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THE SUBVERSIVE STITCH

Two Recent Exhibitions by Narelle Jubelin

Two recent exhibitions by Narelle Jubelin® provide a
stimulating exploration of the way that ‘deconstruc-
ton” may be used by feminists as a tool of social
analysis. In her portrayal of the visual dominance of
phallic symbols in Sydney’s historical environment,
Jubelin attempes a difficult but foreseeable extension
of the application of deconstruction - from written
texts analysed in writing to visual texts analysed in
artistic practice, This essay is designed to acknowl-
edge and explain the complexity underlying Jubedin’s
imagery, to examine the notion of phallic dominance
in the built environment, and to question the efficacy
of Jubelin's project of making a serious critique of
representation through a visnally ateactive and com-
mercially viable art form.

Narelle Jubelin's delicate, beaurifully framed works
in petit point may seem an extraordinary medium for
a scrious appraisal of the priorities and presupposi-
tions signalled in the forms of our built environment.
Needlework is traditionally a supremely feminine
medium ~— passive, repetitive, labour intensive and
gently appealing. However Jubelin deploys these
qualities defiberately in order to ‘seduce’ the viewer;
her tiny representations of New South Wales® public
parklands and monuments are indeed exquisitely
appealing, but they are no more innocent than the
scenes they represent. As Jubelin wrote concerming
her exhibition at Mori’s Gallery in October 1986,

His Story tells of patriarchal colonisation. Each
sequence of accidents and unforeseen events ‘echo-
ing the tales his forefather told’ weaves the elabo-
rate fabnc of culture. . . The form is familiar and
insidious. Parklands eulogise, warfare gracing
their monuments as tacit bastions of male power.
The founding days are over bur the select restora-
tion of their relics conserves the consistency of the
patterns.

The familiar, insidious form which features in so
many of Jubelin's images is, of course, the phallus,
Jubelin shows Sydney's public places to be full of
phallic symbols projecting into troubled skies —
in the shape of statues, gateposts, war memorials,
towers, lighthouses and even native flora. Many of
these dominanng forms are shown complemented by
rounded, sheltering, feminine structures such as trees
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and pavilions, It is the representation of a land whose
shape through acquisition and settlement has been
subjecred to, in Jubelin’s words, ‘European vision,
European power structures and European stylistics'.
In Jubelin's tiny tapestries, the public juxtaposi-
toning of such objects becomes a “text” suitable for
‘deconstruction’.

Deconstruction is a philosophicalfliterary tool de-
vised by French intellecrual Jacques Derrida, applied
usually in the reading of philosophical “classics’ in
order to reveal ‘unacknowledged excessive textual
play ... capable of undermining the logic of each
text’s explicic commitments and claims’.? It is an idea
which has been serzed upon in recent years by femin-
ist intellectuals as an invaluable method of interro-
gatng patriarchal representations in many different
media. For philosopher Liz Gross, deconstruction
particularly favours the recognition of dichotomies
— binary oppaositions which msist that the world is
black or white (East or West, culture or nature, pub-
lic or private, mind or marter, masculine or feminine
etc.) — when the suppression of the innumerable
shades of grey in between acts as an effective repees-
sion of ‘difference’. Gross uses the word ‘phallo-
centrism’ as a feminist appropriation of Derrida’s
logocentrism’, 10 describe the specific oppression of
women through the use of such discourse, in ‘texts,
representations, images, metaphors™. Deconstruc-
tion can operate to uncover such hidden bias, and to
force language to ‘acknowledge its unspoken opposi-
vons, exclusions and its privileging of certain terms
and hicrarchial strucrures™.

