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Neil Emmersonʼs practice is based around printmaking, with his prints often incorporated into complex in-
stallations of diverse materials. A recurrent interest in Emmersonʼs work is the representation of masculinity 
and male sexuality. The artist draws connections between the varied and complex strands of male socialisa-
tion and interaction. His installations often bring together parallel narratives that operate in a single space.
Russell Storer.
Curator, Museum of Contemporary Art. Sydney

Neil Emmerson has sidestepped, with finesse, the Utopic earnestness of American Queer just as he has the 
tyranny of an Australian scene that no sooner sees an evocation of gay desire than it dumps it in a basket 
named Gay Art and pops the lid back on. Indeed, as one of Australiaʼs most intelligent installation artists, he 
has built up, over 20 years, a body of work unique in itʼs subtle poetics: what Foucault might call an ascesis 
- an ethics of living. 1.

This exhibition by Neil Emmerson brings together work from a series of consecutive projects produced 
over the past 4 to 5 years. (habit@t) 2002 and (the picnic) 2004 were produced in Newcastle NSW, (I was 
his...) 2005 and (paradise lost) 2006 were produced since living here in Darwin. (habit@t) 2002 investigated 
a particular location, an ANZAC memorial garden in Civic Park, Newcastle where there was an obelisk, a 
fountain and a central lawn surrounded by  a thicket of garden, edged with memorial plaques dedicated to 
soldiers from the local district who had their lives cut short by the second world war. This is not an unusual 
phenomena. In many cities, suburbs and country towns all around Australia there are similar monuments in 
local parks and gardens to commemorate the sacrifice of young menʼs lives to war. As with the garden in 
Newcastle it would perhaps not be unusual for these locations, generally abandoned at night, to be the site 
of other rituals of masculine celebration and interaction. Cruising for sex in parks and gardens is as old and 
ubiquitous as the celebration and memorialisation of war itself. The construction of masculinity within this 
present culture feeds off this idea of the heroic, young (heterosexual) male at war, at war with other young 
men.

The double-barrel nature of the situation presented in these locations is provocatively illustrated in a short 
piece of text by Jean Genet:

I was his at once, as if (who said that) he had discharged through my mouth straight into my heart.

Here is a clever, poetic (Queer) concoction, a conflation of rapture and confession, capture and surrender, 
that swings strategically between the literal and the metaphoric. This text continues to be used through the 
development of these related projects. Following on from the initial engagement with the memorial garden 
in Civic Park Emmerson has extended this theme into the contemporary theatre of war as we are presented it 
through the news media in itʼs various forms. However the garden remains a focus and the idea of a memo-
rial is a feature of each.

Emmersonʼs critique of contemporary warfare has another thrust, one exhibiting the artist as delinquent 
or even (we think of Genetʼs Funeral Rites and the German soldier Erik buggering the young collaborator 
Rikon against a brick monument during the Fall of Paris), as outlaw lover. For the fact is that Emmerson has 
set his sights on a Queer desire for soldiers and thus the pathos of war. Such logic of course rudely displaces 
the symmetry of heterosexual binaries with what Leo Bersani describes as the “anti-relationality inherent in 
all homo-ness.” 2.
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