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There are already a number of texts investigating the complex, cultural politics bound up in the
work of John Young. In unravelling its rich iconography and interwoven poetic and critical
themes, writers mostly locate Young’s work in an abstract field of ideas. Investigating the inner
conceptual development of his work is certainly vital to its understanding, yet there is no sense of
the theoretical position overtaking the activity of art-making for Young. As much as his work
incorporates strong philosophical dimensions, the process of production and the affect of the
material object are of central importance. Emphasising the textuality of Young’s work severs its
deep connection to his experience of living across cultures. Even in its early stages, Young’s work
engaged contemporary art ideas through the lens of Asian cultural practices and wisdom
traditions. His mature paintings reveal a mix of elements from disparate visual orders and cultural
contexts, his enduring interest in the dialectics of seeing, knowing, and representing borne of first
hand experience of the friction between cultures.
How is it, that works can become disengaged from the immediacy of the life and vocation of the
artist? The reasons trace back to the changing nature of art writing in recent decades. For much of
Young’s career, different theoretical arguments undermined art’s traditional metaphysics.
Mythologies of cultural truth and authorship were seen to fix the meaning of artworks in the time
and source of production, neglecting the fact that audiences as much as producers create
meaning. Post-structuralism transformed artworks into texts to be decoded through semiotic
analysis, deconstruction or ideology critique, the subjectivity of artist and viewer seen as already
constituted in language and ideology. Art writing revealed its mutability by absorbing a diversity of
ideas and approaches from fields as diverse as cultural studies, feminism, linguistics,
psychoanalysis and post-colonial theory, often to the detriment of its customary objects of
examination, artworks and artists being sidelined for the explication of theory.
The idea of art as a coded system of representation has, of course, generated important new
conceptual frameworks for understanding art. The fabric of Young’s work is shot with diverse
intellectual threads including linguistic philosophy, epistemology, hermeneutics and Jungian
theories of individuation.1 However, interpretation directed exclusively at the level of textual
meaning disregards the complexity of cultural phenomena and their relationship to the outside
world. Many observers see recent history as marked by the intersection of all levels of social
reality, so that cultural forces are simultaneously manifest at the macro level of the global and
national and the micro level of the local and individual.2 It follows that understanding the nature
of artist’s relationship with the art system and lived experience is as fundamental to
conceptualising cultural politics in art as recognising the structural nature of representational
mediums following the model of language. While Young’s practice has developed according to an
inner logic, artworld conditions have provided direct impetus and an immediate sphere of action
for him. Through his involvement in self-publishing, curatorial projects and art writing, Young
has negotiated the diverse ways in which the status of the artist plays out in contemporary art.
During Young’s career, the Australian art market and the public cultural sphere have become
larger and more complex, highlighting the role of institutions and economic relations in
organising most aspects of life. Although there is an undeniable specificity to cultural politics,
aspects of the art system reflect culture’s formation by external forces. For example, culturally

defined ideas of ethnicity and gender have marginalised women and minority groups as artists. As
an emerging artist, Young was acutely aware that no modern Chinese artist other than Zao Wu Ki
had ever gained international recognition despite the esteemed status of China’s cultural heritage.
Later in his career, Young saw ethnicity and cultural identity appropriated by others in the
artworld as useful thematic capital for acts of consciousness-raising in an ideologically
multicultural society. The identity of the artist became largely performative as a new generation of
curators took ownership of the discourses of Otherness and cultural and embodied difference,
using artworks and artists to illustrate their premises on contemporary art and life. Young found
these curators had little need for artist subjects capable of asserting the socio-cultural dynamics of
their own situation.
Young’s practice grows from an awareness of the social and historical influences at work on
culture and the inherent connections between the politics of art and the trajectory of an
individual practice. There are a number of reasons for this. Young’s artistic education coincided
with the period of late Minimalism and Conceptualism. Both movements depicted culture as
contested territory. Conceptualism made critical reflection on the nature and purpose of art a
central element of contemporary practice, examining every aspect of art’s ideological architecture.
Before going to Sydney College of the Arts in 1978, Young completed a degree in philosophy, art
history and mathematics at Sydney University.3 It was there that he gained his interest in
phenomenological issues of selfhood and consciousness, as well as the general explanatory
frameworks behind art. Studying philosophy also informed him of the looming
modernity/postmodernity debates that would change the direction of Australian art.
If Young’s sense of the social construction of art stripped its practice of naturalness, his
experience of cultural dislocation fuelled his interest in the continuity and disjuncture of cultures
across time and space. Young is a product of the Chinese diaspora. He was born in Hong Kong
on 8 February 1956, the youngest of a westernized, Catholic family of four children. In 1967,
with little warning, Young’s parents sent him to boarding school in Sydney to remove him from
the immediate consequences of China’s ‘Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution’.4 Aside from
yearly trips back to Hong Kong, Young finished his education in Sydney, ultimately making
Australia his home. In Imaginary Homelands, Salman Rushdie argues that an effect of migration is:
the creation of radically new types of human being: people who root themselves in ideas
rather than in places, in memories as much as in material things; people who have been
obliged to define themselves—because they are so defined by others—by their otherness;
people in whose deepest selves strange fusions occur, unprecedented unions between what
they were and where they find themselves.5
If Rushdie is correct, the formulation of identity for the migrant is a reflexive process where the
individual creates a narrative of self from the plurality of available options.6 Yet, identity
formation is not without its risks and takes place within a complex field of possibilities and
constraints. Despite the migrant’s common need to create a new life and self from things lost and
found, Ien Ang argues there is no singularity to the migrant experience.7 The diverse personal,
economic and political circumstances through which people experience migration profoundly
affect their relationship to their former identity and new situation.8 To an extent, Young’s
privileged background allowed him to transcend his Chineseness and find his place in the world
as any other individual.9 However, his journey as an artist has revolved around the challenge to
first locate then understand points of cultural reference in a world in which the sources of
meaning are diverse and diffuse, and individuality threatened by the effects of global capitalism,

commodity culture and the growing bureaucratisation and rationalism of life. Vast cycles of works
explore the relationship between Euro-American models of culture and experience and other
modes of visuality, being and the cultural object.
Young’s family background was cosmopolitan and outward looking, placing him at several
removes from the cultural and geographic sources of his Chinese heritage.10 His family originated
from Zhongshan, a small county slightly north of Macau noted as the birthplace of Sun Yat-Sen,
the father of Chinese democratic nationalism. Advanced liberal thinking was a characteristic of
many communities in Zhongshan, with free education introduced for all children by the end of
the nineteenth century. Young’s father was an industrialist of petroleum products. His mother was
one of the first women involved in politics in Hong Kong. Yet, experiences from a historical China
also punctuated Young’s early life. As a child, ‘old women with bound feet’ surrounded him daily.
His paternal grandfather was a philandering, landowning gambler with seven wives. Respect for
Chinese cultural heritage was also stressed. While his mother was a progressive, well-educated
woman, she was also a Cantonese opera singer. Much importance was placed on the fact that a
grand-uncle was the locally celebrated poet ‘The Thirteenth Literati of the Southern Sea’. From
the age of four Young learnt to use the Chinese calligraphic brush. Later he learned to write
Chinese poetry while developing a strong appreciation for the works of Chinese art in his home.
These were mainly old master landscapes from his mother’s and family collection, but also
included calligraphic works and Ming and Qing Dynasty vases.
Many writers stress the fragmentation of contemporary subjectivities in a world of globalisation.
For Young, social dislocation was a concrete reality, cultural involvement providing a strand of
continuity in his abrupt relocation at such an early age from one cultural milieu to another.
Attempts at writing poems in English supplanted Chinese poetry. Formal lessons in European
painting styles and methods replaced instruction in Chinese painting. When his second school
had no art program, the thirteen year old Young sought out a private art teacher. This was the
émigré Russian Impressionist Peter Panow, who instructed Young in painting from life and the
chemistry of colours.11 Through Panow’s encouragement, Young spent the weekends of his early
teens studiously painting landscapes in an impressionist manner. A symbol of Young’s emerging
cultural dexterity was his success in a drawing competition conducted by Channel Seven’s
Controversy Corner, the rugby identity Rex Mossop presenting him with first prize of a football.12 In
upper secondary school, Young took painting classes with Eva Murray, who introduced him to
abstract expressionism, hard edge abstraction and the work of John Passmore and Sidney Nolan.13
Murray encouraged Young to read Studio International and Jack Burnham’s Beyond Modern
Sculpture, where he learnt about contemporary developments like Happenings and performance
art that challenged the authority of painting and aesthetics.
The complexity of cultural influences in Young’s early life reflects Marie-Paule Ha’s idea of ‘the
heterogeneity of diasporic experiences’, which ‘straddle multiple spheres beyond the West/Rest
divide.’14 From an early age, Young was aware of the incompatibilities between contemporary life
and an obligation to cultural heritage, especially as exemplified by his father’s involvement in
trade. This intensified as he became aware of contemporary art, realising that his native territory
of Hong Kong, his adopted country of Australia and the former cultural giant China had no
significance in modernist international art. Young’s Australian education built on his sense of the
importance of cultural and intellectual pursuits, a belief engendered in the sphere of his family,
providing him with the conceptual tools to explore his connection to his ancestral culture and the
implications of his identity for his work as an artist. However, it also complicated that basic

identity, diasporic—and for that matter Hong Kong Chinese—characteristically seen as less
authentic than Chinese from mainland China.
In the late 1970s, when Young first began to make art there was little scope to explore anything
other than art issues. There were few models of contemporary artisthood based in alternative
identity, excepting those developed by the women’s art movement. The formal reductionism of
late modernism made the person of the artist a redundant question. Conceptualism’s critique of
art’s institutional status barely advanced the matter, even though some Conceptual artists had
raised the issue of the class composition of art audiences. If Young recognised the limited nature
of what was valid in contemporary art, he was not willing to bear witness to the erasure of cultural
specificity in his practice. If his work is self-consciously conceived, this is a result of his interest in
the role of representation in reproducing belief systems, forms of cognition and orders of
subjectivity and experience.
The trajectory of Young’s work reflects fundamental shifts in Australian and international art
from Minimalism and Conceptualism through postmodernism’s various crises of meaning and
representation to the recent use of critical art practices to explore issues of identity, consumer
culture and the real. In the early 1980s he had a principal role in Australia in establishing
painting as a way of addressing cultural relations in postmodernism. His work was among the first
to contest the coherence of modernism, suggesting its heterogeneity and potential contestation
through the use of historical and compromised pictorial sources. In the late 1980s and early 1990s
Young’s interest in the interaction of cultures intersected with the desire for an active engagement
with Asia in Australian intellectual and government circles. His recent investigations into the
texture of contemporary life reflect broad concerns for the fate of cultures in an age of escalating
globalisation and the ideological reinforcement of cultural divides.
Young’s work has consistently embraced major socio-cultural questions; his concern for the
reduction and abstraction of cultural reference points balanced by his efforts to invoke their
historicity, contextual specificity and their experiential qualities. This is best reflected in his use of
the ‘double ground’ format in his painting since 1993. The Double Ground Paintings address the
paradox of competing worldviews and visual orders; a category of representational dilemma the
late French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard addressed through his ideas of the ‘postmodern
sublime’ and the ‘différend’—the untranslatability of one position in a dispute for another. In
Young’s most recent work, this includes the culture wars of the 1990s and early 21st century that
have demonised otherness, especially the culture and peoples of Islam.
No individual reading of an artist’s work can embrace its range of possible interpretations. This
text examines the development of John Young’s practice in relation to the broader context of
Australian art, especially the changing organisation of art through the art system. It considers his
work against the larger social and intellectual currents in which art and the artworld move. By
consciously identifying art as a valid area of contestation, artists like Young reveal how cultual
structures shape human experience. In contrast to modernism’s view of art as an autonomous,
aesthetic practice, recent artists have used art to explore personal questions of the self and
everyday life and global issues of power and positioning, seeing culture as an important
battleground for challenging dominant social scripts. Without regressing to traditional ideas of a
transcendent, redemptive aesthetic, Young’s work tackles the manifold, coincident and tangled
nature of cultural determinations in recent society, providing insight into the structural
foundations and historical dimensions of meaning.

The problem of next art
In 1978, John Young enrolled in a painting degree at the newly founded Sydney College of the
Arts.1 With his background in art history and philosophy, he had initially intended to tutor in art
theory at the college and embark on a doctorate in philosophy at the University of Sydney.2 The
decision to go to art school revived an earlier interest in becoming an artist, following his
involvement in art since early childhood. In 1973, he won a scholarship to study at the National
Art School. His decision to go to university was a result of reading about the ‘crisis in painting’ in
Studio International, painting’s claims to legitimacy and relevance seemingly undermined by
developments like arte povera, Conceptualism, Fluxus, Happenings, and Minimalism.3 Most
devastating was learning about Marcel Duchamp’s assessment of painters—or at least those
concerned with aesthetics and representation—as ‘dumb’.4 Duchamp’s position, reinforced by
contemporary artists’ active dismantling of the values of established art, demolished Young’s
youthful illusions about painting, emphasising critical ideas over style, visuality and craft skills.
The idea of the dumb painter also clashed with the Chinese literati tradition of deep respect for
elevated thinking.
Young’s preference for philosophy echoed this sense of the higher value of pure ideas. His return
to art practice in 1978, while something of a snap decision, was eased by what he had learnt about
art during university—that it could be a reflective undertaking open to a broad range of
intellectual disciplines including philosophy (both Eastern and Western), sociology, mathematics,
linguistics, systems theory, dramaturgy, new music, mysticism, psychology and leftist politics.
However, on entering art school the problem of the character and purpose of art remained.
Young’s three years at art school coincided with transition from late modernism to
postmodernism in Australian art. At Sydney College, he was well placed to encounter the basic
machinery of this imminent shift. While Minimalism and Conceptualisms’ positivist and
institutional analysis of art had considerable currency at the college, there was also an emerging
concern for the way cultural systems structured meaning and positioned the viewer, leaving the
immediate nature of art open to question.
At Sydney College Young worked and developed friendships with the British minimalist Robin
Coombes, the Australian artists Richard Dunn and Imants Tillers, the architect Peter Myers and
the late musician David Ahern. Coombes had the most direct influence on his work. Coombes’s
work was highly reductionist, consisting of flat, galvanised iron sheets. Young found the literal use
of form and materials in his work an important initiation into serious art making. Coombes was
uncompromising about the role of ‘flatness’ as a reflexive device in art, by which he meant the
emptying out of form and content to remove all values and characteristics that made art an
affirmative experience. In 1978, as an initiation into the minimalist ethos, Young staged the event
Deflagration, burning one hundred artworks he had done up to that time.
Having attended Vivian Johnson’s lectures on conceptual art at Sydney University, Young knew
that Conceptualism represented the more radical position in contemporary art.5 Minimalism
retained an emphasis on physical form, confirming the perceptions and corporeality of the viewer,
coinciding in some ways with Chinese ideas of embodiment. Conceptualism’s use of language and
idea extinguished the last elements of traditional aesthetic experience in Western art. At
university, Young had investigated the philosophical basis of important conceptualist texts,
writing a critique of Joseph Kosuth’s three-part essay ‘Art after Philosophy’.6 Having studied the
writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein, Young rejected Kosuth’s careless use of Wittgenstein’s linguistic
philosophy. Wittgenstein showed how philosophical problems arise from confusion about the

logic of language. Young saw Kosuth as denying this complexity by claiming simple verbal
assertions and mere opinion as the basis of art status by invoking Donald Judd’s provocative
tautology ‘if someone calls it art, it’s art’.7
Young accepted the importance of Conceptualism’s interrogation of art’s discursive frameworks.
Yet, Minimalism’s empirical basis and analytical processes attracted him more, reflecting his
interest in the links between art, science and philosophy in posing problems and advancing
solutions. Young appreciated the clarity and humbleness of Minimalism. It seemed to exemplify
an ethical approach to art suggestive of the moral metaphysics of Chinese thought. In early works
such as Limits-Paradox (for Magritte) (1978), monochromy, transparency and abstraction underscore
the literal nature of art. The series comprised two works, each a pair. The first pair consisted of a
square canvas and a square wall work of equal dimensions. The canvas featured vertical stripes of
white industrial paint on canvas with stretcher. The wall work had alternating vertical strips of
canvas and wall. The second pair consisted of two squares of transparent plastic adhesive, one
with a diagonal line inscribed over the adhesive and extending beyond the sheet onto the wall, the
other with the diagonal line under the adhesive. Benjamin Buchloh argues that as a primary
statement of ‘visual-reflexiveness’ artists from Malevich to Robert Barry use the square to abolish
‘the traditional spatial parameters of verticality and horizontality’ in painting, ‘thereby cancelling
the metaphysics of space and its conventions of reading.’8 Reflecting Young’s interest in the
philosophy of logical possibility, Limits-Paradox took a more equivocal position. The square format
certainly invokes the pictorial. However, the use of transparency and the diagonal do not so much
defeat illusionism as present visual puzzles to the viewer, which in bringing different possibilities
into direct confrontation challenge common sense and straightforward explanation.
Limits-Paradox made no direct reference to the ideas of Ludwig Wittgenstein. Young had no
interest in using the weight of Wittgenstein to legitimate his work, acknowledging this link only
recently. However, the work reflects the philosopher’s concern for the relationship of language to
human experience. Young’s honours thesis at the University of Sydney was in epistemology and
posed a defence of cognitive pluralism via a reading of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Lectures on
Aesthetics. The dedication of Limits-Paradox to Réné Magritte was a coded reference to
Wittgenstein, Young regarding Magritte’s The Human Condition as revealing a similar concern for
paradox.9 The Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein’s first presentation of his picture theory
of language, distinguished between what could be said (scientific facts and common observations)
and what could be shown (all transcendent questions of metaphysics, ethics, aesthetics and logic).
This suggests a traditional Positivist division of the world into facts (science) and the mystical
(arts). However, Wittgenstein was principally concerned with the limits of representation in
language as exemplified by tautologies, paradoxes and contradictions. Limits–Paradox dealt with
questions at the edge of factual, scientific propositions, reflecting Wittgenstein’s famous
proposition, ‘What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.’ Rather than making
statements about the nature of art, Young’s early work explores the limits of determinacy,
explaining his attraction to the work of artists like Mel Bochner, Robert Mangold, Sol Le Witt
and Magritte over more discursive artists like Joseph Kosuth. It pre-empts his mature interest in
the pursuit of immanent cultural experience and understanding through visuality and the
aesthetic function.
Subsequent photographic works such as When the Shadows are Parallel (the height of the photographer
can be determined) (1979) show how Young’s philosophical interests set him on a different track to
Conceptualism’s concern for art critique.10 When the Shadows are Parallel compares the ‘objectivity’
of photography to mathematical and scientific propositions, suggesting that the truth of

representational systems depends on how we ‘see’ reality. This is very close to Wittgenstein’s
position in the Tractatus, which asserts that ‘the preconditions of representation [are] not in a
transcendental mental machinery which constructs experiences out of incoming raw data, but in a
system of linguistic rules.’11 In reflecting the linguistic turn in twentieth century philosophy,
which saw ‘truth’ and ‘objectivity’ as effects of language, Young’s work exceeded the modernist
quest for formal essence moving on to postmodern questions of meaning and representation.12
His interest in Wittgenstein’s work was also for its implied cultural politics, which Young read as
challenging the Eurocentric norms of modernist aesthetics.
In privileging abstraction, formal truth, progress and universality over ornament, narrative,
historicism and referentiality, modernism placed strict constraints on artistic creativity, especially
in terms of the expression of cultural and embodied differences. Paul de Man has argued that
modernity gave form to ‘a desire to wipe out whatever came earlier, in the hope of reaching at last
a point that could be called a true present, a point of origin that marks a new departure.’13 As a
profoundly Eurocentric set of discourses and practices, modernism’s aspirations to abstraction
and universality meant erasure for anything that came from outside this true present. These issues
were catalysed for Young in late 1979 when on the urging of his father he went to China,
travelling to Beijing, Manchuria, Changchun, Shenyang and Harbin where he created a number
of conceptual and environmental works. The China he encountered was still in a thoroughly
socialist state, devoid of any western influence as if ‘frozen in the ‘40s’.14 An officially sanctioned
socialist realism had replaced historical Chinese art and Chinese modernism of the pre-War
period. In a place where international contemporary art was effectively unknown, Young had a
deep feeling that he was an Australian artist. During the trip, he executed Manchurian Snow Walk
(1979) as an existential affirmation of himself and contemporary art, trudging back and forth
through deep snow and photographing his tracks. Like the walks of Richard Long, the context of
China gave the activity meaning. The work underscored the issue of art status being a product of
the institutional frame. It also questioned Young’s relation to his ancestral homeland and the
Western cultural practices he had been inducted into—his double-bind. To participate in the art
system he had to trade in the concepts and practices of international contemporary art. Yet, this
took him further away from his background and place in the world. In constituting a primary
experience of the body15, Manchurian Snow Walk expressed his longing for a relationship with
China, with a culture deeply connected to nature and materiality. It established his need for a
mode of practice capable of exploring the condition of divided identity. Serial photography, with
its dispassionate approach to subject matter, was a practical way to begin to ‘get to grips with
China’.16
The work Young produced on returning to Australia began to subvert the status of modernist and
vanguard art as universalising cultural forms. Young knew that minimalist musicians like John
Adams and Phillip Glass, in his collaboration with Ravi Shankar, had reintroduced content into
their work, refuting the systematic reduction of contemporary music to a limited set of reflexive
possibilities. He was also aware that Asian art, like African and Oceanic art, had been an
important stimulus to Western artistic innovation, learning about the work of John Cage and
Nam June Paik through his friendship with David Ahern.17 In late 1979, Young began to develop
forms of contemporary practice that included a Chinese worldview and addressed everyday
experience, starting from the lineage of Cage and Paik.
In the late 1950s, Cage advanced his practice through two separate Asian sources. Zen allowed
him to reject the oppressive seriality of vanguard music by embracing the sounds of everyday life.18
His reading of the I Ching—the ancient Chinese book of divination by chance processes—saw him

