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AwD what de you think the author is
really trying io say herp?

The class is silant, misgrable, hunling,
hunting amongst the fines, in the words, for the key to
this secret,

This timg it ig a painting.

And whal do you think the artist is really
trying to say here? .

Agsin the hunting . . . hunting . . .

And what do you think the choreographer,
ihe composer, the director, the poat . . .

The difficulty In answering this qusstion
doasn’t oniy belong with the students. The teachar, in
yndertaking this unpacking of culture can also be
faced with a dreaded uncertainty,

The trick, ot course, {{or both teacher and
atudent) for dealing with the awful silence that
accompanies the quaestion lies in walting until someone
else finally caves in and supplies an answer. Or in
reciling $oma learned person's treafises on the artlst. Or
in inviting the artisi themselves 1o 1aik about their
work, Or, a8 a last desperate measure, In guessing.

If this continues to be the central means
by which we #re taught to approach the arts 1t is no
wondar we, find oursselves
unconfortable with any art other than spectacie or
entertainment. (Wilh speclacie we know betorehand
that the artist wants to impress vs visually, with
entertainmen! we know they want to please us),

Given the human tendency to move
towards pleasura and away from discomfort, given the
inadaquacy gssociated with guesswork and the fear of
embarragsment, it is émirely undgergtandabie that most

in this country,
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Australians have little to o with any art other than
spectacle or entertainmsnt.

She was seven and new at the scheol.
There was & painting class. The lgacher, a young man,
was telidng about how he wanted them all 1o ouliine all
the figures end the bordsr of the palnting with black.
They painted difigently, Then they alf had to ling up to
show him thelr work. She, in turn, placed her paipting
on the desk and he was immediately angry. "You
haven't oullined the figures with blpck.” “But | don't
se8 any black outling around people” she sald. "Thst's
not the poiml* ke raplind. "It looks better.” Mg showsd
her someone else's work that laoked betlsr.

She was thirteenwgd new at the school.
The art teacher had already given the topic to be
painted. It was “The Circus®, Shea laif fine about
painting this . . . in the previous town sha had fived
over the road from a big spare block whearg circéuses
had always pitched their tants when thoy came to
town. So she knew gbout circuses. It was strangs
though. Everyohe in the room way palnting cireus tents
that were small and ciean and striped red and yellow
with scalloped edgss. Bul the circus tenfs she knew
wers huge gnd dstk brown and dirly.

This Is what she proceeded io paint, A
huga, dark brown circus tent that took up most of the

sheet of paper And in the corner she carafully placed 8

brown elephant.

Of course there was trouble. An obvious
smarlarse and on her first oay In the school,

At school she discovered ert was about
getling it right. Ang she wasn't sucoeading.

She gavs up the idea of being an artist,
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She decided to be an anthropologist. She
imagined hersell travelling alone to some Pacific Istand
or New Guinea spending long periods of time with the
indigenous people thare, fearning their customs, their
language . . .

She reslised thai, whenever she thought
gbout It though, she fantasised herse!f having been
thers & long time, cornfortable, known. And she began
to wonder how somacne might BEGIN io live in & world
without any familiar raference points, not as a tourist,
put in order to communicate, fo tske part, to carry out
rasearch, How mighl she know wha! {0 see? Or what
was impodant but hlgden ... ?

And then she diseoverad that
anthropologicel frameworks had been developad for
seeing/expariencing new worlds, Indeed, the
framework she would nead to choose (Functionalist or
Slructuralist for instance) would not enly determine
how she experiencad the culture - but alze how
popular her writing would be. (in the sarly 70's for
instanca Functionalism was QUTH But it was colsar that
some framework was necessary to even begin to know
how to see.

3he thus realised that frameworks wera
always there even in the way she looked at her own
society or. indeed, herself.

And whila they enabled the world 1o bs
seen more blearlv they ajgc simultanegusly set
limitations on whal could be ssen, determined Lhat
other aspeets remalnad hidden.

We wers driving io the beaeh, listening to
the cricket commentary on the car radio. Ona of the
passengers was American, He was silent, polile for &

fong time. Suddeniy he could bsar it no longer.

“Where on earth is Silly-Mid-Qn? *

! was driving, everyone else was asleep.,
"Well . . . ,” I began, having never had 0 think this
through before'. . . “everyone just knows whero Silly-
Mid-Dn is . . . You see, there's an On sida and an O
side. The On side being the side of the ground the bat
is turngy to, and therefore the side 10 which the ball
will most naturafly be hit. The Off side Is the other one.
Mid-On is half-way between the two wicksts ont the On
side and Billy-Mig-On I3 £0 closs lo the bat you would
have o ba silly {0 stand there, *

“(kay, " he sald, *what about Sfips.”

Undaunted and supported by my logic to
date { continued . . . “Slips are on the Qf-side just
behind the bat where the ball might be tippad or slip If
the hat touched It but didn't stop it. It follows that you
have fisidsmen or women in slips when there are fister
bowlers. " (I was now making this up but it seemed
rgasonabie.)

“And what’s this pot o do with art?™ |
haar you ask (sven If you are not Amerlcan,

With sport, like cricket, there is a simple
pleasure in the compstition between individuals and
groups. The pleasure of the gama. | graw up amongst
crickel players. As a result, It al) seems very natural. |
just wonder how long it would take someone who had
no pravioys knowledge of the gams to undsrstand it
without outside explanation, And at what stage, in this
daveloping understanding. the pleasurs would beconie
avaliabls to them. The Amerlcan was ilke an
anthropologist Icoking in, But then, so ajso an
Australian unfamitiar with the game and its language.

tepat Wovd Faglivat 1992 i1



ghould cricketers be moré responsible for
xplaiﬂing {he game of changing ihe rulas so that
e
others 6an understand? -

It could be argued that aspects of gricket
were ceriainly chianget and poputarized with ihe

introduction of the one day game but for the most part

{he crickatars themselves weren’t totd to do other than
WOfk en their pame.

No one aver asked of cricket . . . “But
what is the bowler seally trying to say here?”

No one over asked of the Trobriand

slanders . - - "Bt what ia your culture really trying to

say?"
The question is ridiculous. They are

engaged in living. They are angaged in experiences of
commitment,
With the gt of every culture too, there are
ihose who know the language/the ruigs {or
conventions) and there are those who don't, As in most
arsas of social life, 1o the group inside, the
conventions are S0 known they seem natural . . . now
things are - to those outslde thera are clearly
conventions at play but the language is foreign. it's
hard 1o find & structure for understanding.

But, as with the cricket team, or the
Trobriand islanders:

“And what is the artist really trying to
say?" is the wrong question.

it's the wrong question to ask about art
and it's the wrong guestion to ask of the arlist,

The experience of the work Is the work.
And that experience is to be found within the person
tooking at the work. .

pleasure and

The question to be asked instead Is
“Wnat do | sea and feel?”

And then *Ang what are the struyctures of
this soclety that delerming both how ! pareelve this
work &1iG how tha aftist has made P"

‘ And then “And what are the words | ngad
in order to bettar understand this experience?”

To date, as & culture, we have besn
badly taught. '
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