














environmental tunnel, while above-ground the squeaky, strangely abandoned
fun park indicates that the living have left.

'Notes from the Underground' was made as a kind of companion piece to
Undertow, which is Norrie's most epic essay to date on the state of things now.
Ominous and strange, it revealed once again her concern with environmental
catastrophe and registers her resurrection of the awesorne sublime and the dark
side of romanticism in several major video sequences and objects.

It seems apt that Norrie has found her way back to romanticism, an attitude
that straddles modernity and ancient mythology and inhabits a contradictory
place in our political and emotional landscape. Isaiah Berlin's definition still
seems appropriate: 'Romanticism is the primitive, the untutored, it is youth, life,
the exuberant sense of life of the naturalman, but it is also pallor, fever, disease,
decadence, the maladie de siecle .. ."

The world as shown in Undertow is gorgeous and terrifying, seductive and
dangerous. Mad. In some ways it might be helpful to imagine it as a form of
visual symphony - from the Greek, 'sounding together' - and to remember
Mahler's exclamation that the 'symphony is the world I'. Undertow is composed
of several elements, each with its own visual tempo building to a crescendo.
One large projection and several smaller video vignettes (oil-drenched birds, a
weather balloon launching, swollen mud pools, a Kafka curiosity) make up the
composition. All are linked in the space by a belly-rupturing sound composition
in which bells toll for thee inside the fateful grand apotheosis.

The major component of Undertow is a video showing the tumultuous sea, an
inferno forest, a looming dust storm, and the modern world engulfed in a drama
of apprehension and confusion. Because Norrie is a painter, and continues to
work within that historical framework, we recognise certain references. The
romantic natural-ruin paintings of German artist Caspar David Friedrich - with
their fir-tree cathedrals and relict architecture - are hinted at, but in Norrie's
version a bleaker apocalypse is evoked: the trees glow with chemical-fire
embers. The tempestuous, yet hopeful, atmospheres of Karl Blechen, Joseph
Anton Koch and J. M. W. Turner haunt, but the radiant, spiritual luminosity of
deliverance is subsumed into a darkness that resonates with disaster.

End-of-the-world film references - On the Beach (1959). Deep Impact (1997).
Armageddon (1998) - also lurk in the shadows of real-life events, such as the
dust storm that rolled over Melbourne in 1983: a terrifying moment in which
the destruction of the earth seemed an eerie reality.

Undertow is Norrie's history painting for this time. It blends all the features of
her practice: tonal, surreal, majestic and engaged with the history of art, as well
as the history of politics. It is both film and fresco. It is a document that confirms
the loop of history repeating itself in epochs of destruction, while verifying our
belief in the power of the primordial over the disastrous effects of modernity's
compulsive progress.

Beauty and terror, now, just as they did in the romantic era, register a sense
of foreboding and uncertainty. Humankind is pitched between its systems of
belief. Science, which we elevated above nature, no longer seems powerful
enough to counteract the increasing rebellion of an earth in crisis. Norrie leaves
us in her dark space where the awesome and sublime are looped together in
fateful symbiosis.

But like any romanticism, the dark needs the light to illuminate its point. And
so Norrie also introduces a fragile moment of optimism in Undertow. Like a
small refrain, or an image seen out of the corner of our eye, we glimpse a little
girl riding high on shoulders. Reaching skyward she brushes a pink abundant
blossom with her hand. Is this history or future? Redemption or paradise lost?
Nostalgia or hope? The answer will be for us to determine.

ENOLA, Norrie's project for the 2004 Biennale of Sydney, rejoins her earlier
interest in the theme park, but this time through a consideration of Japan and its
fascination with the West. Taking the form of a small cinema for children, and
named after the plane that dropped the first atomic bomb over Japan, ENOLA
reflects on the fragility of the future and the potential repetition of horrific events.

It was likely to be only a matter of time before Norrie, a 1950s child of the
nuclear age, engaged with one of the greatest and most insidious acts of
human and environmental destruction - the bombing of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki in 1945. In the year of the fiftieth anniversary of Godzilla (1954).
Norrie's new film project returns attention to the obliteration of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, and broadly references the lurking sense of our unsettled times.

Using a miniature architectural world in Japan - Tobu World Square - as a
readymade set, Norrie crafts a drama of portent and premonition. All is still in
this model place, made to stand in as a utopian and perfect replica of human
progress and endeavour - Japan's version of the fantasy that is Disney World.
The uncanny quiet of this scene, as in Undertow, grows strange and an ominous
shadow casts its long, phantasmic presence over the world. Godzilla, the mutant
creature awakened by the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, does not appear
in Norrie's picture, but his presence hovers over things like a fateful prophecy.

Norrie's continual interest in and increasing use of the moving image
references the Deleuzian concept of cinema as a filtering device. She considers
film as a kind of cultural brain, dredging the detritus of the world and sifting it to
create fusion from chaos. As Norrie says: 'The screen is a form of relation, of
interchange, of mutual synthesis between the brain and the universe ... feeding
images back and forth. The power of the moving image is to project
encapsulations of "body, brain and thought".'

On her role as an artist Norrie says:
At this moment in history we have the ecological effect (which focuses on the possibility of

the end of existence ... through pollution, through various floods, the impact ofgreenhouse

gases etc.) and, now- the eschatological effect (an acknowledgement of the gravity of

industrial accidents, terrorism etc.). Technology too contains an eschatological dimension

within its power, its force and Its presumed qualitative successes. If we are indeed at such

a critical and significant moment in our history then, as an artis~ it is important to take on

the responsibility of investigating and documenting the truths and experiences of our time.

Susan Norrie has become such an artist, responsive to the history that unfolds
around her, which she synthesises into epic pictures of emotional and artistic
force, Norrie paints with light, movement and image, manipulating time and
sound to create worlds within this world, the better to see it.
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