use chance in opposition to conscious aesthetic decision-making. Cage’s appropriation of East
Asian culture, like that of other modernists, was as an intellectual Other to re-energise Western
art. He did not explore Zen and the I Ching on their own terms or for any issues they raised for
their original culture. For Andreas Huyssen, Eastern influences also ‘provided the illusion of
spirituality that had been drained from Western civilisation.’19 Of course, Young and Cage
occupied different positions in relation to Chinese culture. Among educated Chinese, culture is a
general literacy. Rey Chow argues ‘one acquires it not as a skill but as an upbringing in standard
written texts and well-aged artistic practices (such as … music, chess, calligraphy and painting)
[that] act to define the limits of centralised culture, even if the practitioners of that culture are
dilettantes only.’20 It would have been naïve for Young to repeat Cage’s invocation of the I Ching
thirty years after the fact, by which time chance processes no longer had the same disruptive
implications in art. Young adopted it as someone who was both an insider and an outsider to
Chinese culture, using the practice to introduce a complexity into his work around issues of
ethnocentrism and competing cultural agendas.
During this period, Young spent many hours discussing the possibility of bi-culturality with
Imants Tillers who well understood the experience of living between cultures.21 Committing
himself to live by the I Ching, Young began to investigate the subject of his mature work; the
cultural, social and epistemological factors that shape distinct world views in specific historical
contexts. On leaving art school, he threw himself into the idea of life as a total work of art,
exploring the privatisation of dominant social systems and modes of thought in the individual.
For the whole of 1981, he worked during the day in a picture-framing factory. Refusing to
separate work and leisure time, at night he made large ‘weaving' drawings by repetitively drawing
horizontal and vertical lines across sheets of paper. As he worked, he practiced Tai Chi breathing
rhythms and listened to the music of Philip Glass and Steve Reich. Repetition suffused the production
of the drawings, the experience of difference in sameness a way for Young to feel the complex fault
lines between cultural universes. The basis of the ‘weaving drawings’ in Chinese culture was not
evident in their outward form. They looked like standard examples of process art, the reduction
of art activity to its basic manual elements mirroring the division of labour in industrial
capitalism. In replicating the logic of industrial production, the drawings challenged Western art
values. For Young, however, it was more important that they challenged the limits of what one
could do in contemporary art in terms of cultural specificity. In not stating their ‘Chineseness’
overtly, the drawings reflected Young’s growing belief in a world of inner meaning. Yet, they also
suggested a reticence about his identity.
Like other artists in the early 1980s, especially women artists, Young had begun to relativise
matters of art and the art system as just one set of issues in the vast field of cultural politics.
However, the immediate way forward for him was not clear. Modernism had offered no artistic
breakthroughs since the mid-1960s, only decorative variations on the themes of flatness, colour
and edge. Its authority was also badly damaged by Conceptualism’s examination of the ideological
and economic uses of autonomous art. Yet, by the early 1980s the general view was that
Conceptualism may have exposed the problem of art but had itself been readily co-opted. This
position was most cogently argued by Ian Burn in his important 1981 essay, ‘The 1960s: Crisis
and Aftermath’ which first appeared in Art & Text.22 Burn characterised Conceptualism as a
significant but ‘transitional’ movement.23 He commended its role in challenging art’s institutional
condition but judged its focus on aesthetic values, the art market, and the gallery to be too limited
in addressing art’s social problems. In lacking the requisite ‘materialist analysis of the conditions
of art production’, he represented Conceptualism as ‘overtly utopian’, demonstrating little
awareness of how a genuinely socially instrumental art practice might be developed.24 He thus

declared, ‘perhaps the most significant thing that can be said to the credit of Conceptual Art is
that it failed. In terms of its development, it failed to fulfill certain initial expectations and ideals,
and its goals were in many ways unattainable.’25 Unable to escape the limits of the artworld, Burn
argued that by the early 1970s Conceptualism had become a thoroughly ‘institutionalized style.’26
Young was well aware of the schisms and debates around modernism, art critique and social
commitment in late 1970s art, as different artist groups in Sydney questioned the context for
artistic action. Many radicals, including Ian Burn, Peter Kennedy, Nigel Lendon, Ian Milliss, Ann
Stephen and Terry Smith shifted their focus to community arts, media analysis or the trade union
movement. Linking radical cultural perspectives to the processes of class struggle and antihegemony, they sought to validate the cultural life of everyday people and challenge false
consciousness. Leftist community artists found ethnic Others rather than class Others,
transferring the skills they had developed as artists to their work with culturally marginalised
groups. The founding of the Artworker’s Union in Sydney in 1979 was an attempt at radical
cultural politics through the collective organisation of artists and other artworkers, and advocated
for things like broader state support for the arts and better representation for women artists in
public galleries.27 Opposing socialist artists’ direct intervention model was a new theory-driven
criticality emanating from post-structuralism as evident in the work of artists like Michiel Dolk,
Richard Dunn and Marilyn Fairskye. This emerging branch of post-Conceptual art took the
position that if culture was a hegemonic force in society then cultural critique was a crucial form
of resistance.
Young was familiar with the split between social praxis and deconstruction from his time in the
General Philosophy Department at Sydney University. On one side sat the Althussarian Marxists.
Althusser had added the idea of ideology to dialectical materialism to explain the maintenance of
power in capitalist society. His followers at Sydney University explored ideology as a top down
force fixing inequality by asserting beliefs advantageous to dominate social groups. On the other
side were the followers of Deleuze, Feyerabend and the political anarchists. They were more
culturalist in their outlook, exploring the conditions of subjectivity, individuation and creativity
as well as the potential for contestation at the level of meaning. Young did his fair share of
marxism in the philosophy department but emerged from university a pluralist, rejecting the idea
that any one theory could explain the world.28 Where Sydney art in the late 1970s and early 1980s
was dominated by artists and intellectuals agitating for the socially disadvantaged, Young looked
to other logics of action based on the play of meanings. ZX, the magazine he co-founded in 1978,
and other contemporary magazines such as Cog(n)ito, Slug and Xerox Dream flesh, opposed the
Marxist worldview that saw class relations and materialist struggles as the basis of everything, the
thesis of ideology leaving little potential for change. Given what Marxism meant in Young’s life it
is not surprising that he would take a contrary position. In Communist China, a statism founded
on Marxism-Leninism had seen class struggle become the basis for the repressive official culture of
the nation.29 The Cultural Revolution, which had displaced Young from his family, sought to rid
China of important influences of the past, notably Confucianism and its emphasis on intellectual
hierarchies.
Young left Australia for Europe at the end of 1981 with socially concerned art in the ascendency
in Sydney. Yet, he also sensed an imminent shift in Australian art beyond routine generational
change in the work of a broad group of artists developing vital contemporary practices from a
heightened awareness of earlier vanguard art. This group included artists from a half a generation
before Young, like Peter Cripps, Joan Grounds, Tim Johnson, Lyndal Jones, John Lethbridge,
John Nixon, Robert Owen, Mike Parr, Imants Tillers, Peter Tyndall and Jenny Watson. It also

included Young’s early contemporaries, Tony Clark, Dale Frank, Jackie Redgate and Vivienne
Shark LeWitt. Informed by feminism, media and film theory, psychoanalytic theory, semiotics,
pop culture and subcultural practices, their different artistic projects explored formerly discrete
cultural formations, advancing new versions of cultural politics and the artistic.

The problem of postmodern art
Young arrived in London in November 1981. He took a small, basement bedsit in Willesden
Green, near Kilburn, and began going to museums. His first direct encounter with European
painting was a revelation, reigniting the deep-seated respect for cultural heritage taught to him as
a child. Young had previously looked at easel painting from the perspective of MinimalismConceptualism.1 The old master and modernist works he saw in London, especially the work of
Vermeer, revealed important new dimensions to Western painting, suggesting that modern artists
had overlooked its emotional and philosophical complexity. In 1982, Young received a
scholarship from the Power Foundation at Sydney University, enabling him to live at the Cité
Internationale des Arts in Paris. On most days, he went to the Beaubourg or the Orangerie to
study a single painting. These were mainly works by Matisse, late paintings by André Derain and
Kasimir Malevich, late Picasso still lifes, and works by Pierre Klossowski and Yves Klein.
Otherwise, he would study the façades of Notre Dame and take strolls on the Pont Marie.2 Like the
paintings of Vermeer, these works of architecture evoked a pre-modern resonance he had only
previously experienced when looking at the Chinese ink scrolls on the walls of his home in Hong
Kong.
However, historical culture did not completely take over Young’s attention. He had numerous
conversations with Robin Coombes in London about Minimalism. Travelling in Europe and
America he saw contemporary exhibitions that had a strong impact on him. Notable among these
was an exhibition of the work of Neil Jenney at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam that Young
recognised as an early example of a post-conceptual painting practice. In mid 1982, he visited
New York where he was deeply impressed by Walter de Maria’s Broken Kilometer and New York
Earth Room, a David Salle exhibition at Mary Boone/Leo Castelli and a Julian Schnabel exhibition
at Pace Gallery. In New York Young also attended his first Philip Glass concert, held at the
Danceteria. The experience only reinforced his interest in the syntactical dimension of Minimalist
practice. Yet, Young’s use of Minimalism was somewhat inverted, serving as a conduit for
phenomenological questioning not as a phenomenological approach to the analysis of art. His
face-to-face encounter with the poetics of the painterly surface initiated a further, though not
complete, split from Minimalism. He retained its interest in process as an expression of the actual
in art, a fundamental understanding that continues into his present work.
During his time in Europe Young travelled to some of the places where Ludwig Wittgenstein had
worked, reflecting Wittgentstein’s intellectual presence in his thoughts. Wittgenstein was an
inspiring but paradoxical figure to Young. He had many dimensions to his intellectual life, having
at one time emersed himself in mathematics, mechanical engineering, philosophy, art and
architecture while having a great love of music. Yet, Wittgenstein’s achievements were also
interspersed with periods of great doubt and inactivity plus a seeming forgetting of ideas that had
once consumed him. Young saw counterpoints to his own situation here. He had trained as a
philosopher but then switched his attention to art. He had grown up with Chinese culture but
then become emersed in Western art. The pilgrimage took Young to the fishing village of Rosroe
in Connemara, Ireland. Rosroe is a bleak, isolated place with bare, windswept hills. There,
Wittgenstein finished Philosophical Investigations, a text marked by the ground-breaking idea that
‘language constructs social reality’. Young later commented that his journey after Wittgenstein
atoned for his ‘lack of a spiritual life and the vanities of conceptual deed and art.’3 Wittgenstein’s
work is sometimes seen as having spiritual implications. Throughout his life, Wittgenstein had

great respect for religion and even worked as a gardener in a monastery for a time, though he was
not known to be actively religious.4 In the Tractatus Wittgenstein describes things that escape any
system of knowing and deciding as mystical but this is not an inducement to spiritual
contemplation, rather a statement on the limitations of philosophy.5 Young certainly felt cut off
from Chinese values and culture in Europe, especially those based on moral self-cultivation and
self-transcendence. Tracking Wittgenstein was a romantic attempt to confirm some intersubjective agreement about intellectual direction. If it couldn’t actually achieve this, it did have
one productive outcome.
In Rosroe, on 6 April 1982, Young held his first solo exhibition, a one-minute exhibition of a
single work on the door of a stone hut. The Second Mirage (1982) was one of Young’s ‘chance’
photographs, which he had continued to make while overseas, along with the ‘weaving drawings’.
Since 1980, Young had used the timer on a small Olympus camera to make incidental
photographs. These works explored the camera’s radical technological reconstruction of vision in
the light of the archaic Chinese idea that nothing could disrupt or intervene in the natural order.
Young produced The Second Mirage by setting his camera on a railing in the Malevich room of the
Stedilijk Museum. The developed photograph included an inverted reflection of a Malevich cross
painting. Like Manchurian Snow Walk, the exhibition at Rosroe addressed the contextual
definition of artworks and the bounded nature of the artworld. The content of the photograph
pointed to another important frame of reference for the exhibition, the work of John Nixon. In
developing the project of radical modernism, Nixon used the work of Malevich as a stepping off
point for wide-ranging formal and conceptual experiment. Nixon, along with Imants Tillers, was
an important sounding board for Young.6 He was also a pioneer of artist-initiated action in post1960s Australian art. In 1979, Nixon had set up his own gallery, Art Projects, in the Melbourne
CBD, not waiting for the artworld to validate his practice. He had experimented with the
exhibition of art in varied non-art locations, using the practice of installation to contest
entrenched divisions between the work of art and its exhibition. In connecting Wittgenstein’s
ideas about linguistic frames of reference and Nixon’s emphasis on the agency of the artist, the
Rosroe exhibition approached issues of context from a dialectic of here and there. Young sent
invitations to friends, colleagues and supporters in Australia through Imants Tiller’s artist-run
initiative n-space. So, as Young later commented, while ‘nobody came … people knew it was
happening.’7
At the end of Young’s stay in Paris, he went to Kassel to see Documenta 7, meeting up with
Jennifer McGregor, John Nixon, Jennifer Slatyer, Imants Tillers and Jenny Watson, Nixon and
Tillers being part of the exhibition.8 Documenta crystalised Young’s sense of the marginality of
Australian art, verifying his response to a 1981 exhibition of the work of Peter Booth, Rosalie
Gasgoine, Peter Kennedy and Imants Tillers at London’s Serpentine Gallery. It wasn’t that
Australian art was irrelevant in an overseas context. It was more the fleeting nature of its
exhibition that made it largely meaningless. One exhibition every now and then meant nothing.
As a survey of advanced international art, Documenta 7 gave Young a perspective on the
conceptual development and international position of Australian art, though not in relation to
the work of Nixon and Tillers, more in a general sense. Ideas of centre and periphery were, of
course, primary tropes in Australian art history and criticism.9 Young now understood that
distance and marginality had produced a pathology in Australian art, mirroring his own situation
as an Asian Australian artist. However, he wondered if such things couldn’t become a virtue,
renegotiating cultural relations in terms of contextual specificity to create a specifically Australianbased avant-garde that transcended the domination of Euro-American art. It was at this time that

Young first began to consider that art emerging from different geo-cultural contexts added the
perspectivism of positionality, reconfiguring and reterritorialising dominant cultural practices.
Young returned to Sydney in 1983 via Hong Kong. From his time in Europe and America, he
could see the coming convergence of postmodern theory and new image painting, feeling like a
medium channelling the future as developments in Australian art unfolded around him over the
next few years. Before going overseas Young had already entered the ‘theory’ debate through an
article co-written with Terry Blake for Paul Taylor’s new magazine Art & Text.10 Published in the
winter of 1981, ‘On Some Alternatives to the Code in the Age of Hyperreality; the Hermit and
the City-dweller’ clarified postmodern concepts like the death of authorship, subjectivity, truth
and meaning to a non-specialist art audience, mainly by discussing Baudrillard’s ideas about
surface effects, simulation and the code in an age of mass consumerism and digital media.11
Written in a challenging narrative style, it was a cautionary tale about the confusion of ideas and
perspectives in postmodernism.12
Publishing in Art & Text was an act full of meaning. Though the magazine had its supporters,
including in the funding bureaucracy, its style of writing was widely received as deliberate
obscuratism. Paul Taylor had a vision of the magazine creating a new kind intellectual space around
culture in Australia, breaking through the reductivist horizons of nationalism and aestheticism. Taylor’s
own writing used a Barthesian extrapolation of linguistics to address diverse aspects of culture.
Most articles in the magazine advanced theoretically informed analyses of vanguard art, mass
culture and media works. Art & Text’s representation of mass culture was particularly important.
In the 1960s and 1970s, Leftist artists and commentators approached mass culture as an abstract
ideological vehicle.13 Writers in Art & Text saw cultural politics differently, claiming a symbolic
richness for mass culture while suggesting the capacity of individuals and groups to challenge the
power invested in signifying systems through critical art practices, theoretical contestation and
subcultural style.14
Blake and Youngs’ essay in Art and Text represented postmodern artists’ retreat into outmoded
models of art and artisthood as a complete capitulation to the ‘marketisation’ of culture and the
tastes of economic elites. A closing paragraph focussed in on postmodern artist’s bad faith,
declaring:
The hermit responds to the death of the code with a gesture of mourning and isolation.
Carefully he goes over the images of death and decay rendering them with perfectionist
delight in craftsmanship. But the work of cultural mourning, this progressive detachment
of the hermit from all the cultural contents is accompanied by the discovery of the craft
itself as value. By an impersonal immersion in the craft, the hermit comes to mourn the myth
of his own subjectivity, the death of the artist.15
Yet, not all artists had capitulated to the forces of the market and aesthetic populism. Two years
later, in 1983, Hal Foster distinguished between the ‘postmodernism of reaction’ and the
‘postmodernism of resistance’.16 Reactionary postmodernism, he argued, repudiated the critique
of modernism to reinstate cultural tradition through an ‘instrumental pastiche of pop- or pseudohistorical forms’. Resistant postmodernism sought to ‘deconstruct modernism and resist the
status quo’, enacting a ‘critique of origins, not a return to them.’17
For Young, Foster’s distinction between reactionary and resistant postmodernism was a prescient
evaluation of the state of things. However, it was hard for artists to see a critical potential in art

from the perspective of postmodernism, given theory’s bleak assessment of the scope to establish
any form of distance under present historical conditions. The work of one writer after another
denied the productive use of culture due to the collapse of the subject into subjection, essence
into appearance, inside into outside, authenticity into inauthenticity, rationality into irrationality
and signified into signifier. Michel Foucault’s dark archaeology of domination represented the
individual as constituted wholly through knowledge and power. Jacques Derrida’s account of
language as an arbitrary signifying system without positive values gave words exclusive precedence
over being and acting. Frederic Jameson represented postmodernism as an all–pervasive
‘depthlessness’ and detachment from lived experience. Jean Baudrillard portrayed a thoroughly
‘mediated’ society of passive spectators set adrift at the end of history in an age of unrelenting,
digital simulation. In the landscape of early Australian postmodernism, the pessimists made the
best use of shifting cultural ground. Much of the art and art writing of the early 1980s celebrated
cultural failure and a kind of libidinal decadence struck in direct opposition to modernism’s
belief in cultural progress and social change. Even theoretically informed artists stressed the
hopelessness of art and the fragmentation of postmodern subjectivity. As Steven Best and Douglas
Kellner argue, 'ludic postmodernism', which mostly drew on the work of Roland Barthes,
‘indulged in aesthetic play for its own sake while distancing itself from a troubled world or even
lending tacit or explicit support of the status quo …’.18
While Young understood the traps of nihilism and rear vision, his work of the next decade dealt
largely with the problems of art under the conditions of the culture industry and the mediated
society. On his return to Sydney, he began the series The Decline of Creative Power (1983). The title
alone suggests the shift in emphasis from vangardism to postmodernism. Where for avant-garde
artists the big issue was the social marginality of art, for Young the main issue now was the socioeconomic limits on creativity. In the quest for new materials of expression, Young had long talks
with Imants Tillers about Paul Feyerabend’s idea of epistemological anarchy or ‘anything goes’.19
Feyerabend argued that to restore creativity to science anarchism must replace rationalism as the
basis of scientific method. Both artists read this as a call to drag diverse cultural sources into the
space of painting, if for different reasons. It allowed Tillers to examine the degradation of art at
the hands of reproductive techniques. It let Young incorporate new fields of reference into his
work as the beginning of a reordering of the artist self. Yet, the strategies he developed to do this
reveal a determination not to forget the lessons of minimalist art making. All his works of the
1980s assert the physical materiality of the paint, the plane of the canvas, the foregrounding of
process, the breakdown of the act of painting into a set of simple, manual actions.
In The Decline of Creative Power Young painted one picture on canvas board a day, exploring the
idea that the content of art could be anything—a painting by Derain, pictures from the
McLuhanesque cult magazine Xerox Dream flesh, a photograph of the house Ludwig Wittgenstein
designed for his sister. Young painted these images in a washed out grey but placed a
monochrome board of intense gouache colour directly beneath each one as an expression of his
mood states when painting. One canvas board featured an iconic image of a small female bust
sculpted by Wittgenstein. Young repainted this picture as the large painting, Thirst (or the Desire for
Declarative Painting) (1983). The use of a sombre monochromy and a very flat painting style—the
bust was a grey figure on a dark green ground—declared his interest in modernist-type aesthetic
analysis and process in opposition to its contemporary disavowal. Young was very deliberate in his
use of grey, which he saw as the colour of minimalism and anti-illusion. He pointedly avoided
black, conscious of postmodernism’s obsession with the colour.

