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Since winning the prestigious Contempora 5 Art Award in Melbourne in
1999 at the age of twenty-five, Ricky Swallow has enjoyed enormous artistic
success. Added to this was the announcement, in 2004, that Swallow had been
selected to represent Australia at the 2005 Venice Siennale - the youngest
Australian artist to be chosen for this honour. Coinciding with this announcement
was the release of Ricky Swallow: Field Recordings, the first monograph to
published on Swallow's work. Written by Justin Paton, Ricky Swallow: Field
Recordings, along with Adam Cullen: Scars Last Longer by lngrid Periz, are the
first in a planned series of artist monographs, subsidised by the Australia Council,
to be produced by Craftsman House through Thames & Hudson.

Swallow's work, comprising 'models, miniatures, replicas, copies, dioramas,
homage, mementos, monuments and simulacra', makes use of a variety of
media, such as cardboard, PVC, resin and, more recently, hand-carved wood.
Sometimes humorous, often referential, Swallow's exquisitely rendered
sculptural objects are laden with meaning and completed in painstaking detail;
the artist has commented that he likes to spend time creating his objects and
will often take the most difficult or time-consuming path to complete a work.

In Ricky Swallow: Field Recordings Justin Paton explores the trajectory of
Swallow's career and describes the development of his work over time and
through different media, techniques and influences. Obviously deeply familiar
with the artist's work, Paton's turn of phrase is elegant and descriptive and he
writes in a measured and engaging manner. At the beginning of the book he
describes Swallow's physical transformation, over a period of three weeks, of a
block of hardwood into the hand-carved wooden sculpture Everything is nothing,
2003. This sculpture, carved from laminated Jelutong and Milliput, depicts a
human skull wearing an Adidas hood. Almost imperceptible is a small chip in
the front tooth of the skull which exactly matches a chip in Swallow's own
tooth, making the work an eerie self-portrait.

Skulls are significant in much of Swallow's work. His series of 'iMan
prototypes' from 2001, for example, feature skulls made from resin with the
same distinguishing features and colours of Apple iMac computers. Similarly,
We the sedimentary ones/Use your illusions vo/. 1-60, 2000, consists of five rows
of small multicoloured skulls attached to key rings, reminiscent of the novelty
key-rings children might find in bubble gum machines.

Paton points out the connection in Swallow's work between the symbolism of
the skull and popular culture, referring to the skull of the comic-book character,

The Phantom, and also to various rock videos featuring skeletons and zombies
which influenced Swallow's early life. However, the skull is also a more serious
reminder of mortality, something only lightly touched on in the book. (Swallow is
quoted as saying that the skull represents for him 'a used-up time or history, a
spent thing'.) Just like the series of chapels in Rome decorated with the bones
of the Capuchin brothers (some still draped in their Franciscan habits) as a
reminder to themselves of their mortality (an eerie poem inside the chapel reads,
'What you are, we once were. What we are, you soon will be!'), so too Swallow
reminds us of the brevity of life, the passing of time and our own mortality.

Swallow's most recent work, Killing time, 2003-04, comprising a dinner table
laden with various objects, utensils and foodstuffs all meticulously carved from
wood, took the artist six months to complete. For this work Swallow abandoned
the manufacturing techniques used for his earlier works in favour of the more
time-consuming and exacting method of hand-sculpting wood. In Killing time a
wooden table - an exact replica of one in his family home - is covered in fish,
the day's catch, an image that Swallow, the son of a fisherman, would have seen
many times in his life. Other signs of everyday life are also present, including half
a peeled lemon, a knife, a piece of fabric and a bucket. The technical skill and
beauty of Killing time has meant that viewers often respond to the work in
reverent, hushed tones. Of this work Paton writes:

When ... viewers lean in and peer at its spill ofshapes and memories, they'll witness a kind

of triple-exposure: the time of still life, stretching back to the seventeenth century; the time

of Swallows life, from his earliest catches onwards; and finally, crucially, the time it took

him to make the object.

Swallow has commented on how the amount of time taken by an artist to
create an object can be 'contained or embalmed in the object in the final result'.
It can also be mirrored in the time taken by the audience to view and appreciate
the work. If this is the case, then visitors to the 2005 Venice Siennale, and
readers of Paton's excellent book Ricky Swallow: Field Recordings, will
undoubtedly spend a considerable amount of time appreciating the intricate
detail of Swallow's most recent practice.
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