From a conversation between Rebekah Butler and Anne Lord October 2004

RB. How did you arrive at the concept of absence?

AL. The realization that Absence could be a concept was due to having just lost my Father and going to China at the same time…going and having to go back….in the midst of all of this, I was really conscious of our spirituality in Australia  and my family’s spirituality and how we look at the afterlife. Before any of this happened, I had already decided that I wanted to look at Buddhist sculptures in China. In Beijing I went to the Confucian Temple and places like that…The Lama Temples in a large garden complex have the most beautiful sculptures but many you can’t photograph. I wanted to make work about absence. After going west of Beijing to look at the caves where Buddha images are eroding all the ideas began to gel about how my previous work relating to disintegration, could be used again if I referenced erosion and disintegration in terms of this new perspective I was developing about spirituality.  

RB.  The installation features an extract of the Lord’s prayer, sections of which are overlaid with Chinese characters… 

AL. I kept hearing the words over and over, from the prayer “…forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us”. In fact the whole prayer became a mantra for me because I felt I was in a state of panic about my father suddenly passing away.  I did feel this panic, so I’d say this prayer. And this comes back to realising in the most unexpected way, things that you have taken for granted or that you did not even like, become an important part of what you now cling to in terms of your own spirituality. 

For a visual arts exhibition, I have to be objective, in what I am putting out to an audience. The words “Forgive us…” are important for me to use. A whole lot of things made me decide on this such as; China and the SARS crisis – that was nobody’s fault but it impacted on a lot of people in a very powerful way and September 11 in America brought so much to world attention and as much as I think this is really a terrible thing I think that this is one side of a very long battle. Globally we are all under this cloud about how we trespass – who trespasses which way? And probably, we are all responsible for this to a certain extent. So, I felt even though this work is about absence, trespassing and being forgiven, is a crucial phrase to use in terms of spirituality of the East and the Buddha and what we look at in the West. The particularly Western prayer, or a part of it is on a wall opposite the images of the Buddha from DaTong, one part of an incredibly diverse Chinese spirituality where these objects are under threat as well. They are disappearing through erosion and if I were to go back in three years I would notice big changes. So absence or loss is an underlying current that triggers lots of other things.

RB. Spanning the gallery floor is a network of river systems, drawn on clear plastic.  Can you explain the significance of this? 

AL. Just prior to this I had been thinking of four metre digital photographs, some aerial of the Australian land I had flown over between Sydney and Hong Kong, but I couldn’t do this…and eventually I just reduced all this down. I thought about a comment you made – you’d seen one of my digital images and said that it would look really good as a monotype. So I thought about traditional skills I use and what I can do with them and how I can bring these together. I love working on clear plastic and thought I can transfer these images of the rivers onto plastic. I wanted to use the rivers of west Queensland where I grew up and which are also really close to my family, to acknowledge my father’s presence there  - and another sign of absence is that many of the rivers in Queensland are dry for most of the year. Recently a Radio National program made reference to our nomenclature of rivers that have no water in them. This idea is important to me, as a main part of the river is the riverbed and sand and that ecosystem. These rivers, drawn on the plastic for the floor, are usually dry beds. I was thinking about using salt, but thought no, salt has become too cliché in the visual arts.  Also, to people close to those areas they don’t want their rivers thought of as salt rivers.  They are living rivers; they have a natural cycle where they run, they are dry, some of the water falls through to the Artesian basin and they haven’t been altered by man. However there is a sense of absence when there is no water in them. In two or three months of the year there might be water, then eventually it drops back to puddles and then nothing. Anyway, this explains why I want to draw rivers and why I associate this with the concept of absence.  

RB. What about the use of the centrepiece – the table, chair and suitcase? 

AL. After I came back from China I bought an old square table that needs repairing – then I realised that’s what I need for the space in the middle of the exhibition to accentuate the absence, a place to contemplate. To me it was serendipity. The square table is in the centre of the room with an old chair. This old chair comes from home and I have had it repaired so that it is not wobbly. It is made from silky oak, still not painted, and very worn. A lot of the old churches especially in Queensland are all old wooden structures and they are so vulnerable and seem to be getting burnt down each year. This table and chair feel like that - old and vulnerable, with marked, eroded surfaces. On top of the table is a very slick object, a small clear plastic suitcase, made in China, which is pertinent. A strange mixture…a clear plastic suitcase is totally contrary to what I consider my luggage to be, private and personal. The clear plastic suitcase has no item in it. But of course I have to put something in it! A little ice Buddha sitting, melting and disappearing at the opening. It is taking more time to make than I was going to allow so on opening night it will be a sense of loss because I am fond of it.  Anyway, there are many things that are going to go and no matter how much work I put into this it has to disappear at the opening on a Townsville summer evening averaging 34ºCelsius. One of the things important and central to Buddhist philosophy is that there is letting go. I need to put that into this conversation.

RB. The works in Absence are an extension of your previous works and continued preoccupation with ephemera and erosion. Can you expand on this?