Young has argued, in retrospect, that all paintings like Thirst had to offer was ‘the conservation of
historical art processes in the act of painting.’20 The ghostly quality of the image in Thirst suggests
even the commitment to painting was not very deep held. The use of Wittgenstein’s sculpture
infers a search for some primary foundation for Young's practice, some connection with
something.21 Yet, Young retained his interest in the syntax of aesthetics and process throughout
his shift from Minimalism-Conceptualism to representational painting, attesting to the fact that
modernism might be over but it had permanently changed artist’s relationship to art practice. The
‘Notes on Thirst’ include a set of a priori propositions for investigating representation in terms of
flatness and process:
Before painting, think of these things.
Not descriptive.
Not experiential.
1. Concept collides with materiality.
2. Concept holds the flirtatious nature of painterliness by dumb representation.
3. Dullness and the aspiration to spirituality.
4. Equal balance of negative-positive space.
5. The switch-over. When highlights get too high, or shadows too deep, it switches over to the
colour ground.
6. Much is reminding myself of what I already know, remembering simple tasks,
adjustments.22
Elsewhere in the text, Young describes painting as a ‘complex linguistic pursuit’. While he saw
formal characteristics and process as the indisputable, empirical facts of art, the ‘linguistic’
dimension came from their ‘utterance’ in the context of a work, that is, from how artists used
them. This view of the syntax of form and process parallels Wittgenstein’s argument that there is
no definition of meaning in language outside the use of words and concepts. Wittgenstein argues
that we never speak words. We utter words or phrases in a context, for a purpose, while also
giving meaning to them through the way we deliver them. For Young, the use of form and process
was what made paintings readable, over and above their thematic and representational content.
This position became a primary conceptual plank in his first major painting cycle, the Silhouette
Paintings (1986-1989), which questioned whether after modernism contemporary art could ever
return to the certitudes of tradition.
The Silhouette Paintings reflect on the nature and preconditions of representation through the act
of appropriation, advancing a complex commentary on modern, anti-modern, pre-modern and
postmodern tendencies in contemporary art. They also explore the effects of reproduction
technology on artistic meaning. In Sydney in the mid-1980s appropriation was a primary
discursive technique, especially in the high profile work of Juan Davila and Imants Tillers. Tillers
assembled the works of many different artists in commenting on the relativism of history and
locality, as did Davila in his renderings of current social, cultural and political issues. Young’s
approach was never a barometer of the times, and he built the Silhouette Paintings around the work
of only one artist—in fact just the late works of André Derain. Young accessed Derain’s work
through reproductions he found at the Pompidou Research Library in Paris and the few books on
the artist. He photocopied these reproductions, sometimes deforming the image in the process
before using a grid to repaint them in monochrome on canvas.23 For Young, the work of Derain
challenged postmodernism’s exploitation of outmoded cultural codes. Although Derain was a
great master in his day, to Young his work spoke of compromise, a case of an artist not going for

greatness but rather for a bourgeois art of pastiche and retrospectivity. The degree of ‘otherness’
in Derain’s work was all the more significant because of his central part in modernism’s shift from
representation to abstraction, firstly through his Fauvist work and then through his interest in
African tribal art and analytical tendencies in Cézanne, creating a proto-Cubist style. By the early
teens, however, Derain had shifted his attention to historical European art, becoming a central
figure in the ‘return to order’ movement that began during the First World War and continued
through the 1920s.24
The ‘return to order’ advanced a notion of innovation through revival, representing a significant
fissure in the orientation of modernist visual culture. Young has written that what interested him
about Derain was ‘his about face at the avant-garde, opting for an ‘eternal’ style was really a
remark against the linear, progressivist conception of time of Modernism’.25 This intersected with
his interest in Chinese concepts of retrogressive time. The intrinsically conservative character of
Confucianism did not have a concept of historical progress in which humans could change nature
or the social order.26 Confucianism also privileged ancestral culture and ideas. In 1916,
Guillaume Apollinaire cast Derain’s change of tack as a daring quest for the truth of art,
transcending modernism’s investigation of formal essence.27 For Appollinaire, the turn ‘toward
sobriety and measure’ gave Derain’s work, ‘that expressive grandeur that stamps the art of
antiquity.’28 Young saw no such thing in the contemporary pastiche of neo-styles, only an attempt
to restore the commercial and art historical legitimacy of easel painting after its erasure by
minimalism and conceptualism. The contemporary celebration of cultural tradition and the cult
of the master artist reversed modernism’s insistence on an art for the contemporary moment and
its rejection of hierarchical values and mythical forms of perception. Young’s use of the late work
of Derain in the Silhouette Paintings was neither a clean break with modernism nor avant-gardism.
The works continue modernism’s investigation of the nature and rules of painting, though more
as a set of signifying practices than a formal system. In combining the extreme emphasis on
medium and process in the work of Robert Ryman with the colours of Bridget Riley, the Silhouette
Paintings rebuff the great tradition of Western painting, their thin paint stressing the literalness of
the two-dimensional surface. Likewise, most of the Silhouette Paintings retain evidence of the grid
used to enlarge them, emphasising process over illusionism.
In all Silhouette Paintings, the photographic nature of their sources is obvious, denying the pleasure
in straightforward representational skills. This relationship of painting and drawing to
photography invokes Walter Benjamin’s canonical argument, restored to cultural prominence in
the early 1980s, that technological reproduction destroyed the presence, status and meaning of
traditional artworks. In works like Still Lifes with Derain (Retrograde) I (1987), the use of grey and
the distortion of the picture make it obvious the source is a photocopy. While Young may not
have gone as far as other artists in declaring human perception and subjectivity as permanently
changed by technology, the Silhouette Paintings make it clear that photography had changed art,
eroding painting’s primacy in fixing people, objects, events, landscapes, narratives and ideas as
images. Works like The Flirtatiousness of Time (1985) look like photographic negatives. Drawn in
reverse in charcoal on large pieces of paper by the use of a grid, the blackness of the charcoal
defines the negative space around the white ‘marks’ that become the image. These gestural ‘marks’
are, in fact, nothing but the white paper. Yet, the effect is that they somehow appear
spontaneously drawn, contrasting the status of the mark as a direct modernist gesture to its antithesis as postmodern effect.
The most apparent element of modernism in the Silhouette Paintings is the monochrome.
Monochromes appear as panels next to, under, or between sections of figurative painting. In

alternating between representation and abstraction, works like Monochrome Harlequin (1987)
restage modernism’s debate over flatness in painting. Rosalind Krauss argues that even Clement
Greenberg saw illusionism as ‘residual’ to painting, the integrity of the picture plane ‘constantly
breached’ by the act of painting and thus in need of continual reaffirmation.29 Her discussion of
the ‘transcendental two-step’ of flatness and illusion in Western painting arises in an essay on
Robert Rauschenberg. Krauss argues Rauschenberg worked from the understanding that no
matter how he defiled traditional painting it remained a ‘ground of meaning’ in his work, hence
his quotation of the contents of the museum as companions to ‘every piece of urban detritus,
every homey object, every outré image’.30 Young’s Silhouette Paintings equally explore painting as a
system of cultural knowing, though from the position of its restoration not as an agent of its
original deconstruction. In the hands of artists like Rauschenberg, the critique of painting caused
its temporary demise while disrupting modernism’s separation of the arts into discrete disciplines,
destroying the argument that ‘aesthetic experience constituted its own kind of reason.’31 In the
1960s and 1970s, a diversity of hybrid practices, including many grounded in photography,
displaced painting. The Silhouette Paintings approach the proposition of painting in
postmodernism as an outgrowth of its history in modernism, highlighting the tension between
traditionalism and modernism as opposed to the excess of uncritical, non-conceptual modes of
painting in 1980s art.
It is not surprising that Young’s work should include this analytical, art historical dimension. At
university, Young read the work of the aestheticians Ernst Gombrich, Richard Wollheim and
Nelson Goodman. All three looked at art historical change as a series of syntactical shifts in the
aesthetic. Jean-François Lyotard’s writing on language games also helped Young to think beyond
the degradation of radical values in reactionary postmodernism. Lyotard saw experimental art as
having the capacity to disrupt patterns of instrumental thought. In fact, as Simon Malpas argues,
“Without an acknowledgement of Lyotard’s work on art … what is at stake in his political
philosophy is difficult to grasp.’32 Clearly, the idea of the power of radical art to subvert
established thought was not original to Lyotard. What was notable about his position for Young
was that he articulated it in the face of the negativity inherent in ideas of postmodernism, some of
which he had set in place himself.
For Lyotard, postmodernism reflected the decline of modernity’s grand narratives, which had
invested Western economic, political, social, scientific and cultural practices with deeper
metaphysical value. These narratives of reason and freedom portrayed modernity as delivering
ongoing progress to individuals and societies. Lyotard saw modernity collapsing during the 1960s
and 1970s due to the West’s transition to postindustrialism, which saw science and the social
sciences inducted into the service of capitalism without fulfilling any of its promises of
emancipation.33 In The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, first published in English in
1984, Lyotard argued postmodern science, as exemplified by quantum mechanics, chaos and
complexity theory, rejected the performativity of contemporary applied science. In giving up the
search for verifiable truths and universal models in favour of indeterminancy, language games and
‘paralogy’, it pioneered the postmodern quest for instability and dissent.34 Lyotard saw the idea
that established social values and institutions had no transcendent foundation as full of radical
potential. The evaporation of all basic guarantees to truth and meaning meant existing cultural
values and relations simply became one possible order among many, leaving postmodern artists
and thinkers free to consider the positive value of uncertainty. Lyotard equated this potential with
vanguard artist’s previous success in re-conceiving artistic forms and mediums to create new kinds
of experiences and alternate ways of representing and understanding.35

Young argues it took him ten years to process the implications of Lyotard’s ideas through his
work—theory being no road map to art practice. However, Lyotard’s emphasis on the positive
value of the creative act gave fresh impetus to Young’s work when he first read about it. Each new
work became a mini language-game with its own rules of play. From 1989, Young replaced
monochromy with polychromy. The grid, which had been a recurrent feature of his work since
Drawing in Ten Parts in 1981, stayed in this new series of work, the Polychrome Paintings. Initially at
least, abstraction also replaced figuration. Abstraction epitomised modern art’s belief in cultural
and social progress but in the Polychrome Paintings Young used it in a spirit of pure gamesmanship.
The presence of full throttle colour set up a conscious dialogue with the work of other artists of
the day, including his friend Steig Persson’s Black Paintings. Young and Persson often discussed
the pervasive use of ‘black’ in contemporary art, which was strongly implicated in varied artistic
positions. Melancholic postmodernists used black to signify their mourning for meaning and
history. Neo-expressionists used oceans of black in their apocalyptic visions of a devastated future.
Particular Sydney art critics rejoiced in black to emblematise the endgame position of art after
modernism, neglecting the analytical value of reductionism. To Young, these writers made it seem
that art and artists were finished, other than to conveniently illustrate critic’s articulation of this
implosive situation. He saw Persson’s work as a more complex exploration of the rhetoric of
painting. Its vestigial imagery and glazed black fields highlighted an insoluble, art historical, ‘duck
rabbit’ problem, simultaneously evoking the Renaissance tradition of illusionism and
modernism’s flatland of pure formal relations. John Nixon’s use of the black monochrome also
represented a different modality to the work of the ‘end of everything’ postmodernists,
establishing the basic nature of painting as a starting point for new creation.
The Polychrome Paintings were too unconstrained to stand for the deep negativity of reactionary
postmodernism. They were also too near to patterns to be confused with modernist abstraction.
Their fractalised surfaces represented the contemporary screen-based, accelerated society that
privileged the virtuality of ‘watching’ over modernism’s ‘seeing’ and ‘reading’. The Polychrome
Paintings identified the society of spectacle as a major source of cultural anaesthesia. Like the
Silhouette Paintings, they came with a set of framing propositions that declared Young’s unfolding
perspective on art.36 Some suggest Lyotard’s depiction of experimentalism and textual play as the
release human creative energies. For instance, the series actively embraced ‘irregularities,
anomalies, and mistakes’ as an expression of what Young referred to as ‘unconscious unique
gestures’.37 Compared to the anguished outlook of much postmodern painting, the Polychrome
Paintings engaged the contemporary social phenomenon at an analytical level. Yet, Young’s
parodic mode of address in writing about the paintings reveals an inherent problem for artists
wanting to contest the trivialising effects of the mediated society—the quandary of reinforcing that
which you oppose. Another difficulty arose from the fact that, Young, like many artists, was
dealing with two levels of effect at once. The problem of the mediated society and passive
spectatorship was one. The demise of the integrity of art through its absorption into the culture
industry was the other. While it is true that both issues reflect the objective and subjective
constraints capitalism and the totally administrated society placed on cultural expression and
reception, the specific mechanisms of this development in High Art and mass culture were
different. Nonetheless, for artists seeing the conditioning of mass culture by economic imperatives
while experiencing the institutional and market-driven restrictions on creative freedom and
cultural meaning at the local level of the artworld, the effect of one became a symbol for the
other.
By the late 1980s, Young saw curators and institutions as taking an increasingly strategic, goaloriented approach to the public presentation of art. In the relatively short time-span of his career,

he found the culture of curating had changed noticeably. Studio visits dwindled, suggesting
curators had little interest in artist’s work beyond the trajectory of their own careers. Increasingly,
Young saw relations between artists as the only plane that preserved the meaningfulness of art, the
start of the Polychrome Paintings marking his symbolic retreat into the studio. He depicted the
studio as the ‘ghetto’ of the marginalised artist; hence ‘Proposition Five’ for the Polychrome
Paintings which states, ‘In general, more than one person executes these works. They are based on
love, and the spirit for art and between artists. In that sense these works manifest a passion.’38
This was the passion for art, which Young saw as evaporating on the entry of the artwork into the
public cultural sphere. He worked with a group of younger artists, Helga Groves, Andrew Jackson,
Chris Jansen, Elizabeth Pulie and David Thomas. Each artist decided what the individual colours
would be for the myriad of small rectangles of paint that made up the first group of Polychrome
Paintings, disrupting the value of the authorial function. In making collaboration a self-conscious
aspect of the mode of production, the Polychrome Paintings were primarily about process. Young
saw this as a ‘defence against the commodification, both marketwise and curatorially, of art
outside of the studio.’39 However, while he sought to work within an atmosphere of creative
community and friendship, authorship and individualism remained fundamental to the symbolic
economy of the artworld. Young never fully surrendered his intentions and identity to the
group.40 The conceptual schema of the Polychrome Paintings remained his and he sold the paintings
in his name. Yet, reflecting artist’s general feeling of alienation from the products of their mental
and manual efforts, he argued the paintings had no meaning for him once complete. They were
just pigment and surface.
The titles Young gave to individual paintings in the series, as for example Sanctuary, The Sacred
Season, and Fruit (Happiness), suggest enduring expectations of metaphysical depth in art. Yet, in
the written propositions for the Polychrome Paintings, Young described the works as ‘emotionally
exclusive and rejective of the viewers’. His basic argument was that what was created between
artists and what was expected by the market, institutions and audiences—truth, meaning, feeling,
beauty, spirituality, transcendence—was destroyed in the process of their exhibition and sale,
leaving nothing but ‘banal kitsch’.41 In conceptualising the Polychrome Paintings in this way, Young
clearly recognised the art system as involving ‘a relay of several interrelated but different spaces
and economies, including the studio, gallery, museum, art criticism, art history, the art market,
that together constitute a system of practices that is not separate from but open to social,
economic, and political pressures.’42 Young highlighted this slippage at every turn. Bad Faith
Realism, the title of a 1991 exhibition of the Polychrome Paintings at Yuill/Crowley Gallery, was an
overt reference to the blunt reality of commodified art in the market place. This was equally
evident in the paintings themselves. Like a set of ‘colour ways’ for any consumer product, the
compositional uniformity and chromatic diversity of the paintings mirrored capitalism’s
promotion of more individualised consumption and more segmented markets through the
creation of artificial difference and the illusion of choice.
To enhance these effects, Young created a variant of the Polychrome Paintings by adding a band of
images above the coloured rectangles. He and his assistants painted these images in hackneyed
colours and a flat, formulaic style. As in the work of Sherrie Levine, these pictures mostly
represented fixed categories of art—the nude, the still life, the landscape, the interior, scenes from
everyday life. Young had an ambivalent relationship to these pictures. As images, they were
clichéd and in being sourced from photographs, second-hand. They were, however, hand painted
to allow the artists to put ‘affection’ into them while contrasting the instant generation of images
in the digital age to the time-intensive methods of traditional art. In reflecting on this dichotomy,
Young thought of the conceptual artist On Kawara. Each day Kawara painstakingly painted the

day’s date as an exploration of quantification and conventions of the pictorial and original. Since
he could have written or typed these dates or had them commercially printed to make a similar
point, Kawara’s insistence on painting underscored something Young implicitly knew—that what
painters love is the basic activity of painting.
For the Polychrome Paintings Young chose collaborators who loved to paint, only to have them
devote time, effort and feeling to reproduce pictures he regarded as contemptible, and which in
standing for a class of images rather than themselves had no transcendental qualities. Their
deficiency related to the fact that they exemplified a particular sort of trite, mass cultural
representation achieved through photography. Photography is often characterised as a superficial
medium, only capable of pointing to some pre-existing reality. Conversely, it is depicted as a
duplicitous medium, denying intentionality through its false objectivity. Roland Barthes most
famously articulated these ideas in his 1961 essay ‘The Photographic Message’.43 Yet, the
photographic sources of the Polychrome Paintings escape Barthes’s idea of photography as pure
denotation. There are no examples of Barthes’s ‘message without a code’ among them, not one
single picture that might reflect his ‘unbroken façade’ of objectivity, neutrality and naturalness.
Young’s sources were popular images of a kind that aspired to the status of art through selfconsciously ‘staged’ artistic conventions of composition, pose, lighting and framing. Their
meanings, intentions, and signifying structures were all too obvious in their attempts to depict
sublime beauty, shining innocence, pure spirituality, faultless taste or true art, demonstrating
from this standpoint alone how photography had debased the values and characteristics of
traditional art.
The female nudes are a salient example of how the advent of mass culture trivialised High Art.
Young found many of them in the picture albums produced by the British photographer John
Everard in the 1940s and 1950s.44 Masquerading as aids to artists, the photographs are soft-core
pornography for a time when the desire to look at naked bodies was masked by activities as varied
as ethnography, science, sport and art. The Polychrome Paintings reveal stock images of women, and
the occasional man, as objectified by photography. These include the youthful innocent unaware
of the viewer’s gaze, the outlandishly posed nude whose body twists to align with the picture
plane, the temptress, fully aware of her own sexuality who looks out provocatively at the viewer,
the demure Asian beauty, and the young male engaged in some act of physical prowess. In the
Polychrome Paintings, these nudes appear with pictures of cute animals, flowers, ornaments, interior
décor, and the kind of landscapes found on postcards and calendars, some representing the ‘gum
tree’ school of Australian art.45 This imagery allowed Young to embrace ‘the psychologically
salvationary role of kitsch’.46 He reached this position after much discussion with his younger
artist friends. Clint Doyle, Chris Jensen and Elizabeth Pulie, who saw banality as a new ground
zero for art somewhat like the historical avant-garde saw utopian promise in geometric abstraction
and the monochrome. Jeff Koons’s interest in an irrepressible, self-gratifying consumerism was
also an important influence on Young’s perspective on aesthetic degradation.
Yet, the Polychrome Paintings reflect the impasse artists faced in the pursuit of banality. While
concern for the fate of culture in late capitalism drove this endeavour, invoking triviality affirmed
the values and characteristics of commodity culture. The dynamics of this dilemma found their
theoretical expression in the writings of Jean Baudrillard. In Sydney in the 1980s Baudrillard was
a cult hero, appearing as keynote speaker at the 1984 Sydney University conference Futur*-Fall
Excursions into Post-Modernity. Young was the only artist to be given a voice at Futur*-Fall,
presenting a talk related to his ‘hyperreality’ article in Art & Text. Arguing that genuine meaning
was no longer achievable, Baudrillard depicted the whole of life as operating at the level of

seduction.47 The only role left to culture was disguising the contradictions of capitalism by
commodifying every human experience. Baudrillard openly celebrated the ecstasy of cultural
implosion. If his writings identified the inherent problems for contemporary art, they inferred
that resistance to the reification of culture was pointless. Artists should understand art’s historical
limitations and embrace the inescapable inauthenticity of culture.
Young was well aware of the danger of theory taking over contemporary art and being used to add
legitimacy to any frivolous artistic enterprise, especially something as arresting as Baudrillard’s
sweeping antipolitics. In a notebook from 1982 he prophetically wrote, ‘The problem with theory
(and especially philosophy) is that it can be applied indiscriminately to any art at any stage of its
development. e.g. using a Baudrillardian description of the most inane silly forms of art.’48
However, while the Polychrome Paintings targetted the historical restrictions on cultural expression,
in suggesting that every aesthetic, emotional and intellectual impulse was already materialised as
kitsch they paralleled Baudrillard’s position of conforming to the cultural status quo. By
randomly selecting details from existing paintings Young also found he could generate new
paintings at will. The Babysitters Series (Unique Chance Paintings) were greatly enlarged versions of
eight rectangle sections from existing Polychrome Paintings. It surprised Young that so little content
could have so much impact, exemplifying the general flattening of meaning and experience in
contemporary life. Young also produced elongated versions of the works in the Babysitters Series.
This act of reiteration underscored the artist’s inability to produce anything but diverting
distractions, demonstrating the superficiality of art by circumventing all expectations of
uniqueness, originality and depth. Yet, arriving at a schema open to endless serialisation was only
a partial solution to the problem of art. It allowed Young to experience the pleasure of art making
and be productive but it did not explore alternatives to the issues of an institutionalised artworld
and its fetishization of the subjectivity and production of the artist.

