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ARTISTS TALK-UP SILENT CHAIRS

Reg Mombassa, renowned artist and musician, believes writers who face persecution around the world are “hugely brave – you can’t help but admire them because they risk such huge punishment.” 

Mombassa, who has been using humour for decades to put violence in perspective and lessen its impact, is one of 15 leadings artists who have donated their creativity to support raising awareness of free expression and the plight of oppressed and detained writers.

His painted chair, along with those of 14 other contributors, were showcased during the recent Sydney Writers’ Festival as part of a Sydney PEN initiative to reinforce the vigilance required by people everywhere to uphold the right of free expression.

The highly expressive and individual artworks will be auctioned this week to raise funds to enable PEN to establish a new three year project to facilitate the cross-exchange of two translators each year between Australia and regional neighbours such as China, Japan, Vietnam.

The 14 other painted chairs are the creations of Cressida Campbell, Elizabeth Cummings, Ken Done, Michael Fitzjames, Nicholas Harding, Jasper Knight, Matthew Martin, Delma Montesin, Nicholas Harding, Bruce Petty, Sike Raetze, Ann Thomson, John Shakespeare, Garry Shead and Gria Shead. 

Reg Mombassa says of his entry: “It’s a little bit gloomy, but still prettier than a monkey with its mouth stitched up.”

Ken Done chose a deck chair for his work. It is an explicit expression of his own connection to writing; a painting of his favourite reading spot, overlooking the harbour from his gallery in the Rocks, Sydney.

John Shakespeare got his chair from St Vinnies. His cartoony image is of an author reaching from his cell bars to a waiting laptop computer that is just our of reach.

Matthew Martin’s illustration depicts a naked hand, loosely based around the notion that freedom of speech is freedom of offensive speech. “We are so lucky to live in a time and place where we don’t have to think a lot about what we say.”

Gria Shead’s foldable wooden theatre chair features a kindly spirit overlooking painted flowers, stems and leaves, which she sees as a metaphor for the personal growth and freedom of expression allowed by nature.

Michael Fitzjames has used oils to provide a three dimensional effect of postcards dropped in situ to show the constant forced relocation of exiled Italian writer Roberto Saviano, whose expose on the Neapolitan Mafia, known as the Camorra, has made him a marked man.

Ann Thomson has turned a wooden street found on the street into a wall sculpture, in a literal representation of the lack of freedom many writers have to express themselves – writers that cannot write, a chair that no one can sit on.

Nicholas Harding’s fine metal frame-worked chair, picked up at a street sale, features bright magnolias against the blue Australian sky. “the sky is symbolic of freedom, air and possibility. The possibility should be there for a creative person, even if its offends certain parts of society.”

Cressida Campbell utilised a Thoney bentwood chair, using a circular woodblock to imprint the picture, reinserting the seat and then painting and waxing the chair. “All writers should be given the chance to be heard.”

Bruce Petty’s wooden chair with a cane seat is a sculpture emblematic of his machinery style and conveys a representation of a voice being shut down. “I’ve used a small section of a whipper snipper as a pendulum pivot and added a weight to operate a very small movement.”

Garry Shead rescued a wooden chair from a pile destined for the tip and added a glass bottom to reinforce the fragility of freedom in the painted image on the chair back. “The barely defined image is a reminder of the writers who seem to disappear when they are placed in prison for their work.”

Jasper Knight “sees lots of parallels with freedom of expression across different art forms.” He chose a 1950s elementary school chair, thickly coated it with enamel paint and added a pop art style image of a ute.

Elizabeth Cummings’ brightly coloured deck chair features three small scenes based on landscapes she has seen in the Flinders Rangers. “I hope that these chairs give some help to writers that are suffering.”

Silke Raetze chose a simple child’s chair, coloured yellow and white, and attached wings on its back. “The idea is that you sit in the chair and it takes flight, maybe to freedom. Every feather I have created is made of written text.”

Delma Montesin chose a classic “writer’s chair” and painted it with bright coloured fish, symbolic scenes of nature and the national park to express happiness and freedom. “I believe I may be helping raise awareness not only to those overseas but to locals as well.”

The President of Sydney Pen, and co-curator of the Painted Chairs project, Dr Bonny Cassidy, said: “While we cannot often rely on  problematic foreign governments or law courts, we can certainly rely on the goodwill, time, empathy and determination  of on e another in pursuing a shared cause.

“The project reminds us if how close the communities and fates of the visual and literary arts are, and always have been, and not just within Australia.

“Here we have 15 artists not only offering us images of expressive freedom, but also showing their solidarity with the risk and vigilance surrounding the use of creative language in its broadest sense.”

What:    The Painted Chairs Fundraiser Auction

When:   Thursday, 3 June – viewing from 5.30pm, bidding at 6.30pm sharp
Where:  Ken Done Gallery, 1 Hickson Road, The Rocks, Sydney
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