Narelle Jubelin’s images present Australian public
spaces as a senes of visual dichotomies in public
discourse, sites where soaring maculine forms are
contrasted with sheltening feminine forms, Her work
operates as a form of deconstruction in its recogni-
tion that such binary oppositions are socially con-
structed but tend to be passed off as ‘natural’; thus
she depicts phallic symbols operating n the built
environment as  collapsing the concept of two
autonomous sexes into a complementary coupling —
a typwcal example of phallocentric discourse in which
“a singular model which claims to be valid for both
but in fact is only congruous with the masculine™.
Jubelin’s images show arrangements of public space
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which celebrate patriarchal domination, allowing for
feminine forms only as complements to masculine
erections. Moreover, Jubelin's work does not simply
present this oppositon bur, in her marerials and
methods, also mobilises a variety of ‘plays of dif-
terence’ outside many conventional dichotomies used
in Modernist representation. Befure discussing these,
it is worth looking at some of the implications of the
wdea thar we are literally surrounded by phallic archi-
recrural forms,

Descriptions of skyscrapers as. phallic symbols are
common and apparently so banal that the very obvi-
ousness of the observation scems to have precluded
much further investigation. Yet the assumption be
hind the idea is intrguing: thar men construct their
environment in their own (sclective, exaggerated) im
age. Why? One clue may be found in the words of
Louis Sullivan — the cady American Modernist
architect and proclaimed ‘father of the skyscraper’
(note the sexual analogy). In Kindergarten Chats,
Sullivan expressed the “imperative voice of emotion’,
which, he wrore,

.. . demands of us, what is the chicf characreristic
of the tall building? And ar once we answer, it is
lofty. This loftiness is to the artist-nature its thnll
ing aspect. It is the very open organ-tone in irs
appeal. It must be tall, every inch of it tall. The
force and power of altitude must be in it, the glow
ing pride of excitation must be in it. It must be
every inch a proud and soaring thing. . . The man
who designs in this spirit . . . must live of his life
and for his life in the fullest, most consummate
sense.*

The allusion to male sexual excitement seems unmis
takable. In typically phallocentric fashion, the gendet
specific language and content of the passage, refer-
nng as it does to a sexually inspired rype of creativity
associated with the production of tall buildings, is
‘congruous’ only with the masculine subject. This
15 not to state that women could not build or rake
pleasurc in building rall structures, bur simply to em-
phasise that there is a strong masculine orientation
underlying such discourse and perhaps o question
the lack of feminine priorities (for example, the do
mestic) in this ratonalisation for a building format

which has arrracted such huge concentrations of so
aial resources in the twentieth-century.

An insight into the social signification of the phallic
symbol may be found in Charles Jencks® Postmodern
Architecture, which emphasises 3 semiotic reading of
the modern built environment, and makes frequent
note of phallic forms in the buildings examined. In
puzzling over the explicitly phallic shape of the Hote!
Beverly Tom in Japan, Jeacks wrote,

Whar metaphysics justifies such a metaphor? It is
clear that the vernical shape may have led to the
symbol, and hotels are in a banal sense corridors of
power, but neither rationalisauon can sufficiently
explain the phallus, which seems ro be the abstract
statement of primitive power in the industrial
landscape. But why again THIS hotel as a phallus?
It's not the equivalemt of a dolmen, Place Ven-
dome, obelisk or Christian spire — xh{ building
task can’t carry here such strong content,

In this passage, Jencks explicitly accepts the phallus
as a metaphor for primitive power, an image appro-
priate for religious monuments but of questionable
value for an overtly commerdal venmre such as a
hotel. Why this implicit privileging of the significa-
toa of the phallus to almost sublime status?

Lacanian ‘psychoanalytical thought positions the
phallus as rhe primary signifier of our calture. How
ever in “The meaning of the Phallus’ (Femmnte Sexu-
ality, 1982), Lacan's discussion revolves around its
linguistic operation as a sign in the formation of sex-
ual identity through the castration complex,

In Freudian doctrine, the phallis is not a fantasy, if
what is understood by thar is an imagnary effect.
Nor 15 it as such an object (part, internal, good,
bad etc.) in so far as this term tends 10 accentuate
reality involved in a relationship. It is even less the
organ, penis or chitoris, which it symbolises. And it
s not incidental that Freud took his reference for it
from the simulacrum which it represented for the
ancients.