The problem of praxis
Postmodernism attacked modernism’s meta-discourses of aesthetic progress and independence,
only to endorse its own grand narrative of the universal victory of the market and technology over
art and society. If Young arrived at a similar place in the Polychrome Paintings, as the series ran its
course in the early 1990s he began to think about trading parody for a less oblique repertoire of
resistance. Feyerabend held up anarchy as a way out of the totalising universal schema. Lyotard
stressed how historically, artistic experimentation had subverted entrenched values and beliefs. He
saw art as a vital cognitive apparatus through which individuals and societies could develop new
ways of thinking and being. For Lyotard, a cultural practice built on non-linear connections, even
illogicality, countered those ‘fantasies of realism’, expressed through myth, culture and ideology,
that sought to stabilise meaning and fix it according to the point of view of the dominant
episteme.1 Young had tested some of these ideas in the Polychrome Paintings. In elevating process
over content, transposing low cultural materials into the context of High Art, setting up an
interference system between figuration and abstraction while exploring the random manipulation
of aesthetic and pictorial elements, the Polychrome Paintings rejected universal meaning in favour of
relativism, contingency, intertextuality and ultimately the arbitrariness of signifying systems. Yet,
Linda Hutcheon argues that in attacking truth as a general principle, much postmodern art and
theory demonstrates a lack of a progressive political agenda.2 She argues this is not the case for
feminist artists, their deconstructive project growing from the direct social need to engage the
ideology of gender domination inside prevailing aesthetic and social practices.3 The strategy of
plunging art into meaninglessness tendered only a notional critique of culture and one that was
largely silent on underlying social forces.
In 1992, two events moved Young’s practice beyond general questions of cultural authenticity to
more immediate, specific and socially grounded ones. While travelling to Kassel for Documenta 9,
he met Nam June Paik in Bonn. Paik responded candidly to Young’s Asian identity, suggesting
that artists of his generation should be confident to work in their own country without feeling the
need to move to New York or Wiesbaden.4 Paik could not have known the irony in addressing
such a comment to a Hong Kong Australian artist. Australia’s relationship to international art was
habitually constructed around ideas of centre and periphery, particularly when formalist
abstraction was at its height in the 1960s. Young’s other point of origin, Hong Kong, was a
paradox to him. It was an absolute backwater in terms of contemporary art but created cuttingedge films, including montage and scriptless films. Moreover, in feeling neither Chinese nor
Australian Young was not exactly sure where his home was in a cultural sense. The primary
Chinese element of his work was his enduring interest in chance, as framed by the I-Ching with its
distinctly Chinese metaphysics of letting things take their course. Yet, this aspect remained buried
in process. Young felt that those Asian artists who had become important figures in Europe and
America in the 1950s and 1960s had survived by not straying from the main track of
contemporary art. Yet, Paik’s words heightened his growing sense that postmodernism was largely
a crisis of Western mastery. Given Young’s loss of his original social and cultural context, he now
saw that perhaps the most important artistic objective was to use his work to explore issues of
cultural identity, hybridity and difference in a .postmodern, postcolonial age.
In 1992, Young also attended John Clark’s watershed conference Modernism and Postmodernism in
Asian Art at the Australian National University.5 The proceedings revealed the neglect of
significant developments in Asian modernism. To Young, the fact that important movements like
Asian Dada and Surrealism remained largely undocumented inferred that the modernisation of
cultural practices was equivalent to Westernisation, Asian modernism being regarded as a set of

‘second-hand’ versions of Western cultural originals and thus of little art historical interest.6 From
Professor Ralph Crosier, Young learnt of Ni Yide, the Shanghai ‘Derain’ of the 1940s. Ni Yide’s
work demonstrated how differently the vanguard-traditionalist controversy had operated in
China. In Europe and America of the 1940s, issues of cultural radicality revolved around of the
independence of art and the freedom of artists, privileging abstraction over figuration. The
reasons for this trace back to the philosophical underpinnings of modern Western society. In the
eighteenth century, the rationalist and scientific values of the European Enlightenment
challenged the substance of Christianity, leading to the separation of church and state and the
increasing secularization of art and life.7 Now specifically created by individual artists for personal
appreciation, art became an expression of bourgeois consciousness and ideological values. The
idea of ‘art for art’s sake’ unfolded across a sequence of art movements of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century, each marked by increasing aesthetic self-referentiality.
The elevation of form over content was a radical departure from established art. It was also the
process by which modern art absorbed the condition of autonomy into its nature, repressing the
loss of its former links to society by aesthetically resolving social relations it could not otherwise
transcend. This development motivated the outbreak of avant-garde activity in the early twentieth
century. Peter Bürger argues, ‘The avant-garde work turns against both the distribution apparatus
on which the work of art depends, and the status of art in bourgeois society as defined by the
concept of autonomy.8 The dadaists and cubists challenged the independence of art by drawing
their collage materials from the realm of everyday life. The same holds for the industrially
manufactured, utilitarian objects that Duchamp used as readymades, a group of works that also
attacked the museum’s role in opposing art to life and the central place economic values and the
commodity in bourgeois society.
In China, there was no equivalent process of secularisation as occurred in Europe following the
Enlightenment. Before the 1948 Revolution, the philosophical basis of Chinese society was
secular, Confucianism, moreover, extolling the value of cultural emersion for moral and
intellectual development. There was no comparable Chinese displacement of art as an expression
of core social values as in Europe, although Confucianism’s emphasis on the classics of Chinese
culture highlighted the regressive concept of time in pre-Revolutionary China.9 On the surface, Ni
Yide’s use of Derain as an artistic source in the 1940s appears outdated, especially by comparison
to contemporary work coming out of Europe and the United States. There, gestural abstraction
was very much to the fore, standing for post-Enlightenment values of individualism, expressive
freedom and cultural progress. For Chinese modernists, overwhelmed by the cultural weight and
rigid discipline of calligraphy, modernist figuration, even as historicist as that of Derain, appeared
inherently more radical.
For Young, Ni Yide’s work suggested other possible interpretations of modernism to the
canonical privileging of abstraction and linear progress in Western art history. It contested the
view that Chinese artist’s use of modernism demonstrated the total domination of Western
cultural frameworks over those of the peoples and regions it came into contact with. At the same
time, European adventurism in China supports Adorno and Horkheimer’s focus on the
progressive/regressive duality of the West’s ‘dialectic of Enlightenment’. The very specific form of
modernity that arose in China after 1945 was both heir to modernist processes of social progress
and industrialisation and a reflection of their inherent limitations. This statist modernity,
fashioned by Marxist ideology, supplanted the role of the market economy in the organisation of
production and the distribution of resources.10 Yet, it also led to extremes like the Cultural
Revolution, Chinese involvement in Tibet, the great famine of the early 1960s where nearly 30

million Chinese died and a thoroughly instrumentalised cultural sector that exploited artist’s
talents for ideological purposes. Although the authoritarianism of Chinese Communism is often
seen to reflect the 5,000-year history of despotism in China, it still points to the unreason of
Western-style developmentalism cast in the name of progress and freedom.
The ANU conference reinforced Young’s growing sense that as a living member of the Chinese
culture, he should make alternative cultural frameworks explicit in his work. He even began to
hope that an engagement with Asia might become a priority in Australian art. The conference
certainly revealed there was much work to do in extrapolating the concepts of modernity and
cultural relations from an Asian perspective—a task Young felt could be as legitimately undertaken
through art as academic research and theorising. During 1993, he began a new series of works
that explored the relativity of cultural formations. He recognised that he was still operating in a
social and cultural context that defined the specific terms in which artists could act. However,
where the Polychrome Paintings parodied such constraints, Young was now more interested in art’s
capacity to explore new paths of cultural expression. Iain Chambers argues the experience of
diaspora sweeps individuals up ‘in an interminable discussion between a scattered historical
inheritance and a heterogeneous present.’11 From 1993, cultural and temporal cross-referencing
and dialogue with the cultural self became the basis of Young’s mature practice, its montage
aesthetics challenging essentialist ideas of identity and cultural specificity, especially around
themes of nature, the body, beauty and metaphysics.
The first new works after the Polychrome Paintings were a group of three paintings titled On Liberty
(1993). They arose out of Young’s discovery of the activities of Guiseppe Castiglione and the
Jesuit fathers in China. For Young, the Jesuit was an evocation of the positive and negative aspects
of cross-cultural exchange. The three paintings share the same background image, taken from one
of a cycle of eighteenth century Italian tapestries known as the Beauvais Tapestries, now housed at
the Ghetti Museum. The image shows the Jesuit Matteo Ricci introducing Copernican
Cosmology to the Chinese Emperor, making a link between real power relations and the symbolic
power implied in the scientific conquest of space. In Young’s attempt to understand the cultural
dynamics of the Chinese diaspora, the picture on the tapestry represented a moment in history
that determined the Chinese future. Yet, On Liberty also grew from an understanding of China as
deeply implicated in European thought and culture. The transmission of European experiences in
China gave Europe a deep experience of ‘otherness’ and of itself as one among Others, changing
the way it saw itself. China also clearly contributed to technical and economic modernisation in
Europe, giving the West printing, paper, gunpowder, goods and raw materials for trade, and
labour.
On Liberty became the first of a series of works that continues into the present. On recognition of
their common layered compositions, Young later titled the series the Double Ground Paintings. To
create the layered effect, he painted three smaller pictures over the background image, some
found, others copied from photographs he took himself. As in the Polychrome Paintings, all stood
for fixed pictorial typologies—the landscape, the nude, the interior and close-ups of flowers. The
alternation between figure and field revealed the conceptual structure of the works, the idea of
the ‘double ground’ reflecting Young’s interest in addressing at least two audiences at once. These
imagined audiences were not conceived as binary pairs but included Western and Chinese viewers
plus those able to deconstruct the work on its terms and those who would only respond to the
recognisable images and the skill factor. Young used a commercial printing process developed for
billboards to produce the background images onto the canvas. Once the printing was complete,
he painted the backgrounds with twenty layers of milky glaze. This emphasised the age of the

sources and masked the graphic quality of the printing. It also made the representational content
of the backgrounds less obvious so they appeared like patterned fields. The smaller images appear
to either float above the background or punch a space through it, highlighting the work’s
stratified conceptual structure and intercultural mixing of modes of representation. That Young
still included hand painted elements in On Liberty was no attempt to restore the lost aura of the
original, though it did reflect his sentimental attachment to a historically vulnerable mode of
cultural production. The act of painting on top of a digital surface underlined the historical shift
in modes of representation, recognising that image making had a history while also playing on the
elevation of intellectual over manual skills in contemporary art post-Duchamp.
Despite their heterogeneous sources, the Double Ground Paintings are not empty arrangements of
things. Their complex constellations of cultural materials challenge the viewer to recognise
different narratives of culture and history and to participate in their unravelling, attributing
agency to contemporary audiences rather than the inertia of postmodernism’s totally mediated
subjects. As in the work of the minimalist composers John Adams and Phillip Glass, Young takes
a fixed set of elements then composes a number of conceptual variations with them. Beginning
with On Liberty, the background scans refer to the contemporary context and the clash of cultures
through a range of historical or manipulated images. The painted images continue Young’s
interest in banality, though no longer in the rudimentary terms of the Polychrome Paintings, which
used meaninglessness as an expression of closure. The banality of some of the images in the
Double Ground Paintings identifies representation as a primary site for the inscription of social and
cultural disciplines but not one that it sealed off to recognition, reading, questioning and
criticism.
From 1994, many of the background scans feature examples of historical Chinese art—landscapes
of the Sung Dynasty, genre scenes, ‘pillow book’ images, and narrative paintings. While these are
fragments of Young’s cultural inheritance there is little sense that they tap into some cultural wellspring of authentic Chinese experience. Their faded appearance creates a distance from their
original cultural usage while their unfamiliarity to non-Chinese audiences reflects the difficulty of
reading meaning across cultures. The series echoes Wittgenstein’s ideas on the social nature of
language.12 Rejecting the possibility of any meta-cultural or meta-social dimension to language,
Wittgenstein argues that what registers as this or that ‘language game’ is conventional and specific
to a particular group of speakers. He takes this position even further in On Certainty, arguing that
languages are not conventional in a simple sense; rather the meanings they hold are fundamental
to the beliefs and understandings of the groups that use them.13 Contrary to the recent curatorial
escalation of identity art in Australia and internationally, the Double Ground Paintings investigate
the difficulty of cultural ‘centeredness’ and ‘connectedness’. By recontextualising cultural
materials, the paintings explore the nature of cultural representations as a primary conduit for the
definition, maintenance, and containment of social and cultural meaning, within and between
cultures. Where the Polychrome Paintings focus on the coded nature of representational and sign
systems, the Double Ground Paintings recognise the importance of distinguishing between how
things really are as opposed to how they appear, exploring how images circulate and fix dominant
mythological schemas that stand for meaning and identity. A primary concern of the series in this
respect is the projection of meaning onto and through nature and the human body. There is, of
course, an implicit connection between these two themes. Many feminist theorists see a
correspondence in the Western patriarchal will to dominate nature and other human beings in a
subject-object relationship in which men are the subjects while nature and women are the objects
of control.

In appropriating images of the nude and nature from painting and photography, Young explores
the social use of such images and how pervasive ideas of the body and nature proliferate through
representation. In this, he recognises no particular ideological or metaphysical consistency to
representations, seeing them as culturally grounded. Different cultures and times in history have
different symbolic orders. The priority of instrumental reason in post-Enlightenment Western
thought seeks dominance over nature. The historical Chinese view of relations between nature
and humans is anthropocosmic, seeing the human and natural realms as part of the one life
organism.14 The modern tradition of aesthetic art produced for the museum and an anonymous,
self-regulating market did not exist in China until recently. There culture was about forging social
cohesion, and moral and intellectual ‘perfectability’, creating quite different frameworks of
possibility and constraint. Ideas of art and concepts of nature, of course, combine to produce very
different kinds of nature imagery. The Double Ground Paintings explore such cross-cultural
cleavages to underline the fact that the way we see the world and the way we see art are too readily
naturalised and universalised. The examples of Chinese art in the Double Ground Paintings play on
the historical and contemporary uses of cultural representations, especially when matched with
stock images of people and nature.
In post-structural thought, representation and language mediate reality by creating the
fundamental frameworks through which humans perceive, receive and conceive the external
world. Throughout the 1980s, this position fired artist’s interest in the signifying structures of text
and image at the level of ideology and the code. By the 1990s, however, increasing numbers of
artists and theorists rejected post-structuralism’s disregard for external realities and everyday
experience, redirecting their concern to issues of the body and embodied subjectivity.15 Pictures of
people are a consistent feature of the Double Ground Paintings, reflecting the dominance of
figurative painting and sculpture in Chinese art for much of Chinese history. Yet, these mostly
female figures reflect a particular Western kind of artistic image—the nude. In recent paintings
like Invocation (2004) and Speechless Paradise (2004) Young explicitly locates them in the artist’s
studio, reinforcing their status as nudes. The bodies in nude studies, whether paintings or
photographs, are subsumed to the order of the aesthetic, stripping them of their subjectivity and
identity. In his essay on the invisibility of bodies in East Asian art, John Hay argues that in the
West, ‘The nude seems to be the neutral staring point for our bodily perceptions’.16 Yet,
representations are rarely neutral and there is no single universal ground against which their
meaning can be verified. Despite their agreeable physical traits, the bodies in the Double Ground
Paintings are not the idealised objects of desire in old master paintings, contemporary advertising
or softcore pornography. They have a distant, self-absorbed demeanour that is hard to resolve.
These figures signify something. They explore the character of the body as expressive and cultural,
suggesting Young’s interest in the writings of Maurice Merleau-Ponty but also the riddle of the
missing bodies in Chinese art despite a line of figurative painting that blossomed for more than
two thousand years.
Young first read Merleau-Ponty’s The Phenomenology of Perception at university. Its ideas on the
bodily manifestation of subjectivity came into strong focus as he embarked on the Double Ground
Paintings, suggesting corporeal planes of reference reminiscent of the immanence of aesthetic
experience. Post-structuralism represented language and being as essentially in conflict with each
other, giving precedence to the representational properties of language in the constitution of
human subjectivity and experience. Veronica Vasterling argues that to see everything as
constructed through language is perhaps okay for inanimate objects but very different when the
thing so constructed is a human being.17 The Phenomenology of Perception challenges the priority of
language over other meaning systems. Arguing the body is an ‘intentional’ entity and a source of

meaning and action, Merleau-Ponty declares ‘it is the body that speaks’.18 He links this capacity to
the body’s expressiveness, interpreting physical gestures and emotional responses as the ‘primary
form of language’.19 Merleau-Ponty accepts the habitual aspect of gestures, arguing, ‘It is no more
natural, or less conventional, to shout in anger or to kiss in love than to call a table "a table”.’20 In
the main, however, he argues that the source of language is in the physicality of the body and its
capacity to communicate meaning, the body’s perceptual dimension opening us to the world.
Counterposed against this discourse of embodied subjectivity is the absence of the body in
Chinese art. John Hay argues no Chinese painter ever produced a ‘nude’ because a concept of the
body did not exist in Chinese culture.21 The figures in the Double Ground Paintings are
conventionally referential as images. The poses they assume and the gestures they make presume a
system of established meanings. This fixity is amplified in the flat way they are painted, aesthetic
processes and effects being central to the meaning of things in all Young’s work. Yet, Young tests
the viewer’s ability to read gestures, poses and representations of the body outside their own
cultural sphere. As the series has unfolded, the cropping of images has become more extreme.
Young routinely inverts images, places them sideways or repaints them as grisailles. Often it is
hard to tell if a figure is falling or dancing, knowing or oblivious, without inhibitions or coerced,
even dead or alive. This ambiguity introduces the issue of perspectivism. The very perception of
the absence of a category of the nude within Chinese figure painting situates the whole question
within Western culture—with Western constructions of the Oriental Other and the West’s
historical and present fixation with the body.22 In past Chinese societies, the naked bodies in the
Double Ground Paintings that appear so conventional to cosmopolitan contemporary audiences may
not have been simply shocking in a social or cultural sense. They may have been
incomprehensible. Yet, there is also much that is incomprehensible to Western audiences. John
Hay argues ‘Chinese art was produced and seen from within a very different set of frames. Within
this art, the human body was far from invisible. It was dispersed through metaphors locating it in
the natural world by transformational resonance and brushwork that embodied the cosmichuman reality of qi, or energy.’23 Such discontinuities challenge the basic concept of
communication across cultures, though the Double Ground Paintings operate according to a
heuristic model, testing the viewer’s reflexive capacities and underlining the importance of
thinking of difference between cultures.
In developing a non-universalising picture of transcultural relations from the static of cultures
past and present, the Double Ground Paintings draw on John Cage’s distinction between noise and
sound. Young sees the paintings as an end-point, somewhat more distilled than what exists in the
world but without falling into the trap of reducing things to a single picture. His use of nature
images, mostly landscapes and flowers, likewise involves multiple cultural realities. All
representations of nature in the Double Ground Paintings are de-naturalised by their mediation
through photography. Young either selects them from stock images available on CD-Rom or
produces the photographs himself. In either case, a picture must echo existing photography or
painting to be included in his work, and demonstrate the strong mythological dimension in
representation. In fact, when taking the landscape photographs he uses in the Double Ground
Paintings Young finds himself incapable of being overwhelmed by what is in front of him.
Representation has already been there, operating as a sort of veil that denies the immediacy of
direct experience. The only criterion he has to select individual landscapes is that they conform to
conventional cultural ideas of the aesthetic, moral, philosophical, poetic or sublime qualities of
nature. In approaching the natural world as a sequence of photo opportunities, Young’s primary
challenge in photographing individual views is getting the iconographic schema and formal
arrangement right so that the picture stands for one cultural form of representation or another.