AL. I have used disintegration and recycling as a concept for artwork that does not tax the environment and contributes to an awareness of ecological problems. In 1995 I made a four metre high work titled ROT from recycled paper and installed it on a traffic island in front of the Institute of Modern Art, (Ann Street) Brisbane, as part of their program. The purpose of the piece was to let it disintegrate and be recycled again. In 1996 the exhibition Fold was made from drawings and photographs of washed up objects on the Townsville city beach. Images were assisted in a disintegration process by the addition of caustic soda on the paper background. Ten years on, my work uses a progression of process and disintegration. Once I decided that I am consciously looking at the environment I live in as a threatened environment my artwork changed from landscape concern to artwork demonstrating an environmental conscience.  

I want to work with environmental elements about what the issues are. The digital images of eroding Buddhist sculptures tie in with two things - the spirituality that I want to work with, but also in a really important way, how the environment is threatened by unsustainable practices. 

RB. In our discussions leading up to the exhibition, you have often spoken of the idea of communicating cultural exchange…

AL. Cultural exchange is tied in with going to a foreign place and being very aware, especially in China of visual difference extending to language and text.  I can’t read Chinese characters except for the basic ones, even though I am using them in my artworks…the differences are incredible. But on the other hand it makes even more of an impact on you when people go out of their way to communicate with you and exchange ideas.  I met so many artists who wanted to communicate and exchange ideas.  Many artists have wonderful catalogues, they cost a fortune…and they present these catalogues to visitors…I was really aware of a need to share what artists do.  I also produced a catalogue in Beijing.

I was lucky to have two very good interpreters…LiGang in Beijing and LiLiang in Shanghai who could tell me about artists and their work as well as communicate different nuances across the cultures. I told Li Gang about the drawing of the kangaroo explaining the drought to Buddha and he replied the Buddha doesn’t need to have the drought explained because China has a lot of drought. West of Beijing where there is a lot of coal mining and dry country. The caves near DaTong where the Buddhist sculptures are is really dry…it looks like parts of Australia where there is dry rocky earth and little vegetation … I was becoming more aware of China’s environmental problems. China is such a big country, like Australia, perhaps China doesn’t have the same area of drought that we do but there are similar environmental problems. I changed the name of the work from Explaining the Drought to the Buddha to Discussing the Drought with the Buddha. LiGang laughed; it was just a subtle change but I thought it was important.  

RB. Travelling to China is something that you have spent two years preparing for and you said the artwork has been very important to you for many years. What impact did experiencing the culture first-hand have on your work?  

AL. It made me think about my identity and that I had to use this in my work. Before I left Australia I created my website www.annelord.com and business card. But what is my identity in China?  I started drawing a kangaroo greeting a Bodisattva by bringing paws together in prayer or greeting.  The praying hands are used in so many religions.  So many bow and join their hands together. It’s a sign of respect, which is really important in my work. The kangaroo and the Buddha or Bodhisattvas have their hands in response to each other. The Bodhisattva is a compassionate figure a bit like our saints. They put off their own enlightenment in order to help other people.

Looking at Buddhist temples and Taoist temples, at their spirituality and having gone as far as Shanghai for one afternoon and night and getting on a plane the next morning to come back for my Father’s funeral meant that I went from seeing artwork in a wonderful museum in Hong Kong and snippets of what I would see later to this profound situation with my family.  My family is very close and at times like that we are very conscious of how close we are and how we share things. So perhaps that extraordinary experience and then… going back to China made me look at their work differently.  I said to my Mother “I have to go back. I have been arranging this residency and exhibition in Beijing for two years. In fact I had sent my work on from Shanghai…the series of Survivor Trees made here in Australia. They are the trees that survive the droughts, floods, fires, erosion, poison or the axe.  In China there are also ancient survivor trees in city temple gardens. 

RB. Did you feel a sense of absence in not being able to attend your exhibition opening in China? 

AL. Yes, on email I asked if I could postpone my exhibition and residency and was told no. I said to my mother “I really have to go, when do you think you need me back?” and she responded, “Tomorrow?”… My husband and family were very supportive of my three month absence.

RB. Returning to spirituality…Did you want to talk about the temples and other religious sites you visited in China and how they influenced your work?

AL. There were so many things that made me conscious of why people pray and why they pray to ancestors … a lot of the Chinese temples have ancestor figures…there are so many with crazy things like lightening bolts coming out of their heads. There were hundreds of these ancestor figures and they would all be holding their own staff or symbol a lot like our saint have their own identifiable symbols. They have all these symbols and we have all our symbols…this could be quite sacrilegious, but it seemed to me that in a way we invent our own God but these are all about goodness. This links to the thought that we all fight battles over different cultural institutions, including religion and that is why the words ‘Forgive us our trespasses’ became important, because we shouldn’t be trespassing, we should be acknowledging these wonderful cultural differences and be able to accept them and see that their God and our God are the same. What I was trying to get to through these absences is that we all have a commonality.  The images I have been working with are about common beliefs. In reference to early Buddhist stone carvings;  

… most notably the relief carvings of Amaravati in Southern India, an empty throne is used to imply the presence of the Buddha, as are images of a riderless horse with an umbrella held over it, or a pair of footprints. The Buddha himself is not represented, apparently implying his non-presence, or transcendence of this world (McArthur 2002:14).

This transcendence and at the same time acceptance of change are concepts I want to reference. For example, the subjects in the digital prints are very old but use new technology to recreate their imagery. The dry rivers are made with synthetic pens on plastic surfaces and relate to an absence of water. Finally the ice Buddha is fast to disappear. 
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