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“A portrait” As you enter the gallery you see a sequence of photos - a baby, a teenager, an adult woman, getting older, near death. A normal life sequence. But maybe not so normal. A nazi swastika stamped on her photo as a teenager gives a clue to that. The woman in the photos is my mother. Beneath the photos is a box, an old Westons biscuit tin, which I found while cleaning up her cellar after she died. It was full of letters and personal papers, and next to it was a briefcase full of photos. Written in Polish on the lid of the tin in her handwriting was “Do spalenia po mojej smierci” (To be burnt when I die).

      [image: image2.jpg]



Did I burn them? Hollis Frampton’s 1971 film Hapax Legomena (Nostalgia) came to mind, in which he burned photographic images from his life and artwork, but confounded the viewer with an out of sync commentary, I didn’t burn the letters, except symbolically in this installation.  I read them. Well, some of them. Many were in Polish which I have difficulty with. Many document my parents’ disintegrating marriage and the aftermath, when I and my sister were children. Some led to painful revelations. 

Last year I came across the work of Christian Boltanski, who was born in France a couple of years before I was, and, like me, had links to Eastern Europe. In particular his use of tins and photos seemed appropriate to my exploration of family through the contents of the my mother’s biscuit tin and briefcase. However, much of Boltanski’s work avoids personal memories, using found images from others to explore the holocaust and homelessness. In contrast, my work is very personal. It uses family images and memories  to touch on the horrors of nazi and communist occupation of my parents’ homeland, Poland, during the second word war, my parents’ failed marriage (she wanted a more secure provider, he wanted to write), and her extensive health problems in later life.
The installation is built around a 5 channel soundscape featuring her voice, recorded a couple of years before  she died, the sounds of a  piano and fractured national anthems from Poland, France and Australia. In my sound art I usually manipulate natural sounds, including voices, to create new sounds, but in this case I have, with the exception of the national anthems, applied very little treatment to the voice and piano. 
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“He brought girls home” she said. “She was a whore” he said. is made up of a photo and 3 biscuit tins with mini video screens.  In the top screen the letters and papers are “burnt”. This was meant to be a cleansing experience (represented by the water video) and lead to “regrowth” (the video featuring an image of an Australian gums regrowing after a bushfire), but the forest is extremely distorted through digital manipulation – maybe my “regrowth” hasn’t yet occurred.. The title, imprinted on a photo of my parents, is a quote from a episode 4A in Jean-Luc Godard’s Histoire(s) du Cinema, and sums up the content of many of the letters in the tin.
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“I was not allowed to work” features a t-shirt printed with an image from her dressmaking journal and an abstract video made from pages of the journal. As refugees in France, my parents were not allowed to work, so had to make do illegally. She set up a dressmaking business. She was angry with him for not trying to work. He wanted to write, and did eventually become an author (8 books).   His first book, Smutny Uśmiech, published a year before their divorce and after their separation, included a long story about his relationship with my mother and children. 
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“A reflection” is a 2 screen reflection on her life. Built around an image of the lake at Aix les Bains, a small  French village near the Swiss border, where I spent half of my first year (without my parents), it is loosely linked to the 5-channel soundscape, and features images of the holocaust, Warsaw uprising, family photos, her dressmaking journal, an abstract animation using her medical images (xrays etc). It also includes reference to recent treatment of refugees in Australian detention centres. Yes, there are many new refugees in Australia who have also suffered greatly.

Her Story
The Nazis invaded Poland in 1939 when she was 14. Her parents hid a Jewish girl from the nazis under the threat of death, Her brother was sent to a nazi concentration camp, her father died in one, her grandfather died in a communist camp in Siberia, her mother’s weak heart gave out when her mother was  forced to march in front of a German tank, her boyfriend was shot by German soldiers in her presence. She fought for the Polish Peoples Army (AK) as a teenager during the Warsaw Uprising, when Warsaw was obliterated by the Germans, while the Russian army stood by without helping. She left Poland at the end of the war. She didn’t want to return. 

A refugee in France, then Australia, she, like many refugees, experienced discrimination as a foreigner, Her marriage suffered. She wanted more security than could be offered by a husband who wanted to be a writer. Her 2 children suffered as a result of the traumatic divorce. But she eventually was happily remarried and finally gave the children a relatively stable home.  She was a tough woman. She survived five cancers. But she also had a tough relationship with her children.

Many of today’s refugees in Australia (Bosnia, Iraq, Afghanistan, Rwanda etc) have similar stories of horror and tales of discrimination. The media and the Howard Government did not appear very sympathetic to their plight.
The artist
I am a Bendigo-based sound and video artist. My work includes both performance and installation. I am a member of fourcast, a quartet of artists (visual, dance and sound), who create site-specific installations and of punctum, an experimental theatre group led by jude anderson. With my wife fran, I produce music from models of fungal growth. Until recently I presented possible musics, Australia's longest running experimental music radio program (1983-2007) on 3CCC, and now present programs occasionally on new community radio station Phoenix FM. I also curate undue noise and other concerts and exhibitions, and run australian sound art label cajid media. In a former life I was a microbiologist at La Trobe University.

Further information at http://cajid.com/jacques
email: jacques@cajid.com
Yes! I no longer remember. I imagine  

Jean Luc Godard, Histoire(s) du Cinema