For the phallus is a signifier . . . given to designate
as a whole the effect of there being a signified in as
much as it conditions any such effect by its pres-
ence as signifier.
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Small Rerunders

Craig Owens seems to have drawn from such notions
when he suggested a reason for the importance of the
symbol, writing,

the phallus . . . is, in fact, the privileged signifier,
the signifier of privilege, of the power and prestige
that accrue ro the male in our socety. As such it
designares the effects of significanon in general *

Jubehin's work and its hyperbolic recogmtion of
[:hallu' symbols in the urban landscape 15 not light-

carted, but neither is it dogmaric. She reconstructs
views which are already available to every Sydney-
sider. She admits thar she originally intended 10 take
a ‘sledgehammer” approach in titling her works, bur
thought it might be more convinang in the long run
if people worked it our for themselves. Thus her
Avago exhibition ar Paddington last November was
entitled soothingly, Remembrance Of Things Past
Lay Bare The Plans For Destiny. The mstallation
consisted of a laboriously worked panorama in petir
point, an approprianon of the popular nineteenth-
century format used so often to record views of Syd-
ney. The tiny work (3.5¢cm by 67cm, composed of
approximately 170 stitches to the square cm) fea
tures a scrics of recognisable public spaces, from Syd-
ney's Botanical Gardens and Domain o Centennial
Park and the Federation Obelisk — a symbolic imag-
ing of Sydney's period of colonisarion, from first set-
tlement to the moment of nationhood. Tt includes the
coastline, fountains, pavilions, lightposts, gareposts
and fences, each scene with its own moody sky sepa-
rated from the next by a different species of delicately
depicred tree. The focus of the work is a depiction of
the Art Gallery of New South Wales set imposingly
amongst the ordered gardens of the Domamn, flanked
by monuments and backlit with a dull sunburst radi-
aung glory over hallowed halls. Here is the high
point of patiarchal culture, an institution ideally
sitsated and in fact historically responsible for the
presentation of mostly sexist and ethnocentric im-
ages — Jubelin's *bastion of male culture' — ridi-
culed {ndiculously) from a hole in the sade of a wall
in Paddington. The title warns that the values propa-
gated through acts of “remembrance’” — both within
the art gallery and in the continuing preservation of
the historicised garden in which it sits — are sure
indicators of current social priorities. Jubelin's gentle

sarcasm coupled with her acute awareness of phallic
presence in this environment questions these pn
oritics, their biases, their possible effects on our pres-
ent and furure

The title of the nearly contemporancous exhibition at
the Mori Gallery was His Story, a feminist pun which
had great currency in the 1970s 25 a comment on the
traditional concentration of Western histories on
male experience and masculinity. For Jubelin, the
title was appropriate because her work is so closely
involved with historical public representations of cul-
ture; it was also meant as a respectful acknowledge-
ment of her feminist forbears whose strategies were
more directly confrontarional in the 1970s.

Preeming The Patriarchy was the earliest work shown
in this exhibition, a transitional picce from Jubelin’s
previous interest in depicting buildings which house
social inststutsons, It represents in the one frame two
images of Sydney’s Central Station dock tower, cach
tightly enclosed in a diagonally tilted 7cm square and
stitched minutely in restrained tones of Colonial
greens, creams and browns. The top square shows
the tower as it appeared recently in a long bour of
maintenance and repairs: covered in scaffolding
which is wittily denoted by a crisscrossing of threads
over the tapestried image. The lower square depicrs
the refurbished tower, smooth and hard in phallic
outline, glowing with avic pride. The work clearly
refers to the contemporary trend of restoring past
monuments in order, perhaps to question the values
being reinforced in the process.

By contrast, Small Remmders and much of the rest of
the exhibition refers specifically to historical relics
from the period of the colonisation of New South
Wales. Depicted in tniptych form, each in its own tiny
frame; 2 gum tree, the Macquarie Place obelisk and
the anchor from the Sinus. For Jubelin it is a political
statement made through reproducing an existing vis-
ual juxtaposition in Sydney’s Macquarie Place. The
land is symbolised by the tree, the action of taking
the land denoted by the anchor and the process monu-
mentalised by a phallus at the point where road dis-
tances to all parts of the colony were measured,
However, while the phallic nature of the obelisk is
reasonably obvious, this somewhat profound reading