These may be Western conventions or Chinese. Many of landscapes reflect the grandiose views of
nature favoured by German Romantic painters, especially Caspar David Friedrich. However,
Young crops these pictures to stress the vertical perspective of shangshui or Chinese ‘mountainwater’ paintings. The pictures of flowers have qualities of the transcendental through the idea of
the still, golden moment, a pictorial trope highly developed in the work of Vermeer. Yet, Young
has little interest in literal discourses of profundity and the ineffable around nature, being
principally concerned with the tension between standards of nature set by different civilisations.
In the Western philosophical tradition, nature is bound up in perceptions of beauty and the
sublime, suggesting humanity’s cognitive and emotional separation from nature. In Chinese
culture, its philosophical dimension revolves around the inherent harmony of the human realm
(ren) and the natural realm (tian). As a metaphysical ideal of human existence, it depends on quite
differently constituted visual languages with the human dispersed into nature. Traditional
Chinese landscape painting is not naturalistic or anthropomorphic. Neither does it concern the
simple contemplation of beauty. The absence of human figures did not signify a lack of human
presence. François Cheng argues man ‘is eminently present in the features of nature’ which are a
‘projection’ of the viewer’s ‘own deep nature, which is completely pervaded by an inner vision.’24
The subtle relations between landscape elements—rocks, trees, mountains—represent moral
relationships, attitudes and gestures somewhat akin to the Western reception of figures in
narrative painting.
The relationship of ‘man’ to nature has also been a pivotal issue in Western culture. In eighteenth
century Europe, the landscape or more specifically the category of the ‘natural sublime’, became
enmeshed in major Western philosophical arguments about the universality of human experience
and the failure of representation to depict what the human mind could conceive. In The Critique
of Judgement, Emmanuel Kant argued beauty is the universalised experience of pleasure and grows
out of a common capacity for understanding in humans. In the same text, he defines the sublime
as something great like the scale and power of nature, that can be recognised but which in
transcending representation says something profound about being human. Kant’s idea of the
sublime emerges out Western philosophical arguments about the conflict between the human
capacities or perception, conception, and imagination. These debates were central to the break
between religion and metaphysics in the Enlightenment and lead to the secularisation of
judgements of truth, ethics and beauty in modern times, generating both instrumental reason and
the principle of aesthetic autonomy in modernist art. For Kant, confronting the infinity, greatness
or chaos of nature revealed the gap between how humans perceive, imagine, and understand
things. Perceiving something as sublime was a double-edged sword, reminding the individual of
the limitations of the imagination—because of the inability to re-present the experience—but
highlighting the power of human reason in the ability to conceive of the sublime in the first place.
When confronted with the sublime, Kant sees the human faculty of reason taking over, displacing
the self as the measure of things to re-establish a sense of order even though the sublime remains
a paradox for the senses and imagination.
The Double Ground Paintings reject the modernist essentialising of Kant’s aesthetic theory, especially
the idea that the universal is the agreement between rational men. Confucianism, for example, has a
very different view of nature. While in Confucianism ‘heavenly principles’ are ‘ideals that point
beyond the dictates of this world’, they are also understood to exist in the world, especially in
nature.25 In Chinese culture reflection on nature represents an ‘immanent transcendence’ as
against Western modernity’s ‘absolute transcendence’; the latter attitude perhaps explaining the
West’s exploitative uses of nature while revering it in image and text.26 At the same time, to speak

of a Chinese view of nature is an inaccurate essentialism. China’s other great wisdom tradition,
Daoism, saw a vision of human life in nature that was more individualistic and which placed
greater emphasis on ‘the development of the individual’s originality and personality and on the
pursuit of the freedom of the mind.’27 Daoist landscape poets and painters adopted a solitary
position, wandering the countryside in pursuit of their art in a way that was widely regarded as
dangerous. In a predominantly Confucian society, individuality—so important to Western art since
the Renaissance—was subject to repression, the role of cultural practices being to reflect ‘the
illustrious virtue of the great order’ and develop moral consciousness and social unity.28 In the
main, however, Chinese culture was the antithesis of modern Western art’s expression of
individualistic liberalism, the idea of the production of art for private interest, aesthetic pleasure or
economic exchange being almost inconceivable.
Young’s use of nature images in the Double Ground Paintings explores worldviews beyond
entrenched Western models. This idea of art as a space of representational discontinuity and
disruption reflects Lyotard’s idea of the postmodern sublime.29 For Lyotard, the postmodern
sublime arises from the inherent conflicts at modernity’s core. These tensions stimulate
postmodern subjects to think, not in the quest for some transcendent order but rather for the
incommensurable and inconceivable. Christine Battersby asserts that this position is
‘fundamentally disturbing to a civilisation that conceives of its own modernity in terms of
consensual rationality and a communicative ideal.’30 To Lyotard, however, postmodern art not only
challenges the adequacy of existing aesthetic and representational systems. It understands
representation to be inherently inadequate, encouraging audiences to see the inconsistency in
things. For Young, the central representational challenge of the Double Ground Paintings is
incorporating a multi-perspective view of contemporary reality, paralleling that operating in his own
consciousness in being a Hong Kong Australian artist working under the weight of the
modernist/Enlightenment tradition and Chinese worldviews. The use of nature images in the
Double Ground Paintings is evidence of how the ‘double ground’ format juxtaposes diverse cultural
materials so that none take over or evade the implications of the others.
The inclusion of nature images has significance far beyond the point that pictures of landscapes are
cultural representations. Nature and culture are linked in the Double Ground Paintings through their
relations to modernity. The scale and depth of the changes associated with modernity have
determined the fate of the natural world. Massive social transformation and dislocation also
accompanied modernisation, bringing about the mass migration of peoples with a loss of
traditional cultures all over the world. In Hong Kong, industrial and economic modernisation
eroded the influence of ancestral Chinese culture though without, as Young would attest,
completely obliterating long established patterns of thought and cultural engagement. It is this
friction between cultural obligation and contemporary reality—Young’s perpetual double bind—that
the Double Ground Paintings explore. Although Confucianism and Daoism disagree on a number of
important grounds, metaphysical readings of man’s relationship to nature are at the centre of both
wisdom traditions. Confucians held with ‘the axiological unity of nature and humanity’ as a natural
order nothing could disrupt.31 From the Daoist perspective, a person who fails to appreciate the
beauty of the world loses both beauty and truth.32 For Young, leaving an Asian childhood lived in
idyllic settings by the sea for a boarding school in suburban Sydney was not simply like falling into
the plot of a Clara Law movie. It arrested his ability to experience nature from a Chinese
perspective. The pictures of pictures of nature in the Double Ground Paintings speak of Young’s
distance from his ancestral culture and home. Yet, these representations also have important world
historical dimensions. In the face of today’s seriously endangered eco-systems, the artificial

character of these nature views contests modernity’s status as a progressive age of reason, unfolding
according to an inner and wide-ranging logic.
Despite its many problems, the rise of postmodernism in the early 1980s suggested the end of
Western modernist hegemony in thought and culture for Young, reversing the singularity of aims
and interests in late modernism. Postmodern theory argued there was no single universal ground
on which to confirm knowledge, suggesting that Asian experience was just as valid as any other.
Lyotard and Feyerabend’s critique of modern science made way for non-Western modes of
thought such as Daoism or Zen, where the basis of analysis was insight rather than reason.33 Yet,
even in an ideologically multicultural society like Australia, where the assertion of cultural
difference is outwardly received as positive and progressive, for Young this principle is typically
the end of the conversation not the beginning. Asian Australians still stand as outsiders to
nationalist discourses of Australian culture and society, regardless of migration’s centrality to the
creation of the Australian nation. As much as individual Asian Australians might want to be
‘ordinary’ Australians, the skin they exist in precludes this. As Benzi Zhang argues, ‘defining
multicultures in minority terms, reifies a relation of dominance and subordination … mosaic
multiculturalism means a centre-periphery structure in which Asian cultural inheritances are
treated as ‘foreign’ festoons that would bedeck but never becomes a central part’ of national
identity.34 When he started the Double Ground Paintings, Young knew the cultural perspectives
contained in the series would not correspond with the language, imagery and concepts of
Australian identity. He also recognised that the change of cultural perspective from the Polychrome
Paintings would end his allegiance to his artist peers in terms of their fundamental concern for the
nature and purpose of art from the perspective of Western modernity. Moreover, in the context
of Australia art, Young didn’t want to be seen simply as an ethnic artist, representing only his
social or cultural group and making art only about his identity and the migrant experience.
Rather, he saw the primary value of being positioned both within and without the structures of
Western thought and culture as enabling him to meet the idea of difference head on, the Double
Ground Paintings offering a chance for anyone anywhere to reflect on the cultural perimeters that
constitute self understanding and the plane of meaning.
For Young, cultural orientation is not achieved through concord or synthesis but by allowing the
heterogeneous to exist and by unsettling established meanings. He sees it as axiomatic that
heightened reflexivity towards cultural contexts and meaning structures is a feature of postmodern
art. The Double Ground Paintings use conventions of the pictorial against themselves in order to
foreground the complexity of representation and its implied politics. Their mixing of elements is
inherently propositional. Rather than conforming to expectations of consistency of meaning, they
allow scope for the ‘unrepresentable’ to emerge in the chemistry between things, an outcome
forged in the act of reception as much as in the intentionality of production. In this sense, the
Double Ground Paintings challenge modernism’s conception of art as an autonomous, aesthetic
practice. The gulf between things, between cultures, is intrinsic to the conceptual configuration of
the ‘double ground’ format. Their mixing of cultural references acknowledges the existence of
competing cultural discourses, systems of representation and cultural groupings. Young’s use of
Chinoiserie, as in works like Clouds with Generic Flower Study (1998), is a case in point. It
highlights the banality that results from processes in Western society that seek to neutralises the
‘other’ by converting it into representations of no consequence beyond the decorative. In this
Young sees a counterpoint in the work of Tony Clark, particularly Clark’s Chinoiserie landscapes of
1986-89. In these paintings the forms of trees and pagodas become eccentric mutations in the
‘Chinese manner’, suggesting, as Clark has commented, how 18th century Chinoiserie was ‘a
western style, displaying western fantasies about the mystic Orient as fantasies.’35 The Double

Ground Paintings reflect the insoluable conflict of difference between representational and cultural
orders, suggesting there can be no straightforward resolution to the problem of cultural
difference. Moreover, to resolve difference by the imposition of some transcendental system, such
as abstraction as it functioned in modernism, is to deny difference. While Young has a yearning
for fullness and completion in terms of his personal and artistic identity, his experience of
diaspora drives the aesthetic and conceptual dimensions of the Double Ground Paintings, the space
or spatiality between the two grounds a context for exploring the interrelation of cultures in time
and space.

The problem of the real
In the Double Ground Paintings, the mix of visual materials explores ideas of difference but also the
fact that through history different cultures have infiltrated each other’s symbolic domain in ways
that do not equate with the binary structure of domination and subjection. The background scans
establish the main subject matter of a work. The pictures painted over them extend each work’s
thematic, conceptual and temporal register. In early Double Ground Paintings, the scans were
historical representations, either European paintings of first contacts between Europeans and
China, or examples of ancient Chinese art. From 1998, many paintings have patterned
backgrounds from Chinese, Japanese, Tibetan and a few Western sources. These works place the
aesthetic and the decorative at the forefront of cultural mixing in history. Since the ages of
discovery, imperialism and colonialism, art and design have modelled a process that today, in
globalisation, makes distinctions between cultures and regions look ever more hollow. Hence, the
indeterminate nature of the people, places and things Young paints over them. Yet, if the
historical cycling of styles, patterns and visual symbols through art and design parallels the merger
of cultures into a single, heterogeneous world order, it also attests to the fact that in a
cosmopolitan world reconciling difference is an unavoidable part of everyday life. Julia Kristeva,
in fact, argues ‘we are all in the process of becoming foreigners in a universe that is being widened
more than ever, that is more than ever heterogeneous beneath its apparent scientific and mediainspired unity’.1
From 2000, however, the Double Ground Paintings have not only dealt with the challenge of
cultural meaning and identity in an age of postmodernism and globalisation. They are more
overtly political. In dealing with issues including refugees, Australia's treatment of asylum seekers,
the culture wars and the war on terror, they bear witness to the way cultural and identity politics
are directly implicated in world political events. The stripped backgrounds of paintings like Red
Blue, Red Grid, Sanctuary and Limbo (2003), reference the polypropylene shopping bags and
zippered carry-alls that are the ubiquitous ‘suit cases’ of the poor and displaced. The backgrounds
of the Persian Paintings (2004—) are details of antique Persian art. This imagery underscores how
representational processes codify other cultures and societies while acknowledging a renewed
partitioning of the world around ideological, religious and cultural differences. At the basis of
current panics about refugees and terrorists are complex political and historical fault lines
animated by lurid prophecies of nations overrun or threatened by dangerous outsiders, denying,
in particular, refugees’ actual lack of power, resources and alternatives. No amount of reasoned
argument can overcome entrenched animosity to others from those who feel it. Conversely, those
who make a case for compassion can display little will to understand those determined to rebuff
refugees or denounce all members and manifestations of a particular culture. Young’s recent
works attests to the complexity and intractability of positions in the contemporary world. For
Young, the space of painting is a prospective intermediary site where attitudes, values and ideas
are experienced at an immanent level through the condition of subjectivity. The most recent
Double Ground Paintings underline the importance of thinking of difference in inter-cultural and
inter-societal relations as well as the need to accept multiple realities. This is mostly achieved at
the level of aesthetic process, something as simple as montage effects or the cropping or inversion
of an image showing the irreducibility of things to a single point of view.
Among Young’s most overtly political works is Hong Kong Burns (2000). In specific terms, the
painting concerns the handing back of Hong Kong to China, a theme of great personal
significance to Young in focusing on the loss of his homeland and his fears about what might
befall it. But Hong Kong also stands for a wider threat to all ideas of home and nation based on

geographic or cultural specificity. The butterfly-patterned textile used for the background suggests
the transience and fragility of all national, regional and cultural boundaries in an age of transnational trade and monetary exchange, accelerating technology and unpredictable geopolitical
alliances. The handing back of Hong Kong is moreover just one episode among many that reveal
the unravelling of modernity’s grand narratives of reason and freedom in the present. Hong Kong
Burns plays on the 19th century European convention of depicting the nation as a virile youth,
underscoring art’s ideological role in urging people to identify with dominant conceptions of the
social order. Yet, this youth is falling backwards not striding into the nation’s bright future. The
central female figure shields her face from what is in front of her. The upside down picture of
goldfish makes the fish appear dead in the water, predicting tragic consequences for the
reunification. Young found this picture in Artist’s Panorama from China, a book produced during
the Cultural Revolution. Pictures throughout the book reveal the Communist Party’s
appropriation of Chinese metaphysics of nature for political purposes, despite staging the
Cultural Revolution in the name of ideological reconstruction and the purging of falseconsciousness. At the same time, evidence of the real, in the form of a picture of burning
squatter’s huts from the Tai Hang district of Hong Kong in 1974, become a set of grey smudges
when inverted, implying the indecipherability of present and historical events and the blurring of
the real and the fictional through representation.2
The history of Hong Kong is a forceful symbol of the fate of territories at the hands of global
historical forces like colonialism, capitalism and Communism. Suspended between East and
West, a stopping off point for the Chinese diaspora, Hong Kong’s handing back to China
underscores the emergence of China as a colonial and economic power where once the West
might have thought it would hold exclusive reign over history. To be a Hong Kong Chinese
speaks of the vicissitudes of identity in the contemporary world, Rey Chow arguing, ‘The people
in Hong Kong can sacrifice everything they have to the cause of loving “China” and still, at the
necessary moment, be accused of not being … “Chinese” enough.’3 As a product of colonialism, as
a global economic hub, technologically advanced, and intimately involved in the production and
consumption of commodities, Hong Kong is a model of China recast in the image of
globalisation, its existence allowing mainland China to maintain the illusion of an originary
‘native land’.4 This effect is mirrored in the domain of art, both curators and mainland artists
seeing artists from Hong Kong as not authentically Chinese.
For Young, modernisation, colonial rule and globalisation may have been imposed on Hong
Kong externally and from within but aspects of historical values and outlooks persist there.
Exposure to these forces invests individuals and communities with reflexive capacities that
recognise what is taking place and form attitudes to it, even if the power to halt or reverse change
is limited. Globalisation is mostly seen as a force of cultural homogenisation. People everywhere
are consuming a mass-produced and commodified culture emanating from dominant capitalist
countries, especially the United States. Yet, around the world ‘subjects once objectified by
colonial visuality are ‘visualising back’ in ways that attest to the cultural specificity of indigenous,
diasporic and non-Western forms of embodiment and visuality’.5 Urgent discourses and practices
of cultural nationalism, ethnic specificity and regional difference have emerged in former colonial
countries and from diasporic individuals and communities to assert self-identity in the face of the
new imperialism of globalisation. Young’s most recent work moves beyond Lyotard’s postmodern
sublime of incommensurability and free experimentation to a transcultural sublime of
uncontained heterogeneity, contesting modernist concepts of a unified world humanity as well as
the idea that globalisation inevitably equals westernisation.

