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Since 2003 Ario Mountford has been producing digitally animated 

films that feature a dizzying array of famous artists, artworks ,and 

events from the history of art inflected ·th an almost equally dizzying 

array of pop cultural references T ese films ·typically adopt a loose 

narrative structure within which o silhouetted figures (of the type 

used to indicate gender on publ·c toilet doors) misadventure through 

various iconic art galleries and artworks to murderous effect. In Wedge 

for Sf Elective Vie wing (2005}, e characters construct a special 

art viewing platform (a replica of hich houses the screen in the 

actual gallery) that doubles as a guillotine for beheading unsuspecting 

visitors .. n Murder in the Museum {2005), the characters visit 

Mo,MA, the Guggenheim and the Tate, only to be set upon by an 

axe-wielding maniac. In The Pioneer Meets the Wa.nderer (2006) 

the two figures lounge o the beach as Marcel Duchamp's Bicycle 

Wheel washes ashore, dance to punk band The Saints in the National 

Gaflery of Victoria, re-enac the climactic scene from Picnic at 

Hanging Rock and, finally, head over to the Heide Museum of Modern 

Art to decapitate some of Australia's best known artists. And, in the 

most recent work in this exhibition, The Triumph (2010), Brueghel's 

eponymous painting, The Triumph of D'eath (c.1562), is reanimated 

and repopulated with a cast including Duchamp, Jake and Dinos 

Chapman, Yves Klein and Patti Smith, all of whom are variously, and 

inevitably, slaughtered. In Mountford's history of art, everyone loses 

their head. 

The critical reception of Mountford's self-referential 'art of art 

history-' has to date tended (both explicitly and implicitly) to align it 

with the postmodernist strategies of appropriation and pastiche. 

Ashley Crawford, for example, has characterised Mountford's 

films as "postmodern comedy", while Julie Ewi ,gton has referred 

to his art historical borrowings as a "deliberately postmodernist 

gesture''.1 If Mountford•s films do, at first glance, bear some affinity 

with certain practices associated with postmodernism (for example 
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an animation to explain its presence.6 In other words, this loose series 

of films was inaugurated as fictitious history. Since then the histories 

through which Mountford has navigated are delimited neatly enough. 

References to modern and contemporary western art by the likes 

of Duchamp, Picasso, Klein, Andy Warhol and Robert Smithson are 

intertwined and/or overlaid with reference to more popular cultures, 

particularly music (e.g. Jimi Hendrix and punk) and cinema (e.g. Alfred 

Hitchcock and '80s slasher flicks). The three vignettes that comprise 

Murder in the Museum, for example, are transposed from Friday 

the 13th Part II and set to the film's original soundtrack.7 However 

while the pop cultural references tend to vary from film to film, the art 

historical references are derived from a stock archive developed by 

the artist and recur (particularly Duchamp, Klein and Smithson who 

are referenced in almost every work). Furthermore, the artists and 

artworks redeployed by Mountford are strictly from the established 

and seemingly impregnable canon of western art as rehearsed in 

countless undergraduate survey subjects and textbooks, and fortified 

by the broader academic publishing industry and magazine trade. The 

focus on this narrow and endogenous historical formation is a point on 

which the artist is unapologetic yet self-reflexive. This position is made 

clear on the soundtrack to Proposition (meets the unfathomable -

bergwerk 5) (2004), an homage to German artist Martin Kippenberger, 

when Mountford's deliberately mawkish song about his idol ("Oh 

Martin Kippenber-ger, how I'm missing yer-er") is interrupted by a 

female voice admonishing "The artist [Mountford] is a total wanker. Is 

he just going to recycle all his favourite artists one after the other? And 

its just a Eurocentric boys club that he's referencing." Viewed in their 

totality, these films thus present the history of art as a closed system. 

This is history presented not, as the ubiquitous presence of Duchamp 

might imply, as a readymade, but as always alreadymade. Yet it is 

also a system that Mountford throws into a state of perpetual, indeed 

almost pathological, auto-destructive flux. 

This is both underscored and complicated by the sense of temporal 

ambivalence and untimeliness that manifests in the relationship 

between the style and medium of these films. Although composed 

entirely via digital technologies, each of the constituent images is 

hand drawn into the software and the finished animation is rendered 

deliberately awkward with unconvincing physics and low frame rates. 