Farst Supbe and Second Glance

of the interrelation of the three simple images was
unlikely to be apparent to the casual gallery goer,
especially to the many who do not expect to find a
narrative in contemporary imagery. (This is doubt
less one of the reasons behind Jubelin’s commission-
ing of this written review — to supplement the
sublety of her imagery with an explicit explanation
of her objectives. For mast viewers, of course, the
images must stand alone on their own mysterious,
pleasant and gently ironic merirs, )

The theme of representing colonisation through its
historical cemmants s carried out with somewhart
greater complexiry in the pair of works entitled, Firss
Sight and Second Glance. First Sight depices a highly
gendered pair of native plants: 2 (masculine) bulbous
gymea lily pointing confidently into the calm air, and
a (feminine} delicate flower, fruitful but flutrering
vulncrably before a restless overcast sky. Secomd
Glance consists of a similarly sexually distinguished
pair of statues, agam sithouctted against the sky: Cap-
tain Cook, gesturing upwards with an appropriately-
positioned telescope by his side and Queen Vicroria,
still and majestic, the imperial (phallic) mother. The
two works were linked in the exhibition by title, scale
and positioning m similarly styled frames. The allu-
sion to Furopean colonisation is easily apparent in
the depiction of the statues, which are in themselves
deliberately monumental representanons of Euro-
pean sovercignity towering significantly over the
landscape. The representation of the plants can be
read as referring to colonisation in a more subtle
form — the intellectual imposition of European vi-
sion and European science. The plants are shown
with the same intimate detail which characterised so
much of the early botanical drawings of Australia.
Jubelin’s method, as in her Avago installation, s in
fact an appropriation of the nincteenth-century style
of depiction. Here there is an impliat critique of the
assumptions inherent in such imagery: for example,
that Europeans have a right to investigate the conti-
nent, that their studics are the first or only possible
approach, that plants like this can be meaningfully
depicted in isolation from their environment. All are
privileged notions and entirely exclusive of, for
example, any appreciation of Abonginal interaction
with the land. The paralleling of native ‘natural’
plants with European ‘constructed’ monuments

warns of the persuasive power of such representa-
tions in naturahsing Eurocentric understandings of
the world,

Breacking the Bowndary and Waiting For the Tide
challenge the patriarchal landscape in a slightly dif-

ont sense — through an attempt to deconstruct
phallocentric form. The former work is a triptych
depicring the Garden Palace gates at the entrance ro
the Botamical Gardens on Macquane Street. The
masculine tips of the gates strerch into broken skies
(doudy with semen?) while their function is
paradoxically feminine — to open a boundary. How-
ever the gates also operate as part of a structure of
patriarchal authority, of enclosure and surveillance,
controlling and protecting property. Acting between
the dichotomy insidefoutside, the role of the gates is
tenuous, shifting, open to interpretation. It is 3 work
specifically dealing with the notion of ambiguity or
difference. Observations of such ‘plays of difference’
have also been discussed recently by Joan Kerr, with
regard to lighthouses such as that depicted in Jube-
lin’s Wating For The Tide.

The lighthouse . . . [is a] powerful 1con, Janus
faced n its perceptual representation of darkness
and light. By day that conical totem towers over
the landscape asserting human presence and con-
trol; by night it functions by making itself invisible
and immaterial through its own lighe . . . [It is an]
impossible duali}'y — always both ever present and
non-cxistent . . .

Waiting For The Tide was perhaps the most power-
ful picce in the Mon exhibition, A superbly serene
and stately depiction of the Macquarie Lighthouse
seen ar night against a childlike starry sky, it makes
gende allusion to many of Jubelin's most seriously
deliberated themes. A building of considerable his-
torical significance, 1t is explicidy phallic in shape
and beams our a cannon-like light, a warning of both
caring and surveillance. It inhabits a boundary over-
looking the rides, in special relation to the washing
over of time, and perhaps in another sease o speaifi-
cally female penodiaty. Existing between land and
sca, between ‘man’ and ‘nature’, berween seen and
unseen, it is an image of patnarchal dominance over
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Watang forr the Tide

history, bur also an image of oscillation and cqQui-
vocation. The tiny image, set against wood in a small
antque frame, may also be seen as very beautiful,

How can such highly politicised images be described
as ‘beautiful’? How can a ferminist produce work so
‘exquisite’ (as Jubelin’s work was described in a re-
vicw in the Sydney Morming Herald of 20 August
1986) when it is founded upon a critique of the ex-
ploitative representations of patriarchal socety —
including, and especially, such aesthetic values?