Hong Kong Burns shows it is possible to read a specific iconography into Young’s paintings.
However, decoding their individual parts and collating these ideas doesn’t uncover the meaning
of his work. Any singular reading of a Double Ground Paintings is as unstable as the precarious
towers of images that climb up their surfaces. No single viewer possesses the range of knowledge
and cultural literacies to decipher their contents. This is largely their point, highlighting the issue
of one’s social positioning in relation to cultural formations and historical events. Young is only
in possession of all the key information because artists have the time to act as a filter, to deal with
symbolic economies and to be pluralistic in their knowledge. It is perhaps also the ‘inbetweenness’ of diasporic experience that makes Young more receptive to the experience of
dislocation, separation and difference in the present. The scattered thematics and formal and
perceptual volatility of the Double Ground Paintings reject the idea of a stable referent, a single
audience, subjective expressiveness, communicational consensus and a plausible transcendence.6
They refute any totalising vision of history as a process of progress and liberation, embracing
relativism over singularity and truth. Moreover, while the Double Ground Paintings are by Young
they aren’t strictly about him. They are about all of us under the conditions of late modernity
with its globalising media, open yet integrated financial and production systems and ‘ecocatastrophic’ growth economy.
As the Double Ground Paintings deal with issues of globalisation, they also deal with the role of
technology and production within globalisation. From the beginning of the series, the digital has
stood in opposition to painting as an epistemologically distinct form of image production. While
claiming photomechanical reproduction for the purposes of art, Young has also doggedly held
onto the craft of painting in opposition to the rise of new media art. The sub-group of paintings
called The Numeral Paintings and some works in the series Edge of the World have digitally generated
decontextualised patterns as backgrounds. Their theatrical aesthetic effects suggest the warping of
spatial and cultural relations by present-day information and communications technology. Where
images of change in modernism drew on symbols of time, those commenting on the impact of
globalisation use spatial metaphors to explain what is happening in culture and society. The idea
that globalisation deforms space/time traces back to early postmodernism, Frederic Jameson
describing postmodernism as the upshot of a ‘new social system beyond classic capitalism’
spreading across the world space of multinational capitalism.7 The canonical aspect of Jameson’s
work is his mapping of the growing internationalisation and integration in the market economy
onto cultural processes. Where early oppositional postmodernism attacked modernism’s utopian
reading of abstraction and universality, Jameson recognised a new and more sinister version of
universality rising in the form of globalisation. In digitally generated pattern paintings like Wild
Root Painting (2000), Pine’s Edge (2000), Vacuum #2 (2001) and Times Collapse #1 and #2 (2002),
and Love Song #1 and #2 (2002), digital processes allow Young to manipulate line, colour, form
and space to reflect on the infinity or power of global information and communications systems
that are too diffuse and complex for comprehension. The impact of these works is generated
through dissonance, the alternation between the captivating qualities of digitally produced
abstractions and the sentimental, over-burdened or kitsch images painted over them suggesting
ways of thinking about spatial and cultural relations in globalisation beyond the nostalgia for
certainty.
Where Young has explored the disposition of global technology flows, he has also tackled the
relationship between cultural production and consumption in a globalised economy. In the mid
1990s, Young made a small group of works that compared the symbolic capital invested in art to
the expropriation of labour elsewhere in the world economy. At the representational level, the
Square Paintings, an uncharacteristic set of single images, consider the status of ethnicity and

tourism as commodities. While they appear like large, square versions of the painted sections of
the Double Ground Paintings, the way they are made explore divisions of labour and production in
transnational capitalism. The paintings, principally a set of indeterminate landscapes from
Chinese travel books, were firstly painted in China in studios that specialise in the batch
reproduction of paintings for a price. On arrival in Australia, Young and his assistants put
another 100 hours work into each painting to heighten the colour and add layers of detail. So,
although the Square Paintings appear like single images they are in fact layered like all the other
Double Ground Paintings. Untitled #1 (1995-1996) appeared in the 1996 exhibition Paradigm
Fountain at Sherman Galleries in Sydney as the central feature of a curved wall installation that
Young had built in the gallery. The wall described a completely round white space, punctuated by
this one fantastic landscape painting, contrasting the generic architecture of the transit lounge to
the alluring promotional images of nature that feed the symbolic economy of tourism and its
production of desires and imaginaries. Yet, hidden within the painting’s process was a conceptual
model of alienated labour and the distant worker in global production, which mirrored the art
system’s erosion of the freedoms inherent in art and showed how the inequalities between artists
in Western art were now also endemic to art in China.
As if commenting on this suppressed plane of meaning in the Square Paintings, Arjun Appadurai
argues that the globalised management of production has made ‘production itself become a fetish,
obscuring not social relations [as with commodity fetishism] but the relations of production’.8 For
Appadurai, what is also fetishised in this process is locality, which becomes a fixation that
disguises the dispersed nature of global forces. The accent on the signs, artefacts, aesthetics,
experiences and customs of locality are a paradoxical but predictable feature of global culture,
setting up what Appadurai calls ‘the infinitely varied mutual contest of sameness and difference.’9
Where the Square Paintings explore these effects in tourism, recent Double Ground Paintings address
the manipulation of difference in the political economy. For Young, the experience of difference
should make it possible for subjects to recognise the partiality of their history, language, culture
and consciousness. The Double Ground Paintings seek an escalation of this awareness by bringing
different frames of cultural reference into contact. However, recently they have focussed on the
negative uses of difference. Despite the historical entanglement of Judeo-Christian and Islamic
thought, a primary repercussion of September 11th 2001 is that ideological forces have reinforced
cultural and political divisions. The backgrounds of The Persian Paintings are beautiful examples of
Persian art, suggesting how the basis of many Islamic societies is cultural despite entrenched
American views that it is religious and ideological. In a post-9-11 world respect for cultural
diversity has become a moralising abstraction to many people, the current political situation
demeaning Islam to such an extent that even the magnificence of its art may not be recognisable.
Benzi Zhang argues that, ‘In history, different nations and cultures [have] often regarded one
another as ‘savage’ or ‘barbarians’ … this mutual demonization (or idealization) [constituting] an
unconscious psychological projection of the self upon others.’10 For Christine Battersby, in the
present ‘there is one and only one description of any act that is valid.’11 From the American and
Western perspective certain acts are ‘murderous terrorism’ perhaps even ‘absolute evil’. Yet, for
Battersby this ‘does not overwrite the competing language of religious martyrdom and heroic selfsacrifice (as viewed from the perspective of fundamentalist extremists).’12
In titling these works The Persian Paintings, Young recognises the West’s historical attraction to the
exoticism of the Middle East, contrasting the romantic connotations of ‘Persia’ to the inclusion of
modern-day Iran in Bush’s axis of evil. For Young, shifting attitudes to Islamic nations and
cultures echo the conflicting ways in which the West has thought about China and ‘oriental’
people. In The Persian Paintings, difference is not the only point, rather the works use the

representation of difference to challenge established views and totalising schemas because they are
closed to what it is possible to conceive. By connecting different cultural elements—historical
paintings that reveal Iran’s rich mythic traditions, pictures of introspective young women in the
artist’s studio, the kind of mollifying landscape pictures that want you to think of freedom, peace,
the infinite, spirit, God—The Persian Paintings create a virtual space that opens consciousness to
doubt. The problem of representation in the current world political climate is not just what is said
but what isn’t said. For all our access to immediate information, things, values and ideas are
repudiated by what is omitted. The Persian Paintings testify to these processes of silent exclusion to
challenge us to really see. To underscore this point, Young included a short section of dialogue
from Jean-Luc Godard’s 1963 film Le Mépris (Contempt) in the catalogue of an recent exhibition of
The Persian Paintings in Sydney in 2004:
Camille: Look (putting on a black wig). Doesn’t it suit me?
Paul: I prefer you blonde.
Camille: And I prefer you without the hat and cigar.
Paul: I’m being Dean Martin in Some Came Running.
Camille: Very funny. You don’t remind me of Dean Martin, but of Martin and the ass. Don’t
you know about Martin and the ass? One day Martin went to Baghdad to buy a flying carpet.
And a carpet seller sold him a particularly nice one. So he sat on it and it didn’t take off.
‘Hardly surprising’ said the carpet seller, ‘the carpet won’t take off if you think about an ass.’
‘All right,’ said Martin, ‘I won’t think about asses’, but automatically he did, and the carpet
wouldn’t take off.
Paul: I don’t see the connection with me?
Camille: That’s exactly what I was saying.
Paul: I really don’t get it.
Camille: Never mind.
Paul playing at being a movie idol and Camille trying a different look signify the diffusion of
meaning and identities in contemporary life. However, where Camille recognises the charade,
Paul can’t think outside the presumptions provided to him. No matter what he sees he can only
think of asses or terrorists or cue jumpers or people throwing their children overboard.
For Young, among the varied causes of this relativisation of meaning and effect is the mounting
influence of the media over contemporary experience, whereby manifold messages and symbols
with contradictory meanings continually reconfigure the topography of contemporary life, recent
events in the Middle East being a primary example. The media exerts a worldwide cultural
influence, the rise of Arabic media outlets revealing another phase in the battle to stave off the
role of global media in the universalisation of eurocentric, and perhaps more specifically,
American values. However, while many people in many societies around the world exchange
traditional beliefs, values and ways of life for Western ones in the name of modernisation, the
flow of cross-cultural appropriations can run both ways; what is given up in one context is

adopted in another though never in the same way. Consider, for example, the enthusiasm for
Chinese religions, wisdom traditions and customary forms of knowledge in the West: Zen
Buddhism, the Book of Changes and Daoist-based practices like Fengshui, Qigong and
Taijquan.13 The compatibility of these practices to the needs, desires and values of cosmopolitan
yuppies explains their adoption in the West. The cross-cultural appropriation of belief systems
demonstrates the commodification of spirituality, paralleling what has happened with identity
generally.14 Homi K Bhabha argues that ‘Cultural differences mark the establishment of new
forms of meaning and strategies of identification through processes of regulation where no
discursive authority can be established without revealing the difference of itself.’15 The Persian
Paintings suggest that the intense politicisation of difference concerns everyone involved through
the strain and enmity it creates. The Double Ground Paintings are Young’s sustained effort to
develop an aesthetics of disruption and a historical consciousness that allows more ground in
between.

The problem of the art system
While painting sits at the centre of John Young’s work as an artist, he has involved himself in other
art related activities during his career, including the roles of writer, publisher, and exhibition and
venue organiser. Although these two streams of activity remain distinct, they both reflect on the
configuration of cultural forms in the realm of the social. Young’s paintings consider how
representation is constitutive of social reality while simultaneously modelling alternative ways of
seeing, knowing and experiencing. His wider activities intervene in the way art is presented and
received, highlighting how the centralised distribution system of the artworld is predisposed to
respond to art on its terms rather than that of artists. Like a number of other artists since the late
1960s, Young has not been prepared to leave active agency in the art system to the curators,
administrators, critics, and editors who serve as gatekeepers to the public cultural sphere. In taking
on other roles he has gone outside the usual stratification of tasks and responsibilities in art that
limit the artist’s scope to have a voice and a stake in what transpires in art. Artists clearly benefit
from contemporary art being professionally and publicly managed. However, negotiating this
system is a complex task for artists who see the practice of art as a reflexive enterprise enacted in
defence of values of freedom and authenticity. Yet, as the British artist Matthew Cornford argues,
‘the ‘David and Goliath’ model of the independent artist working outside and against the
established institution is far too simplistic a model to have currency now.’1 To work beyond the art
system means invisibility for artists whose practice is object-based and who do not want to
relinquish art making for more purely social forms of activity. Alternatively, since the 1960s
vanguard art has become the official art of institutions. The tastes and interests of progressive
curators and gallerists routinely draw critical and even activist art into museums and the market to
contribute to public discourse about issues and ideas, or, more cynically, to create value through
the ‘spectacle of opposition’.2
While Young’s activities beyond the studio test boundaries and designations in art, he accepts that
he makes and exhibits his work within the logic of the art system. He has a successful commercial
practice and harnesses institutional support and artworld structures to do many of the things he
wants to do as an artist. If he has a sentimental attachment to the artisanship of painting, the
conceptual basis of his work emphasises art’s intellectual dimensions. In addition, his use of studio
assistants and other forms of technical, production and administrative support gives his practice a
managerial dimension. In reflecting the status of the contemporary artist (post-Duchamp and
Warhol) as a director of ideas3, Young fits the description of Robert Reich’s ‘symbolic analysts’—
those contemporary knowledge workers whose ability to manipulate codes, signs, styles and
information makes them highly valued in a society where cultural production is central to
economic exchange.4 This social group also includes curators, gallery directors and arts bureaucrats
who gain their place in the artworld from their human capital, that stock of ‘specialized
[productive] knowledge, based on education, competitive merit, and experience on the job’.5 Such
individuals should be proactive and expert in their decision-making, their contemporary ‘neomanagement’ style bound up in creativity.6 To an extent, demarcation disputes in contemporary art
arise out of the similarities between the reflexive and imaginative outcomes in advanced art and the
attainment of valued social and cultural goals in arts administration.
Certainly, the endowment of the Australian artworld since the mid 1970s with growing numbers of
contemporary art venues, arts bureaucrats and curators has created some basic contradictions for
artists, even while it has increased exhibition opportunities and the public advocacy of
contemporary art. At the most basic level the makeup of the sphere has changed from small,
overlapping networks of critics, dealers, collectors and artists to a highly structured system of

institutions and public funding bureaucracies whose missions can compete with artists’ role in the
specification of cultural issues and priorities. In fact, Jean-François Lyotard attributes the failure of
contemporary institutions to the fact that they are driven by a ‘language game, in which the goal is
no longer truth but performativity—that is, the best possible input/output equation.’7
Performativity and the nexus between knowledge and power define the Australian public
contemporary art sphere and the ranks of professional curators and arts administrators it has
created.8 For Young, the actions of institutions in framing the public manifestation of
contemporary art constrain both the autonomy of artists and the immediacy of art practice. Like a
number of other artists, his adoption of other roles has sought to undo some of the control vested
in institutions and institutional processes while reconstituting aspects of art in forms that are less
hierarchical, less centralised, and more grounded in participation than results.
The range of these activities is diverse and it is not possible to claim that Young has acted from a
transcendent philosophy in everything he has done. His wider art activities have also undergone a
process of evolution in response to the changing nature of the artworld. Nonetheless, the form of
an activity plainly symbolises Young’s intentions, not just in terms of end results but as a statement
of values. For instance, some of the early exhibitions and publications Young organised were
deliberately amateurish and never sought to engage a wide audience. In this they reflect Young’s
interest—and that of other artists’ because he rarely undertook any of these activities alone—in
generating things from the realm of the artist, a domain largely eclipsed by the spheres of the art
market and public galleries. One clear aim of Young’s wider art activities is forging alliances
between the work of artist friends and peers. The point was not to be definitive, like exhibitions in
public institutions, or to defer to the singular authorial vision, like offerings in dealer’s galleries.
Rather, artist-initiated exhibitions and publications stressed that although the art system perceived
the role of the artist as a service based activity, art, in fact, emanated from a creative and intellectual
community. Many of Young’s activities outside the studio have the distinctive provisional quality of
much artist-initiated activity. However, it is because they consistently escape the corpus of
legitimated art activity as canonised by the museum, gallery, art history and criticism that they are
significant. In the context of Young’s practice, this thread of activity reveals his critical perspective
on prevailing social, cultural and artistic models in the concrete, contributing in tangible ways to
the development of his practice.
In this regard, Young’s wider art activities have developed from a strong consciousness of what has
gone before, and as such, what is possible. The institutionalisation of Western art originated in the
structures of society and was then framed by artists of the historical avant-garde who challenged the
authority of those structures over art. This reflected a concern for the social alienation of art while
incorporating a critical view of social relations in general. From the mid 1950s, neo-avant-garde
artists developed forceful anti-systemic practices and rhetoric to defend art and society from
institutionalistion and commodification processes. An important aspect of this effort was
organising the circumstances of art’s dissemination and reception through independent exhibition
and publishing ventures, reflecting artist’s interest in democracy, freedom of expression and selfdetermination. As a movement, Conceptualism was especially concerned with the influence of
system imperatives over art. Its exploration of alternative contexts aimed to develop public outlets
for art that did not perpetuate the hierarchical social and cultural values driving mainstream
institutions.
In Australia, this new, reflexive version of artist-initiated activity emerged in the late 1960s, born of
a mix of necessity and ideology. While the institutional infrastructure supporting contemporary
Australian art developed considerably between the 1960s and 1980s, the scale of the Australian

artworld and the embryonic relationship between art institutions and contemporary practice drove
many artists to act as a catalyst in support of their work. John Nixon, for example, argues that,
‘What occurred in the late Seventies and early Eighties was that a number of people took control of
their lives. They no longer waited for the art bureaucrats.’9 In organising their own contexts, a
group of Australian artists challenged the systemic control over art. Developments like site-specific
art, the women’s art movement, self-publishing ventures, and the artist-run galleries Inhibodress
(1970–1972), Art Projects (1979–1984), Q Space and Q Space Annex (1980-1981) worked around
the authority embedded in public galleries, the art market, and art criticism as primary sites for the
ratification of art status, artisthood and artistic identity at the local level. While accepting the reality
of the art system, some artists developed stratified practices to protect the core of their creativity.
For example, although Peter Tyndall, Robert MacPherson and Gunter Christmann had established
reputations as painters during the 1970s, Peter Cripps argues ‘their activities extended far beyond
the limits imposed by painting. Parallel to their mainstream gallery careers these three artists
developed a more ephemeral, experimental and playful art practice.’10 Similarly, during 1980 and
1981, John Nixon and Robert MacPherson conducted a significant collaboration through one-day
exhibitions held at Q Space, a derelict woolstore in Brisbane, both artists well aware that few
people would see their work.
Collectivism and self-initiated activity gave expression to the artist’s perspective in an artworld in
which the increasing activity of professional art managers confused the sense of where ideas came
from and what things meant. A number of artists in the 1970s and 1980s escaped the specificity of
the gallery space by using publications to present their art and ideas. Peter Tyndall used printed
pages bearing the Hand Space Manifesto as an immediate vehicle for a range of comic and
polemical ideas about art. Peter Cripp’s Blunt Report, issued irregularly from 1975, reflected his own
critical perspective on the art system and cultural politics while presenting material from Tony
Clark, Bronwyn Clark-Coolee, Robert MacPherson, Imants Tillers, Peter Tyndall, and John
Young.11 There was also Pneumatic Drill, the newsletter of the Anti-Music collective an anonymous
group experiment in recorded sound initiated by John Nixon in 1979.12 Between 1981 and 1983,
Nixon’s gallery, Art Projects, published sixty issues of the newsletter to provide information about
its activities to an actual and imagined community of interest.
The challenges artists levelled at the art system changed aspects of Australian art, projecting a
model of the artworld as produced by conflicts over the control of cultural space and meaning.
Evidence of change is apparent in the advent of public alternative galleries, notably the
Experimental Art Foundation (1975) in Adelaide, and the museums’ assimilation of site-specificity
and institutional critique in exhibitions like Recent Australian Art, (1973), Object and Idea (1973),
Some Recent American Art (1974), Sculpturscape (1973, 1975, 1978) at the Mildura Sculpture
Triennial, and the 1976 Biennale of Sydney.13 Working against entrenched art values and
structures also gave artists skills that enabled them to change institutions from the inside. Examples
are Noel Sheridan’s position as first director of the EAF from 1975 to 1980, and John Nixon and
Peter Cripps’ directorships of Brisbane’s Institute of Modern Art for the periods 1980—1981 and
1984—1986 respectively. All three artists showed how to base institutional programming around
strong curatorial premises while revealing the practice of contemporary art as it was happening.14
Cripps also did ground-breaking work in establishing the recent history of vanguard art in
Australia, supporting exhibitions with properly researched and documented catalogues.15
Whether it was a case of institutions learning from complaints against established art or converting
opposition into controllable reforms, from the 1970s polarities such as vanguard and established,
commercial and non-commercial, public and private no longer represented the fixed cultural

meanings they previously did in Australian art circles. Nor did such terms accurately indicate the
orientation and location of contemporary cultural conflicts given the degree of convergence
between the preferences of the market, funding agencies and the public galleries. The artworld used
artist’s engagement in hybrid art practices and art critique to modernise a sector now in open
competition with sophisticated mass cultural products, notably books, fashion, films, magazines
and music. Facilitating institutional critique within the institution also meant that critical practices
had less impetus than before. Then, in the early 1980s the emergent alliance between
contemporary art and the institution was further neutralised by postmodernism’s revival of
artefactual and commodified forms of art such as historical pastiche and neo-expressionism. The
arrival of postmodernism saw the idea of the alternative gallery reformulated as the more generic
contemporary art space. Most venues still required currency in the art they exhibited because it
enabled the cycling of new cultural products regardless of their nature, but many dropped the
emphasis on radical cultural outcomes, which now contradicted the traditional turn in
contemporary art and the increasingly affirmative role of public cultural institutions.
Artworld change produced variegated patterns of resistance as new groups of artists negotiated the
shifting structures of the art system. For Young, the activities of a group of artists immediately
before him, which included Peter Cripps, Tim Johnson, Peter Kennedy, John Nixon, Mike Parr,
Imants Tillers, and Peter Tyndall, showed how refusing to accept a fixed artistic role while
integrating practical resistance with a critical approach to art gave artists some control over their
destiny. Throughout his career, Young has worked both in and around the art system. His has
been a situational artistic identity involving a range of activities. Some are wholly consistent with a
normative art career, others, however, are marginal to the model of artisthood built on work in
the studio and the creation of sophisticated ‘art products’ for the market and museum. For
Young, shifting between different kinds of activity, some opposed to each other in basic ways,
reflects the dialectical nature of recent art, which is simultaneously a creative, social process and a
market-driven system of symbolic production with museums and art criticism corroborating
exchange values. Both alternatives present attractions for artists.
Before leaving art school, Young had already embarked on the necessary process of career
building, participating in a group exhibition of conceptual photography in 1979 with Peter
Crocker and Neil Stevenson at One Central Street.16 When he left art school in 1980, Noel
Sheridan invited him to travel to Adelaide to restage this exhibition at the EAF. On his return
from Europe in 1983, Young soon established a place in the artworld, teaching part-time at
Sydney College of the Arts and exhibiting at Kerry Crowley and Nola Yuill’s gallery in Pyrmont.
Since then he has exhibited consistently in private and public galleries in Australia and overseas.
However, like many other artists the course of his career also reveals how important cultural
developments unfold within informally networked communities of artists. This began with
Young’s membership of the editorial ‘collective’ of ZX (1978—1980), a magazine produced at
Sydney College.17. There is, of course, a history of Australian artists writing on art and starting
small magazines to stake out territory in the artworld. ZX continued this legacy, if on somewhat
altered terms. The late 1970s and early 1980s were a watershed period for the relationship
between art and writing, or more specifically art and theory, post-structural theory being
influential in the rejection of modernist values of universality, social and cultural progress, and
centred subjectivity. ZX began as a student publication but soon became a forceful expression of
this new perspective on culture.18
Young’s engagement with writing demonstrates the diversified circumstances in which emerging
artists felt compelled and able to act in the early 1980s. He often believed the response of