As a result figures tend to hover above or float across, rather than walk 

on, the ground, while their physical activity is both rudimentary and 

repetitive. Combined with the complex but static backgrounds across 

which the 'camera' pans slowly section by section, this evokes the 

side-scrolling genre of video games prevalent until the release of the 

Sony Playstation, capable of generating genuinely three dimensional 

environments, in the mid-1990s. Yet the specific medium is Adobe 

Flash, software that is inextricably associated (particularly as the 

engine of You Tube) with a much later technological generation: the 

emergence of Web 2.0 in the mid-2000s. This ambivalence and 

anachronism is particularly clear in the The Triumph, where the 

stunningly realised setting casts the gesturally limited protagonists into 

sharp relief, and particularly literal in Universal Language - alternate 

reality (2006), where a Piet Mondrian painting provides the setting for 

a Super Mario Bros-style platform-based quest8 

One way of coming to terms with the historical and temporal 

somersaulting that permeates the very core of ountfonfs practice 

is by turning to what numerous critics have already identified as its 

leitmotif: the decapitated or otherwise cfisernbodied head defmeated 

as a simple black circle, ball or void. This motif eatures in all of 

Mountford's films, most typically in the fonn of so many heads that 

have rolled, yet also in the circular holes thro gh ich visitors view 

Wedge ... , in the steel balls that drop to the floor in the installation 

Requiem to the Negativist Spectacle (2005) and furthennore as a 

character in its own right. In Portrait of the Artist as a Dead Man 

(2004) it lolled lifelessly on the windo of Gertrude Contemporary, 

while in STAND UP (2007) it mouths artworl platitudes and pieties to 

canned laughter. In Return to Point (2006} the head appears again, 

this time as a narrator of sorts but also as the central compositional 

device. Here, the errant protagonists are absent and the film comprises 

a history of modern art condensed into a 14 minute montage sequence 

anchored by this circular form. The film opens with an image of the 

black circle, which declares "I am the point", before segueing into the 

rising sun of a Hiroshige landscape, Jackson Pollock's baldspot seen 

from above while painting, the basketball from Jeff Koons' equilibrium 

tanks, the propeller of Joseph Beuys' crashing plane, the rubber tyre 

around the goat in Robert Rauschenberg's Monogram and so on and 

so on culminating with Gordon Matta-Clark's Conical Intersect, a 



series of large perspectival holes cut t,hrough an apartment block in 

Paris {site of the then soon to be built Centre Pompidou) and here 

punningly transposed to tli\e gallery where Mountford's own film was 

first shown - Conical in Melbourne. At this point the film itself assumes 

a circular temporal form as the final scene shows the first scene 

playing in the gallery: the eponymous 'return to point'. 

The iconography of this motif has been the subject of some discussion. 

For Ewington it is an appropriation of Kazimir Malevich's Black 

Circle (1915) that positions Mountford's artistic project at a kind of 

modernist ground-zero, while Edward Colless, more playfully and more 

sinisterly, compares the circular, negative form to that of a glory hole 

and ultimately castration.9 While it may indeed reference any or all 

of these things, rn terms of appearance, its art historical context, its 

compositional function, and, as the circle itself inasmuch declares, this 

motif reads most of aJ as a vanishing point.10 

Since the Renaissance the vanishing point has provided the structure 

of visual knowledge, a role only reinforced with, the mechanisation of 

linear perspective by photography in the 19th century. It is the point 

(either on or off the canvas) at which a painting's recessional planes 

converge, synthesising the scene by determining proportion as well as 

what falls both within and outside the frame. Given that the recession 

of space doubles as the visual articulation of the recession of time, the 

vanishing point is thus also the limit point of history. It is for this reason 

that the historian Helmut Walser Smith (demonstrating that if artists 

are increasingly acting like historians, then the inter-disciplinary traffic 

is not entirely one way) has recently advocated an understanding of 

history as painting (or photography) in order to argue that t:he vanishing 

points of history - those points around which the collective historical 

gaze focuses and which thus structure the received historical image -

are the proper, and urgent, subject of contemporary historiography.1~ 

In this respect Mountford's inversion and multiplication of the vanishing 

point works with the narrative provisionality and temporal ambivalence 

inherent to the style and medium of these films to de-synthesise 

art history while productively opening it to a proliferation of new 

combinations and a simultaneity of perspectives. This foregrounding of 

the vanishing point thus remobilises it not as the full stop but the blind 

spot of history, thereby reminding us of our own violently foreshortened 

purview. In so do·ng Mountford s.hoots the very notion of a closed and 

endogenous teleology of art. full of h.oles, while directing our gaze to the 

negative spaces that remain to be filled. 
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