In one sense, the problem presented in this question
is the old dichotomy berween form and content, cn-
compassing in its extreme forms the simplified con
servative view that propaganda cannor be art and the
simphfied radical view that ar is superfluous. It is a
dichotomy which can limir appreciation of the com-
plexities of representation, by SCrocning out any ¢x-
aminaton of the sign itself, understood here as the
interrelation between signifier (form) and signified
(content). Walter Benjamin dealt with this problem
in deliberating upon preferred strategics for the
politically commitred ‘author as producer’ by
gesting that

sug-

a work which exhibits the nght rendency must, of
necessity, show every other quality as well . . . the
tendency of a work of literature can be correct
only if it is also correct in the literary sense,'?

Benjamin forwards the notion thar what is required,
in the ‘literary sense’ is ‘technical innoy anon’, par-
ticipation in class struggle through ‘liberating the
means of production™", widening here the Marxist
concept of ‘means of production’ to include intellec.
tual (and literary and visual) production.

Benjamin’s words could be simplistically applied to

Jubelin's work o argue that s VETY ATMIACHvVeness

and appealing quality is evidence of its ‘correct’ po-
hinical orentation — at least when seen through the
cyes of a sympathetic feminist cnitic. It would seem
however, that biased appreciation was not quite the
atrribute which Benjamin had in mind when he used
the word ‘quality’, Perhaps nstead, Jubelin's “cor-
rect” ofientation may be seen to consist in her contri-
bution to the struggle against patriarchy through the
adoprion of the feminine tradition of needlework in
order to ‘liberate’ it into a medium of critique, using
skills derived from her training in painting. Rozsika
Parker's The Subversive Stitch presented the history
of embroidery as an instrument of subservience but

also of resistance, citing numerous examples where it
was used by women, as Jubelin uses it, 1o subvert
femmine stereotypes. However, the real success of
such a strategy in Benjamin’s terms might depend
upon 1ts adopuion by others, indicaring that such im-
ages can work as an empowerment of women as well
as a symbolic gesture within intellectual discourse.

The presentation of embroidery within a2 commercial
gallery is of course an affront to the conventional
ntellecrual disninction between ‘art’ and ‘craft’. It is
remarkable also because of the physical limitations it
imposes, firstly, on the near miniature size of the
image and, secondly, on the necessity of using abso-
hutely ranonal and uncompromising diagonal strokes
of pure colour. Both factors reveal the artificiality of
the medium and tend to emphasise an interpretative
role for the viewer, It is fitting that the mode of
representation itself should be highlighted when a
major theme of the exhibition is to figure the per-
suasive dominance of patriarchal representation in
our culture. The fact that Jubelin’s IMAages are quite
legible to most, even naive (or working class or
homebound female) cyes, can also be seen as an ad-
venturous departure from the established traditions
of Modernist art still dominating contemporary art
exhibitions in Sydney.

It can be further argued that Jubelin's exhibition is
technically innovatory in another sense: in its self
conscious operation as a visnal contribution o the
discourse of feminist deconstruction. Tt differs from
much Modernist art by irs failure to arempt to ex
press or respond to ‘reality’. Rather, as deconstruc-
ton, the works blur the distinctions between are,
craft and theory, referring 1o other ‘rexts’. reading
visual juxtapositions in the relationships between im-
ages and objects in public space. They depict com-
mon dichoromies found in these sires (male/female,
monument/shelter, construct/nature) and, in the
mere process of doing so, publidy question the
meamng of such oppositions and the values of the
hegemonic order thar is maintaining them roday. In
ITS OWN Pracrice — in being both serious and humor-
ous, deliberated and whimsical, historical and
preseat-minded, intellectual and easily apprehended,
both subtle and frank — Jubelin's work itself man-
ages to cscape many of the binds of representational
dichotomies and ‘concerve difference without oppo
sition’’” to an admirable degree.