contemporary art writers fell short of what was needed, motivating him to publish his point of
view. As an artist, he also recognised an otherness in the activity of writing. No matter how
theoretically invested his work was, writing exercised an important aspect of his intellectual
makeup. The kind of theoretically informed writing he engaged in was also a generational marker.
Conceptualism, with its basis in linguistic philosophy and epistemology, drew the line between
manual and intellectual skills in Australian art. Following Conceptualism, ‘theory’ defined an
emerging group of Sydney artists from studio artists and neo-Marxist artists. However, where
Conceptualism stressed ideas over visuality and the object form in the critique of art, the
trajectory of ideas in ZX addressed more general ideas of power and knowledge. For example, in
the second issue of the magazine Young adapted and transcribed Bernard-Henri Levy and Michel
Foucaults’ interview ‘Power and Sex’.19 A later edition edited by Janet Burchill and Jennifer
McCamley included Meaghan Morris and Ross Gibson’s translation of Lyotard’s essay ‘Reply to
the question What is the Post-Modern?’.20
It is hard to describe the excitement or consternation that accompanied the first encounters with
the new theory in Australian art circles in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Before theory fatigue hit
in the mid-1990s, theory had the status as ‘a self-contained “event” with its own political
integrity’, challenging the value of praxis.21 For Young the relationship to post-structuralism also
had a personal dimension. He was in contact with two groups of Australians who had gone to
Paris to study philosophy, learning at first hand about the conflicts over discursive space in
French poststructuralism, particularly in relation to Baudrillard’s nihilism. His occasional forays
into the theory debates of the early 1980s responded to general confusion in art circles about
postmodernism. Young wrote to explore differences between postmodernism in art, as defined by
historicism and appropriation, and postmodernism in philosophy, as reflected in the refutation of
the paradigm of modern reason. Looking back at the period, it is clear that much of the confusion
arose from the fact that discussions about postmodern art often started by scavenging ideas from
post-structural theory. The upshot was that it was never exactly clear what was driving
postmodernism, its rise variously attributed to changes in economic, cultural, political, social,
scientific or technological conditions or a mix of any or all of these.
This is not to suggest that Young’s writing was didactic. The polemical articles he co-wrote with
Terry Blake for ZX took the form of plays, fake interviews, and text fragments.22 Such stylisms
reflect three important influences on contemporary art; the legacy of vanguard posturing,
postmodern ideas of the indeterminancy of meaning and the influence of new social movements
and subcultures, whose struggles waged at the level of culture and lifestyle demonstrated the
growing importance of symbolic challenges, cultural politics, and identity. The idea of selfpublishing was also an influence from the world of music. Punk was a definitive movement in this
respect, challenging the power and values of the music industry through the principles of DIY and
amateurism. Through his intermittent involvement with the schizo-punk group Slugfuckers (19771980), Young explored the nexus of music, fashion and graphic design as a site for culturally and
expressively oriented forms of resistance.23 The cross-fertilisation between art, fashion, film, music
and theory is a distinguishing feature of Australian art in the late 1970s and early 1980s.24 Early
issues of ZX combine elements of Dada and Surrealist publications, Conceptualist text works and
punk fanzines. Later, when the radical philosophical perspectives of the new theory found their
full expression in ZX its design became much more sober.
While subcultures underscored the expansion of cultural politics beyond vanguard art, the
influence of critical theory changed historical debates around what was art and who was an artist.
Arguments became less rooted in issues of aesthetics and subject matter—the

traditional/modernist debate—shifting to other statuses of the artist, notably gender, race,
ethnicity and sexual orientation. In the 1970s, women artists used feminist principles to oppose
their lack of cultural opportunity. The next wave of women artists took a less instrumental
approach to claiming their position in the artworld. Using deconstruction and seduction, they
reframed questions of art and gender as a set of symbolic challenges in a cultural struggle. In the
early 1980s, Young maintained friendships with the artists Janet Burchill, Kate Farrell, Jennifer
McCamley and Carole Roberts. These women took an aggressive stance to the bureaucratisation
of the Sydney artworld, challenging Young’s thinking about the role of identity and social
positioning in artisthood and cultural reception.
The Italian sociologist Alberto Melucci argues that in contemporary societies, where ‘material
production is increasingly replaced by the production of signs and social relations’, it is
understandable that ‘conflicts centre on the ability of groups and individuals to control the
conditions of their own action.’25 However, contesting social processes raises evident challenges.
Where Conceptualist practices of institutional and art critique confronted cultural meanings
centred in the art object and gallery, social politics contest the dispersed, immaterial effects that
permeate social structure.26 Self-generated activity was one simple way for artists to address issues
of autonomy and identity, allowing them to control the terms, level and meaning of their actions
within limited circumstances. In 1985, Young co-founded the artist’s collective Various Artists Ltd.
with Janet Burchill and Carole Roberts, its name implying the friction between art and commerce
while resisting the cult of artistic personality. A concurrence between practices and interests was
the glue that brought the collective together between March and October 1985. The enterprise
attracted a significant group of members in addition to the three founding artists, including Rex
Butler, Bronwyn Clark-Coolee, Peter Cripps, A.D.S. Donaldson, Kate Farrell, Lindy Lee,
Catherine Mills, Bette Mifsud, Katherine Moline, Reto Oechslin, Kevin Sheehan, Richard
Thomas, Brian Thompson and Ellen Thompson. Some participants already had an art profile.
Others were emerging artists. However, all felt the need to challenge the mechanistic rationale of
the Sydney artworld through a greater focus on making and looking at art.
Burchill, Roberts and Young consciously located the project in the sphere of the artist, its
organisational form a message that exemplified the group’s ideals and objectives. In the main,
involvement reflected values of self-determination and community, contrasting with exhibition
programs shaped by the values, needs and interests of commercial and public galleries. In this the
collective had affinities with Q Space and Q Space Annex, the two exhibition spaces John Nixon
operated in Brisbane during 1980 and 1981.27 Like these projects, Various Artists Ltd. did not hold
exhibitions for the general art public but rather for the participating artists and a few other
interested people, like the critics Keith Broadfoot and Rex Butler. Based on the idea that
exhibitions could take place anywhere—as in Imants Tillers’s project n-space28—artists
commandeered disused warehouses and wharves for their purposes, the location of exhibitions
shifting from week to week. All exhibitions were less than one-day’s duration, being held for
several hours in the afternoon or evening. Invitations let people know an exhibition was
happening. Since the collective’s activities did not require official backing or significant financial
resources, there was no need to attract a large audience to justify or provide such support. Rather,
the project supported those involved in sustaining the purpose and validity of their practice. A
majority of members came to each exhibition, allowing the ideas and approaches presented to be
widely discussed.
In retreating into a semi-private sphere to the side of the artworld—as Young was later to do in his
own studio surrounded by his collaborator/assistants—it might seem that Various Artists Ltd. had

little scope for impact. The project certainly illustrated the artists’ disenchantment with the
partisan and conservative Sydney artworld of the mid 1980s. Although it was not a direct
inspiration, the organisation of the collective reflects Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s
metaphor of the ‘rhizome’.29 The concept embellishes an argument against linear logic in
literature. However, it has been widely interpreted as an alternative model of sociality; one that is
horizontal, non-hierarchical and open, or as Deleuze and Guattari put it, an ‘assemblage’ that
‘establishes connections between certain multiplicities’ by embracing ‘the state of intermediacy’
and ‘the logic of the conjunction’.30 Various Artists Ltd. defined the immediate intellectual and
social context of a group of artist peers with a shared awareness of critical culture. Moreover, the
diversity of artist’s backgrounds and interests demonstrated the importance of individual artistic
projects, much in the sense of Jean-François Lyotard’s endorsement of micro over meta-narratives.
The ongoing nature of the collective’s activities paralleled the participant’s regular involvement in
art making, evoking forms of everyday resistance bound up in the practice of alternative lifestyles.
In this Various Artists Ltd. echoed not so much bohemianism but changing ideas of the political
advanced by movements like feminism, that identified the effects of power in all social
circumstances.
At the same time, the idea of independent art activity did not emerge from the 1970s with its
original value intact. Underground activity had proved very beneficial to some artists in delivering
them into the mainstream with their stocks of notoriety and integrity high. Various Artists Ltd.
consciously played on the semiotics of positioning. In arising in the middle of postmodernism
Burchill, Roberts and Young were alert to the significance of effect. The physical exhibition was
one thing but they were also interested in occupying the virtual space of rumor and the media.
Since individuals and groups are always connected to wider social networks, the activity did not
take place in isolation, growing in scale through what was said about it.31 Burchill, Roberts and
Young also recognized that anything reported in the Sydney art press gained in profile and
credibility. The mention of their makeshift activity had as big an impact as events at major public
venues like Artspace that many people had attended, demonstrating the value of bluff and the
allure of obscurity. In fact, they deliberately stopped the exhibition phase of the project before too
many people wanted to come along. They concluded things with a publication documenting the
collective’s sixteen exhibitions, to further its fictional life in the future. After 1985, activities of
the collective focused on the sphere of publication, though Young was later involved in the artistinitiated galleries First Draft and CBD to support yet younger generations of artists to find a
measure of creative freedom and intellectual autonomy in the art world, especially Vicente
Butron, Helga Groves, Kate McKay, Janet Shanks and David Thomas.
Under the aegis of Various Artists Ltd, Young edited the May 1986 edition of Tension magazine, a
section of the magazine comprising visual projects by artists under the title ‘Murmur of the Soul’.
The project reflected Young’s specifc interest in publication as well as demonstrating artists’
growing adeptness at mobilising artworld resources. In 1981, Young co-produced the book
Photodiscourse, co-writing the catalogue essay ‘The Photographer as a Hit and Run Driver (In Praise of
Futurist Photodynamism) with Terry Blake. In 1983, he co-founded the publication Kerb Your Dog
with Brendon Stewart. In taking its name from the civic ordinance warnings painted on Sydney
footpaths, Stewart and Young saw an inbuilt advertising strategy for the publication while making
a statement on the promotional logic then seeping into the Sydney art world. Based on André
Malraux’s idea of the ‘museum without walls’, Kerb Your Dog was an anthology of artist pages and
writings. Commercial and public galleries had long lead times, short exhibition periods,
continuous programs and predetermined objectives. By contrast, Kerb Your Dog was fluid,
intermittent and provisional, presenting current art as the need arose in a form that remained

available, reappearing in different times and places. Its aim was to allow artists to articulate their
position and curate their own practice, establishing discursive space around art while suggesting
polyvalent relationships between artistic projects through the different sets of work collected in
each issue. By 1984, however, Young found the publication was taking up too much time and
even more thought in considering how to position and develop the enterprise. It ceased
publication until 1988 when Young revived it in association with John Nixon, recognising its
value as an alternative way of disseminating and documenting information about contemporary
art. For example, Kerb Your Dog No 7 (1990) was a special number entitled Notes on Art Practice III.
Published as a section in Art & Text No. 35, it gave the artists involved access to much better
quality reproductions of their work and a far wider circulation.32
Over its lifetime, Kerb Your Dog featured the work of over 80 artists from Australia and overseas.
To the artists involved its value was in contesting dominant accounts of contemporary art by
providing evidence to the contrary. For instance, Kerb Your Dog Textbook (1992) demonstrated the
intergenerational legacy of critical art in Australia since the 1970s. The issue contained material
from a wide network of artists. This included John Barbour, Eugene Carchesio, Tony Clark, Peter
Cripps, Aleks Danko, John Dunkley-Smith, Clinton Garafano, Ross Harley, Tim Johnson, Lyndal
Jones, Maria Kozic, Rosemary Laing, Shelly Lassica, Lindy Lee, Geoff Lowe, Robert MacPherson,
John Nixon, Rose Nolan, Susan Norrie, David O’Halloran, Robert Owen, Mike Parr, Jacky
Redgate, Carole Roberts, Vivienne Shark-LeWitt, Peter Tyndall, Ken Unsworth, Geoffrey Weary,
Wood/Marsh Architecture Pty Ltd., and John Young.33 Through this grouping Nixon and Young
challenged pervasive stereotypes of Australian art, writing ‘since the 1970s, Australian art has
severed ties with the Antipodean, with the domination of the local landscape and instead looked
outward to much more than the ‘seen’ and the ‘drawn’. Nationalism as a subject has now gone.’
In place of a singular, nationalist culture and its tendency to direct the outlook and subjectivity of
populations, Kerb Your Dog offered thirty highly individualized artistic projects, challenging the
cultural authority behind this imposed identity. Nixon and Young saw the publication as a
resource for historians, curators and students, providing proof of artist’s ‘differing philosophical
outlooks’. Young used the publication to re-issue his 1989 text ‘Propositions for the Polychrome
Paintings’ and add a new text ‘sentences on the Polychrome Paintings’. The texts made it plain what
Young’s work was about, dispensing with the mediating role of critics, curators and theorists.
Young’s interest in self-generated activity was never a response to a lack of personal opportunity.
By the mid 1980s, there was almost an excess of activity around contemporary art. An
economically buoyant Sydney was fast establishing its status as an international city. Although
Young’s work of that period dealt with the constraints on authenticity in art and life, Sydney’s
contemporary art sphere had developed a real buzz, creating many possibilities for artists. A new
generation of post-Conceptual artists and filmmakers including Tony Clark, Dale Frank, Janet
Burchill, Mattys Gerber, Jeff Gibson, Michael Hutak, Narelle Jubelin, Lindy Lee, Jennifer
McCamley, Hilarie Mais, Tracey Moffat, Jacky Redgate, Scott Reford, Luke Roberts, Carole
Roberts, Steig Persson, Mark Titmarsh, Gary Warner and Young were actively exhibiting their
work. Sydney also had an unprecedented sense of cultural focus and substance through the
network of sophisticated private galleries that now operated in the city, as well as major public
cultural events and institutions like the Sydney Biennale, the Art Gallery of New South Wales,
the Museum of Contemporary Art, and smaller contemporary art spaces. To add weight to the
burgeoning cultural life of the city, the operations of the Australia Council were also centred
there. Art writers and journalists like George Alexander, Rex Butler, Keith Broadfoot, Catharine
Lumby and Anne Howell gave much support to the scene that had developed, which was also
drawing in artists from other cities in Australia. Conversely, the public context for contemporary

art had changed appreciably during the 1980s, the state-directed policy and funding environment
leading to significant intervention in the sector. The changing policy framework repositioned the
arts as an arm of the culture industry, from where it was required to operate on a business
model.34 For an artist like Young, with a consolidating career in the mainstream arena, selfinitiated activity enabled him to work outside its commodifying processes and corporatist
objectives, expanding the boundaries of his cultural participation.
Like his writing, Young’s involvement in organising group exhibitions grew out of his and his
fellow artists’ interest in presenting things from the artist’s perspective. This dates back to 1983
when Young organised the exhibition The Life of Energies at Artspace, assembling a range of artist’s
ideas on the distortion of space, time and culture in postmodernism.35 From the mid-1980s, a
significant number of Australian artists were organising exhibitions of each other’s work,
developing a dialogue around contemporary ideas in opposition to curator’s more schematic
approach.36 With the systematisation of Australian art, the primary plane of conflict became
cultural meaning and the central issue for artists the management of their practice. Young’s 1989
exhibition Victory over the Sun: White Square on White, organised with Clinton Garafano, meant to
demonstrate the richness of contemporary artist’s interest in the work of the historical avant-garde
in contrast to the contemporary hijacking of art history to validate various fashionable ‘neo’
positions. An important by-product of such exhibitions was revealing artist’s networks, which in
Young’s case extended beyond Sydney to Brisbane and Melbourne, bringing a wider range of
work together than was usual. Artist-initiated activity confirmed the social as well as personal
nature of art for artists, creating an extended forum for their practice.
In other exhibitions, Young sought to show a range of artist’s responses to things. In 1989, for
example, he curated The New Naturalism at the Institute of Modern Art in Brisbane at the
invitation of Sue Cramer. The exhibition included the work of Janet Burchill, Clint Doyle, Helga
Groves, Jennifer McCamley, Elizabeth Pulie, Carole Roberts and Young. The basic theme for the
exhibition was the growing displacement of nature from the human world. Young’s underlying
motivation, however, was revealing contemporary artists’ thoughtful and imaginative responses to
this situation, counter to curator’s often uncritical celebration of the ‘techno-mediated, postmodern condition’.37 Equally central to Young’s approach was presenting these exhibitions in
public art spaces, showing that artists’ stake in art did not end at the production phase. Like a
number of his contemporaries, Young rejected the idea of artworks as the only means for artists to
have an impact in the world, opposing the image of the artist as a primary producer. When he saw
the need, he directly intervened in the ways things were seen in Australian art. One such example
is his 1988 essay in Art and Australia on the work of David Strachan.38 Young saw Strachan as an
artist who had suffered serious neglect. He first became interested in Strachan through a shared
link to the work of André Derain. On looking further into the artist’s work, Young learnt that
Strachan had studied in Europe, was interested in the writings of Jung and, like him, had
undergone Jungian psychotherapy.
The text was written as an appreciation of Strachan’s Two Women in a landscape (1968) to fit the
format of the magazine’s on-going series of essays by contemporary artists on artworks they
admired. However, Young used the opportunity for a polemical purpose. He meant it to challenge
Bernard Smith’s dismissal of Strachan’s work as ‘neo-romantic’39, as well as the general repression
of interiority and metaphysical speculation in Australian art. Setting the record straight was also
the point of his essay ‘Locality Flux’ in Like Magazine in 2000.40 Around this time there was a
surge of interest in Fluxus. Young’s essay questioned the pedagogical basis of these exhibitions,
which took the tone of teaching Australians about the movement without acknowledging

Australian artists, musicians and writers’ practice in ‘the spirit of Fluxus’ for over three decades.
Young was equally concerned to stress that that spirit ‘cut across … the claims by the cartel of
international curators that art of the present day is ‘global’.’ Fluxus, he argued, opposed
unambiguous realism and the tyranny of universals in stark contrast to the contemporary use of
art as ‘a currency for curatorial barter, an abstraction and a browsing object for the audience.’
The public/private polarity of Young’s activities during the 1980s dealt with local cultural
structures. However, during the 1990s his views on the management of artist’s creative output
expanded to consider developments at the international level. As Young travelled more as an
artist, he became increasingly aware of the entanglement of local and international art agendas, as
well as the disparate expectations and symbolic frameworks imposed on art because of where it
came from. For Young, the proliferating economies of value and meaning in world art paralleled
the speed of capitalist markets in the circulation of commodities. This circulation was propelled
by a new band of contemporary art specialists, who, like other professional elites were ‘far more
cosmopolitan, or at least more restless and migratory, than their predecessors.’41 Young saw such
individuals operating according to the logic of transnational capitalism, searching out the most
resonant products and services around the world.42 This pushed the range of legitimated art well
beyond its former basis in the work of white male artists from a few metropolitan centres of the
Western world. By the 1990s, the canon of international art had grown to include increasing
numbers of women, ethnic and non-Euro-American artists. However, to Young, world art, as
organised by the ‘ever growing, powerful cartel of international curators’ presented its ‘assortment
of exotic moments from the first, second and third worlds’ in ways ‘more akin to a multi-national
company’s processed package.’43
While the opportunity for artists of diverse backgrounds to practice at the national and
international level expanded during the 1980s and 1990s, this was only if aspects of their work
tied in with the quite specific nature of the mainstream’s need for plurality. In such a climate,
tribal art from Australia gained international recognition and consequently being used as the
standard bearer of Australia’s international cultural status.44 The work of other Australians,
including urban aboriginals, has to compete with the work of metropolitan artists all over the
world. It has not had much impact, despite various attempts by the Australia Council to raise its
profile in Europe and North America. Yet, things reverse inside Australia, where the work of
tribal aboriginals is framed as other to the general stream of the contemporary, isolated in specific
sections of galleries or in its own galleries.45 As a Hong Kong Australian artist Young understood
the privileged status of some artistic identities over others. Mary Kalantzis and Bill Cope contend
that the Australian art system marginalises ethnic artists by its emphasis on excellence, and its
recognition and management of excellence in terms that are overwhelmingly Anglo-Celtic.46 They
argue this happens in two ways:
First, excellence is a criterion for discriminating art from non-art, the worthy from the
unworthy, the good from the bad, the canonical from the ephemeral. … Second, the same
notion of excellence can, in a negative sense, involve subtle and not-so-subtle forms of
discrimination-mechanisms for exclusion, for keeping the benefits and resources of the arts
within a limited scope and market of culture and art.47
When Young made the decision to study art, he knew two other basic principles governed
Australian art. The most deep-seated was the centrality of concepts of nation to Australian visual
culture. Grafted onto this was subscription to the values and practices of Euro-American art,
taking over from mythologies of national identity in certain circumstances.

