






Unequivocal commitment to the shiny world of consumer
happiness is nowhere more evident than in Japan, referred to

by Roland Barthes as the 'Empire of Signs'. After a recent trip
to Tokyo, Piccinini began to develop an idea which had first

occurred to her while driving around the interstate freeways

of the United States in r997. Having already dispensed with
her faith in the mutual exclusivity of the manufactured and
the organic, she began to imagine a world of 'truck babies'.

Although gargantuan Kenworths and Mack trucks may ter­
rify the sensibilities of sedan drivers, Piccinini imagined the

charming possibility that such monsters might begin as
babies that eventually mature and learn to operate as fully

fledged 'dinosaurs' on the major thoroughfares of the globe.
In this anthropomorphic world, beast becomes machine and
vice versa, but Piccinini's 'Truck Babies', like all baby animals,

are extremely cute. They come in blue for boys and pink for
girls, and can be purchased from your local gallery.

Like all major corporations intent on providing the best

possible product for potential consumers, Piccinini spent an
enormous number of hours in research and development for

the 'Truck Babies', consulting engineers and designers in the
process of their manufacture. As an artist who admires the
plastic sheen of the contemporary commodity, she paid

particular attention to high production values and quality
finishes. In this sense, Piccinini's work has much more in

common with Japanese and American art than with the
squalid and grungy offerings of much recent British and

European art.
'Car Nuggets' and 'Lustre' were shown at Tolarno Galleries

in r999, adding to the catalogue of Piccinini's fascination

with the plastic surfaces of commodified desire. 'Car Nuggets'
are sheen-surfaced biomorphic sculptural objects, part aesthetic
minimalism, part vapid commodity article. As beautiful

sculptural forms, the nuggets offer the spectator gleaming
and reductive surfaces which elicit aesthetic desire - a desire

which cannot be extracted from the lust for the commodity
object. The forms symbolise compressed car bodies which
suggest the 'essence' of car, an idea linked to phenomena such

as chicken nuggets which, although synthetic, are concen­
trated, and intensify the essence of the product to enhance its
gastronomic appeal. The contradictions in Piccinini's art are
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again apparent in this series: although the 'Car Nuggets' may

suggest a tasty morsel, the reality is otherwise.
The video piece 'Lustre' represents a certain level of refine­

ment in Piccinini's obsession with glowing surfaces. The
video displays a continuous loop of a revolving car-nugget

form which absurdly twists and turns like the latest BMW
on a car turntable in some tacky showroom. The lustred car

nugget appears to have no ostensible function, yet in many
ways it epitomises the primary function of the commodity

in the consumer world. This is because its value lies in the
capacity for advertising to display an object which does noth­

ing more than seduce and enchant; that exists to perform no
other task than to generate the most awe-inspiring eye-candy

that money can buy, at an economically rational price.
Piccinini's art seeks to imitate and convey the marvellous

contingencies of technological invention and the pervasive­

ness of advertising in contemporary life. It mimics the haunt­
ing and enchanting restlessness of fantasy; of surfaces,

impressions, and appearances - where what one seems to be
is what one is, and where goods are purchased not so much

for their utility as for the needs they induce. The cute element
is central to Piccinini's ironic aesthetic, a kind of upmarket
Koonsian kitsch which must seduce, if only for that glorious

'moment'. Ultimately, her work is about the nature of desire
in the interface between the technological commodity and

our global consumer culture. It is difficult to find a definitive
explanation for such phenomena, but one can at least contem­
plate Zygmunt Bauman's view of the consumerist mindset:

For the consumers in the society of consumers, being on the

move - searching. looking for, not-finding-it or more exactly not­

finding-it-yet is not a malaise, but the promise of bliss; perhaps it

is the bliss itself'

I Zygmunt Bauman, Postmodemity and its Discontents. Polity Press, Cambridge,
1997. p. 14·

2 Zygmunt Bauman, Globalisation. Polity Press, Cambridge, 1998. p. 83.
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Ultimately, her work is about the nature of desire in the interface

between the technological commodity and our global consumer culture.
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