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This is Miriam Stannage’s night and we are sorry that she cannot be here to celebrate the 
opening of the survey exhibition 2006-2016 curated by Lee Kinsella and launch of her book 
Miriam Stannage: time framed edited by Lee. I acknowledge the tremendous support and love 
the audience extends to Miriam, the size of the crowd alone attests to that, and to the shared 
interest in her work which has brought us together tonight.  

Miriam’s art prompts questions – more questions than answers and so I thought I’d structure 
my comments around two questions in particular: 

What does Miriam’s art give us, her audience? 

And second, what do we give back? 

So, I am imagining a dialogue and interaction between the art works and ourselves that is 
unusually active. This was prompted by my experience in the gallery this morning when I felt 
surrounded by a multiplicity of clues – and fragments – but no obvious single, coherent 
message. And, what’s more as I looked at the art on display much of it appeared to be looking 
at me via the various optical devices Miriam has attached to them (mirrors, cameras, sensors), 
and the insistent signage that we are being surveyed. Miriam‘s work has long been 
characterised by this complexity. It is not didactic or literal, even when words are involved. It 
is far more generous than that in its relationship with viewers. 

So how does Miriam’s work invite us to attend to it? These are some of the strategies, in no 
special order. 

• Humour, seen here in her irreverent take on Magritte, whose art has been an 
inspiration 

• Colour, especially in the most recent photographic series which is glowing in the room 
to the right. 

• The element of surprise achieved through unexpected juxtapositions, a surrealist 
gambit (I refer again to Magritte’s self-portrait being ‘defaced’ by a security camera). 

• Size. Miriam varies her viewing distances and within some works the viewing requires 
multiple positions, close-up, further back. Bodily we are required to become active. 

• Surface. The oscillation and interplay between two d and 3 d surfaces. Texture is 
involved her too, regardless of the medium, ie where photographs become part of a 
sculptural collage. 

These are strategies, both material and immaterial in nature, that invite us to enter the space of 
each work and embark on the interactive process of decoding potential meanings.  
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And what do we discover? For me overwhelmingly, a reminder that we live in an imperfect 
world, an unpretty, difficult world Evidence of disasters, breakdown, crime and struggle is 
everywhere in image and in text. As many writers have commented, in Miriam’s work there is 
an underlying, ongoing preoccupation with the state of humanity. Not with individuals or the 
expression of individuality (note that people’s faces are obscured in the recent photographs) 
but with humanity in the biggest sense. As a collective of people. And as universal. 

 

In Miriam’s recent work seen here she appears to be asking, ‘what makes us feel secure?’ 
What do we need to be safe and to survive in contemporary society? Amidst all the falseness 
of consumerist life and mass media, all the temptations and dangers that distract us and can 
potentially destroy us. Think of what happened to Elvis and Marilyn. 

Miriam’s art is not only conceptually rigorous and experimental (process, installation etc). It 
has integrity. Throughout her career, Miriam has been steadfast in her belief in the value of 
art, the role of art, its capacity, as I see it, to give us solace and hope. 

And so to my second question: what do we give back to these works created to provoke and 
unsettle us? Sometimes gently, wryly. Sometimes not. 

We give our attention. Our respect. Our pleasure. Our responsiveness. 

And our gratitude. Thank you Miriam Stannage, I declare your show is now open. 
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Miriam Stannage: Time Framed 

UWA Publishing, edited by Lee and with the majority of writing by Lee; Ted Snell and I 
contributed the other essays. 

As you will have noticed it’s not a catalogue for the exhibition but rather a book which 
engages with the full extent of Miriam’s life and work. It has come about because of Lee’s 
dedication to the project and her enthusiasm for Miriam’s work. She has worked closely with 
Miriam throughout and here is Miriam’s acknowledgement of her amazing effort: 

I am greatly indebted to Lee for her more than two and a half years of archival 
research and interviews on my art and life. She has shown great patience as well as 
deep understanding of and sensitivity to this project. I thank her for her perceptive, 
thoughtful essays and her generous and time-consuming commitment. 

An acknowledgement we can all endorse. 

For me the book has been a revelation. Certainly I knew of Miriam’s separate bodies of work 
and the catalogue from her survey show held at AGWA in 1989. Bu there, for the first time, 
we have the full array. It is testament to a five decades long, deep, sustained and totally 
sincere engagement with making art. 

In the book we learn about Miriam’s family background and upbringing, about her 
introduction to art and the development of her distinctive practice and about the importance of 
her personal and creative partnership (Lee’s words) with the late Tom Gibbons. 

Not only that. I was also fascinated to read of the extent of her art related activities and 
different kinds of advocacy. They included the audacious move of opening a commercial 
gallery, the Rhode Gallery, in 1965. 

I tis in the lavishly illustrated book that Miriam’s enduring concerns are dealt with in depth. 
Lee and I have already touched on them and they include: 

• Sight and seeing 
• Language and meaning 
• place 
• The universal human condition and associated moral issues.  

Along with interests in process, relationships between two d and 3 d and more. To quote Ted 
Snell from the book: Miriam’s practice expands ‘the horizon of what art might be, what issues 
it should address and how it might be integrated into everyday existence’. 

Congratulations to the Lawrence Wilson Gallery and UWA publishing team, Lee, designer 
Antonietta Itropico for bringing this beautiful publication into the world. It will extend the 
knowledge and enjoyment of Miriam’s work to those already familiar with it and will 
introduce her work to a new audience. I hope to see it in art schools, school and university 
libraries around the country in no time at all. 

Finally, congratulations to Miriam above all else. It is Miriam’s work and her extraordinary 
wide-ranging contribution to the visual arts that has brought us together here tonight.  
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