This is not to suggest there is no interest in ethnicity in Australian cultural circles. The framework
of multiculturalism that operated strongly in the Australian arts bureaucracy and wider Australian
society from the 1970s until the rise of Pauline Hanson and John Howards’ politics of white
backlash in the mid 1990s readily absorbed Young’s ‘Chineseness’. However, Young saw the
handling of the art of Others as reinforcing the centrality of mainstream visual culture, no matter
how well intentioned. Young’s views are born out by fact. Between 1974 and 1989, the Australia
Council, while having managerial responsibility for the cultural needs of all Australians gave
responsibility for ethnic arts to its special Community Arts Program.48 Young knew that artists
who made their ethnicity a focus of their work were positioned to the side of mainstream art. The
value of their work became relative, signifying a state of cultural authenticity cosmopolitan
vanguard art had lost. Alternatively, it was used to raise issues of difference or to demonstrate the
tolerance and openness of Australian society. Artists wishing to assert their difference or make
difference an issue can have an impact. However, in doing so they operate against the
impediments of exoticism and marginalisation, the meaning of what they do negotiated according
to principles and expectations that may not be their own.
For over a decade, these effects were a private concern for Young, who worked within the orbit of
mainstream art. The Chinese dimensions of his practice operated at the level of process.
Otherwise, his work reflected general concerns among postmodern artists for the crisis of
meaning and imagination in an era of commodified art, globalization, and fast media and
information. It was only after beginning the Double Ground Paintings, with their greater emphasis
on the mixing of visualities and Asian art, that Young resolved to more directly address the
position of the Chinese artist and East Asian culture in relation to the authority of Australian and
Euro-American art. For Young, Asian artists inevitably served as understudies to more
recognisably Australian artists, critics, curators and audiences lacking the cultural literacy to
interpret their work at any engaged level. In 1993, Young organised the conference Australian
Visual Arts in an Asian Context with Vicente Butron, Christina Davidson and Donal Fitzpatrick.49
Its aim was to recognise and explore the influence of Asian culture on contemporary Australian
art.
In 1996, Young initiated the exhibition space 4A (shorthand for Australian Asian Artists’
Association) with Vicente Butron, inviting Melissa Chiu to be its curator with the intention of
encouraging Asian patronage of contemporary Australian art, not just the fostering of Asian
artists in Australia. The aspiration at that stage was a grand one, with the visual arts group
amalgamating with a new performing arts group spearheaded by Chris Pang and Tek Tan. The
gallery was located in Chinatown and also set about building an archive of historical and
contemporary Australian Asian art. Then, in 1997, Young became the founding president of the
Association when it was formally launched in its role of public advocacy for Australian Asia art.
The establishment of the society was a response to the lack of discussion around being an
Australian Asian artist. Motivating Young was a feeling that Australian curators and the broader
artworld promoted a superficial idea of identity and its contemporary politics, forging careers on
revealing the next set of artist outsiders. There were many exhibitions, and analytical and
theoretical texts that explored issues of difference. Ethnic artists were increasingly represented in
exhibitions of contemporary Australian art, both in Australia and overseas. There were Australian
Asian artists but at that time there were no critics with an Asian background. For Young and his
associates in the founding of the society, Vicente Butron, Melissa Chiu and Chris Pang, and later
Dachi Dang, Emile Goh, Felicia Kan, Lindy Lee, Victoria Lombregat, David Lui, Kate Mizrahi,
Kim Moore, Laurence Tan, My Lee Thi, and Guan Wei, this meant that Australian Asian artists

had to construct a critical discourse and position for themselves. The alternative was to be spoken
for and about.
Between 1997 and 1999, Young was deeply involved in the activities of the society, which was
housed in a beautiful, historic building in Chinatown on a peppercorn rent from the City of
Sydney and funded through private patronage and donations. However, in early 1999 Young
moved to Melbourne and resigned as President. He missed out on seeing the enterprise grow into
the Asia Australia Centre. However, in some ways the move was fortuitous because he was
beginning to seriously reconsider the general discourse regarding ‘Asianness’ after long
discussions with his old friend Vicente Butron, who was also exploring alternative views. For
Young, these discourses had come to reflect the vicious circle ethnic artists fell into when trying to
assert their identity and overcome stereotypes. When Australian Asian artists advocated for their
‘Asianness’—outside their use of the representational languages and symbols of Asian culture in
their work—they positioned themselves outside all discourses of Australian identity except
multiculturalism, which had lost most of its authority by the late 1990s. The idea of the
Australian Asian artist, although a factual reality, was inherently paradoxical; the decision to
express cultural allegiances outside a performative Australianness suggesting not only a lack of
identification with Australia but a capacity to subvert the idea of Australian culture. The AAAA
expressed to supporters, opponents and onlookers the specificity of Asian artists’ position and
attitudes, that is, their separation from a fixed Australian identity. By demonstrating disruption
and mutation, it underscored the impossibility of any such thing while working against the sense
of diversity within Australian Asian cultural identity.
Similar paradoxes characterised Young’s activities and situation outside Australia—where the
symbolic role of national cultures is well established and the production of difference central to
the art market. Just as Young’s work concerns the historical diffusion of cultural reference points,
he has had a longterm interest in how individual artists and localities gain value and authority in
art. His varied experiences as an Australian, Hong Kong, and Chinese artist demonstrate how
artworld relations mirror regional, class, and cultural struggles at the heart of international
capitalist exchange, abstracting art and ideas in the pursuit of on-going commercial and
institutional expansion. Yet, aspects of globalisation also undercut the construct of the nationstate in ways that are both positive and negative. Nationality, of course, was already under attack
from competing social and political objectives during the modernist period. In the cultural
sphere, the desire to encourage international communication, community and understanding
drove aspects of abstract art and the development of synthetic languages like Esperanto and
Makaton.50 Today another globalising force has taken over, all nations now coming under the
universal reign of capital. Michael Hardt and Antonoi Negri see the globalisation of markets and
information disrupting old forms of domination such as the hegemony of the nation-state and the
condition of peripheral territoriality associated with the age of imperialism.51 In an era of open
and adaptable markets, the centres of world art do not exercise authority over the international
art system in the same way they did in the modernist period when essentialised and universal
visual languages were the ideal but art of international distinction only came from certain places.
The institutionalisation of the international art market has only become complete in the era of
postmodernity, along with the system of international art publishing and exhibitions.
Globalisation is known as a force for cultural homogenisation. However, in reflecting post-Fordist
criteria of production and consumption, that is, strong commodity differentiation, niche markets
and boutique production it also demands cultural diversity. While the mechanisms of
international art continue to endorse only a select range of cultural products, their choices and

interests now reflect globalised cultural flows and exchanges rather than being centralised and
context-specific as in the past.
In this environment, both nationalism and nativism can be important codes for differentiating
cultural products and investing them with value. However, not all nationalities and ethnicities
signify in the same way, the demand for difference producing, for example, a bias towards
originary or readily brandable cultures. The semantics of national culture, identity and ethnicity
also play out differently in different circumstances. As someone who has moved across national
and cultural borders, Young had to consider his place in the world from an early age, a demand
that only intensified on becoming an artist. While living overseas in 1980, he drew a number of
complex flow charts in a notebook. The diagrams described relationships in modern and
contemporary art leading down to him in a blunt attempt to figure out where he fitted into
international art at a time when only certain aesthetic activities and cultural locations registered.
The same notebook shows his interest in the relationship of mainland China to the international
art system. An entry dated 2 April 1982 includes a tiny clipping from a current issue of Art
Monthly. It reads, ‘…in Peking a Chinese art magazine recently ran a long article, well illustrated,
on abstract art, one of the first such articles for many years.’52 For Young, the item signified a
potential opening of mainland art and society to outside influences following the end of the
Cultural Revolution.
Since 1982, the international art system increasingly operates across and without regard for
national borders. This, and China’s new economic openness, has overturned the mainland’s
marginality to international art. Beijing, for instance, now has 789, a vast contemporary art facility
supporting art magazines, exhibition spaces and artist’s studios. Chinese contemporary artists like
Cai Guo-Qiang, Chen Zhen, Gu Wenda, Yin Xiuzhen and Xu Bing are major figures on the
international festival circuit and in the global art market. There is no longer any need for Chinese
artists to adopt international artistic discourses and practices to be accepted. Young has also seen
contemporary art developments from mainland China celebrated in the region, as exemplified by
the 1993 exhibition Mao Goes Pop at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney, and the 1992
exhibition China Post’89 in Hong Kong. While the international art world is now a diffuse
conglomerate of institutions, processes and effects, suggesting that the former division of world
art into cultural centres and outsides is in decline, it still works to reinforce entrenched cultural
agendas and relations. For Young, the work of Chinese artists must represent an immanent
‘Chineseness’ or deal with Chinese issues to be of interest. He also sees international curators
adopting a deterritorialised perspective on artistic products and subjectivities. Working without a
transcendent perspective, they specialise in the thematic manipulation of artworks, weaving art
from diverse contexts into their abstract interpretive schemas.53
Young has benefited and lost out from this situation. The work of diasporic Chinese, including
those from Hong Kong, does not stand as readily as an example of Chinese culture as art from
Mainland China. Chinese artists have a strong consciousness of this symbolic difference however
much they understand issues of transculturality, especially mainland artists who now operate from
a position of unprecedented power. During the late 1990s, Young was travelling frequently to
Hong Kong and Guangzhou, heightening his connections with Asia but also his awareness of
being neither Western nor Eastern. Then, in late 1999 he spent time with the Chinese artists
Chen Zhen, Cai Guo Qiang and Xu Bing in Melbourne, who were in Australia for the Asia
Pacific Triennial. On meeting up again in Brisbane, Cai half-jokingly but half-seriously
announced that Young was ‘half Chinese’. Spending time with these artists as friends prompted
Young to make a decision that from then on he would refer to himself as a Hong Kong Australian

artist, reflecting the world’s view of him even if it didn’t necessarily fit his own perception of
himself.
This decision came after more than a decade of international exhibitions and curatorial activities
that began in 1988, when Young, John Nixon, Robert Owen and Jenny Watson represented
Australia at the Seoul Olympics Art Exhibition. Initially, his participation suggested acceptance of
a person with an Asian background as an Australian artist. After Seoul, Young had other
opportunities to travel as a ‘cultural representative’ of Australia. Whenever he exhibited overseas,
he would travel to the country to explore opportunities for cultural exchange. In 1991, he went to
Singapore to take part in events around the first Asialink exhibition, ‘Art from Australia: Eight
Contemporary Views’ curated by Alison Carroll.54 The founding of Asialink, which the Australia
Council of the Arts partly funded, exemplifies the changing role of the arts in Australia. The
Whitlam Labor Government established the Australia Council in late 1972 as the main federal
funding body on the basis of ideas of the innate value of High Art, the universality of cultural
experience and the need to compensate for cultural deficiencies in Australian society. By the late
1980s, however, arguments about the economic and symbolic contribution of the arts to
Australia—by shaping national identity and forging international relations—validated arts
funding.55
During the late 1980s and first half of the 1990s, this increasingly meant using art to build
relations with Asia. Proclaiming that ‘Asia was substantially where Australia’s future lay’, Paul
Keating, Australia’s Prime Minister from 1991 to 1996, argued that Australia had to engage with
Asia ‘at a level and with an intensity [it] had never come close to doing in the past.’56 Although
there is a history of Australian cultural exchange with Asia before 199057, engagement with Asia
through culture became part of a clear strategy of Australian governments and arts organisations
in the 1990s. Initially, Young saw this as a hopeful development, not only for the connections
that might develop with Asia but also for cultural relations within Australia. It certainly raised the
possibility that ethnic artists would no longer be seen as cultural outsiders even if artist’s
independent creative projects would be used to leverage political and economic advantage.
Nonetheless, the Australia Council’s commitment to exhibiting in Asia was genuine. In the mid
1990s, when it had very limited resources to send large-scale exhibitions internationally, the
Council still found some funds to support exhibitions of Australian art to Asia. In this lean
funding climate, the groundswell of enthusiasm for such projects was taken over by private
individuals, notably Gene Sherman through exhibitions such as System’s End (1996) and the Rose
Crossing: Contemporary Art in Asia (1999-2000) that were organised by Sherman Galleries.
For much of the 1990s, Young used the institutional spotlight and the expanding machinery of
international exchange programs to explore geographic and cultural divides. In 1994, he travelled
to Taiwan and Hong Kong with the exhibition Transcultural Painting, which he co-initiated with
Alison Carroll, Christina Davidson and Frances Lindsay.58 The idea for the exhibition was to
develop a critical dialogue with Asian artists, critics and audiences about the importance of
transcultural practices in globalisation; hence the choice of Tony Clark, Linda Marrinon, Lindy
Lee and Young for the exhibition; each artist, in their own way, investigating the complicated
translation of cultural materials between temporal and cultural contexts. Within postmodernism,
there was a wide range of art investigating issues of hegemony and dominance. This work
represented the psychic life of individuals as comprised of an endless flow of signs and images
from capitalism’s highly developed media and communications sectors. By 1994, Young’s work
had moved beyond this point to explore a transcultural mixing of representations, cultural
practices and ways of seeing, suggesting a radical disruption of cultural boundaries and

hierarchies. His history of self-generated activity also eschewed postmodernism’s refutation of
human agency, which precluded the possibility of people acting alone or in groups in their own
interest. For Young, processes of globalisation challenged old conceptions of the collective subject
grounded in nationalism and geography. By travelling with Transcultural Painting he sought to
establish an active dialogue between Asian and Australian art circles around issues of cultural
specificity and locality to challenge the ‘Euro-American tradition’ of making, disseminating and
understanding art’.59
In Taiwan, this failed, demonstrating the difficulty of overcoming the influence of people’s
immediate context to achieve an inter-cultural perspective. The exhibition created much good will
for the artists involved. However, its underlying principle of undetermined cultural relations was
too raw for Taiwanese artists and audiences struggling with very blunt issues of identity and
nationhood due to relations with mainland China. Young also recognised that the Taiwanese and
especially the Japanese art worlds had a highly centrist perspective, looking to Euro-American art
for legitimation. Having worked hard to established connections there, they had little use for
Australian art and artists. For Young, the main point was keeping things as open as possible to see
what would emerge. His great concern was that art from the Asia-Pacific region would be made to
fit Euro-American ideas of art rather than contributing new understandings of the nature and
function of cultural enterprise. He raised these issues in a paper he gave at Austral-Constellations, a
conference held at The University of Hong Kong in 1994.60 His argued that while the work of
non-Western artists brought ‘different aesthetic, literary and temporal registers’ to the practice of
art, this potential was routinely denied. Rather, connections to Euro-American aesthetic practices
and issues were privileged—any such links also being celebrated as the sign of progressiveness in
artists’ home contexts. Otherwise, art from the Asia-Pacific was received in sociological terms
through issues of ‘identity and indigeneity’ or had to fundamentally reflect its source. Young
illustrated this by the expectation that contemporary Chinese artists should offer social and
political resistance to repressive conditions in China, where artists in more liberal situations could
develop their own interests.
Young reserved his strongest denunciation for the position of Australian artists in relation to
international art. He argued that although postmodern strategies of reiteration and appropriation
had allowed Australian artists to feel ‘a psychological proximity to mainstream Euro-American
Modernism’, the centres of such art extended no such reciprocity towards Australian art.61 These
arguments came home to Young in 1995 when he participated in Antipodean Currents at the
Guggenheim Museum in New York. The curator, Julia Robinson, and the catalogue writers,
Eleanor Heartney, Catharine Lumby and Christina Davidson, had produced subtle critical
frameworks to help explain the different artist’s positions to an audience unfamiliar with
Australian culture. The American response to the work and the visiting artists was polite.
However, as Young had argued the year before, it was not possible for Australian art ‘to be part of
the history and institution of the avant-garde in Euro-America’.62 No matter how much artists—
and perhaps more significantly the arts bureaucracy that sent exhibitions like Antipodean Currents
overseas might claim or wish it—factors of power, economy and distance precluded this, the living
proof being the rapid rise of Chinese artists internationally. Any patronage of outlying
manifestations of Euro-American culture by major institutions of the old artworld was likely to be
temporary, superficial and driven by opportunistic reasons as a genuine effort to engage in
cultural exchange. As Young had experienced the difficult status of the Asian artist in Australia,
he understood that for Australian artists wanting to operate in the international artworld the
‘provincial effect [was] as big as ever … neo avant-gardims [being] a last ditch effort of posthistorical longing.’63

Unable to function as an equal cultural partner in overseas contexts, Young depicted Australian
artists as equally captive to the policy perspectives of the local arts bureaucracy. The escalating
institutionalisation of contemporary Australian art, he argued, had collapsed critical distance in
the cultural sphere. This was achieved by ‘framing national cultural policy’ in ‘absolutely
democratic, experimental terms’ so that every ‘anti’ manoeuvre artists developed, including
actions against the bureaucracy, was already absorbable before it took place.64 A parallel example
is the modelling of the publicly funded alternative gallery on the artist-initiated exhibition venues
and hybrid art practices of the 1970s. The subsequent transformation of the alternative gallery
into the contemporary art space in the early 1980s, followed by the rehousing of what were once
humble galleries dedicated to programming in deluxe, icon buildings in the 1990s reveals the
lengths taken to recuperate, then package, vanguard art as entertainment.65 Young argued the arts
bureaucracy rewarded artists for acting out projects of individuation, identity, cultural specificity
and ideology critique. Where radical artists had developed these things in the spirit of opposition,
administrators now used them to demonstrate the open and affirmative cultural system they had
created. Young’s lecture depicted the arts bureaucracy as expert in its management and
articulation of cultural issues, but lacking any conception of history, canon, or value in relation to
vanguard Australian art, turning artists into objects not subjects while closing off possibilities for
actual engagement in critical culture.
By the late 1990s, Young’s experiences as an artist had put the complexity under which all artists
operated beyond doubt for him. His knowledge of theory and of the fortunes of radical artists
since the early twentieth century in enacting critique and resisting co-optation only added to this
awareness. Recognising little possibility of changing the art system, Young accepted the
annexation of the public cultural sphere and the contemporary zeitgeist of globalisation as the
context in which he necessarily worked. His current position is to engage with the artworld in less
direct ways than previously, seeing his work as the primary means of exploring the erosion of time
and place under globalisation. He also knows that living between cultures has some advantages.
He can work in different capacities in different places, avoiding some of the pressure to project a
fixed artistic identity. While he has represented Australia in the international cultural arena, he
has also maintained his cultural links with his homeland. In 2001, for example, he executed a
large-scale public installation over five floors of the North Point Interchange for Hong Kong’s
Mass Transit Railway.66 Through a sequence of wall images and abstract, looping patterns
imbedded in the station floor, the installation addressed issues of culture and spatiality in
globalisation. As a product of shifting colonial, hemispherical and economic relations, Hong
Kong is an exemplar of the decentered effects of the evolving global culture and information
space. Young’s installation reflected this in physical, representational and aesthetic form.
Young’s recent experiences as an artist highlight the ambiguity involved in determining
contemporary identity. Since 2002, he has exhibited in Europe as a Hong Kong artist with the
added irony that the Hong Kong of his origins no longer exists. In their own ways both Hong
Kong and Australia are places where questions of cultural transrelation are entirely apposite but
which defy forms of analysis that are geographically deterministic and culturally essentialist.
Young also recognises that many diasporic artists, writers, filmmakers and intellectuals who make
Hong Kong the subject of their work do so from outside Hong Kong, dealing with the idea not
the everyday actuality of the place. Young’s current work explores the difficulty of meaning and
identity under the forces of globalisation, ultra-high technology and seemingly insurmountable
cultural divisions. Once he saw art as having a strong hermeneutic function. Today his views on
the capacity for interpretation and analysis have changed, although he is still interested in the

subjective interplay between artists, artworks and audiences. Working purely pictorially, Young’s
major sources are now the poets Kenneth White and Charles Olsen. Both writers involve
themselves in complex dialectics of here and there. White is a traveller to extreme places beyond
the sphere of global modernity, who makes a point of leaving something of himself wherever he
goes. Olsen engages in conceptual travelling. Living in a small community, he pulls things about
the world into his writing.
In 1991 Jean-François Lyotard wrote, ‘the work of art is not merely a cultural object … It harbours
within it an excess, a rapture, a potential of associations that overflows all the determinations of
its “reception” and “production”.’67 The trajectory of Young’s artistic career has, in many respects,
moved from the one point to the other. He began making art acutely aware of its limitations and
the boundaries in which he practiced. Like many artists, he has struggled against the art system’s
dexterity in instrumentalising the creative core of what artists do. His activities today are less
immediately engaging than when he involved himself in a range of artist-initiated endeavours.
Although these pursuits demonstrated the different ways in which artists can operate as engaged
intellectuals, Young is now less interested in the functionality of his actions. In exploring the
instability of personal and collective experience, the poetic connections and imaginary spaces of
his work are his primary means of engaging cultural relations. At the same time, the lessons of the
past are not forgotten. While the Double Ground Paintings seek to make the viewer aware of the
potential of looking at things in an open-ended way they continue to raise questions of art and art
making.
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