Australia
for many years now, and his decision to open a new
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While Auckland supports
a number of galleries,
there is also a lively
scene developing on
Karangahape Road, in
what was (and in parts
still is) one of the

town’s seedier districts.

sort of hybrid space has generated considerable
excitement. In the upstairs commercial space 1
discovered the work of Peter Peryer. One of New
Zealand's most highly regarded photographers, he
here showed small, sharply focused silver-gelatin
prints that are powerful and affecting, Particularly
successful is Dead Steer (1987), which, at the cen-
ter of its frame, shows a big beast keeled over on
its side, its feet sticking stiffly out as if it were a
statue that has just toppled over. On the right side
is an empty road, receding in sharp perspective.
On the left is a hedgerow, similarly receding, and
above the steer is a line of telephone poles, dimin-
ishing into the distance. The contrast between
speed and stasis couldn’t be more eloquent. The
image jumbles up pathos and humor and is a per-
fect example of that happened-upon moment that
“straight” photography is able to render with such
poignancy and clarity.

B eing in the country just two weeks, | could
only begin to get a sense of the place. The
arts figure importantly in the country’s vision of
itself, as one might expect given the progressive
tenor of the society. It's clear that without the
resources to amass much in the way of impor-
tant historical art, collections and galleries here
elected to concentrate on the contemporary, New
Zealand has made real efforts to open its muse-
ums and galleries to the art of the Pacific Rim and
Asia. (During our visit, for example, the Govett-
Brewster Art Gallery of New Plymouth hosted
“Mediarena,” the largest exhibition of contem-

Peter Peryer: Dead Steer, 1987, silver gelatin print,
8% inches square,
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Michael Parekowhai: The Story of a New Zealand River, 2001, paua and capiz shells,

lacquer and wood on concert grand piano, approx. 40 inches high. Courtesy Michael
Lett Gallery, Auckland.

View of Parekowhai’s Hah, 2003, fiberglass, automotive paint, 15 figures,

each approx. 6 feet high. Courtesy Michael Lett Gallery.

porary Japanese art to be held in New Zealand.)
The country also nurtures its own artists, and to a
lesser extent, artists from Australia.

In looking at the art of New Zealand, one cannot
help comparing it to that of Australia, a bigger,
richer country with a deeper art tradition. While
there may be more artists today in Australia, and
consequently greater variety in the work produced,
in many ways the two countries are artistically
similar. Both have excellent art-education systems
that turn out young artists who are well-grounded
technically and theoretically, and both countries
are embracing global strategies in art as well as
commerce. The area of greatest difference that I
saw was the position of indigenous art. As 1 men-
tioned, in Australia it forms a major esthetic force,
but one approached by nonindigenous artists with
a certain degree of anxiety and ambivalence. It is
the proverbial elephant in the living room. New
Zealanders have a more open and fluid relation-
ship with the Maori and Pacific Island people,
and a conceptually oriented Maori artist like
Michael Parekowhai, with his elegant sculptures
and photographs, uses this cultural interplay to
his advantage. His photographs of floral arrange-
ments commemorating World War 11 battles in

which Maori fought deal with Maori experience
in an indirect but evocative way, as does his The
Story of a New Zealand River (2001), the main
component of which is a shell-inlaid black concert
grand piano. The title of the piece is that of a clas-
sic 1920 New Zealand coming-of-age novel by Jane
Mander, believed by many to be the source of Jane
Campion’s 1893 film The Piano—hence the piano.
The Maori elements are to be found in the bands of
symmetrically ordered paua shell inlay, a custom-
ary ceremonial and artistic material.

The future of art in New Zealand feels open-
ended, animated by a strong sense of optimism. Far
away from the art centers of North America and
Europe, the country is also far from Australia Its
artists, however, are well traveled, and the insti-
tutional support system is strong. In the intercon-
nected world we now inhabit there is no reason
that a geographically remote place must be a cul-
tural backwater. New Zealand enjoys an undisputed
place in the society of forward-thinking developed
nations, and it sustains an artistic production very
much in keeping with that position. O

Author: Richard Kalina is a New York-based painter who
writes about arl.
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