










interior, the beach has been a site of racial conflict ever since English explorers
first arrived in the eighteenth century. The repressed history of the beach as a
physical and ideological battleground returned with a vengeance in December
2005, when mobs of young white males descended on Sydney's Cronulla Beach
attacking Middle Eastern beachgoers while wearing such slogans as 'We grew
here, you flew here', as if appropriating Aboriginal rhetoric.

'Cantchant' turns on the superficial resemblance between surfboards and the
shields traditionally produced by the Yidindji, Ah Kee's father's people from the
North Queensland rainforest. These days the shields are seen as art objects but
they were originally used in battles; their painted decorations were heraldic. For
the show, Ah Kee created decorated surfboards, painting the decks with shield
patterns while incorporating cropped reproductions of his western-style portraits
on the reverse as their idiomatic flip sides. In the show, he suspended the boards
from the ceiling as a phalanx. Qn entering the space, one confronted them from
the viewpoint of an enemy, facing the pattern sides. On mingling among them,
one saw the portraits. The surrounding walls were covered with text pieces. One
of the most prominent texts - 'we grew here' - was a line appropriated from the
Cronulla rioters. Ah Kee played on the impertinence of white youths claiming
this, when their nationalist sense of entitlement was built on the dispossession
and disavowal of the Indigenous people. Another text work, hang ten, 2006,
conflated the American surf-clothing brand with lynching. Call it black humour.

The centrepiece of the show was a ten-minute three-screen video installation
in which the boards appeared. The video clashed its genres and mixed its
metaphors, each sequence pulling the rug on the previous. In a heavy-handed
allegory, a dead (waterlogged) surfboard bound in barbed wire and hung from a
tree was pelted with buckshot. The meaning is obvious: the boards are the
bodies of Aboriginal people lynched and humiliated and Australia is a killing field.
And yet the solemn tone was immediately undercut by a comic sequence
showing three well-accessorised Aboriginal men getting about Surfers Paradise
in their garish designer surf gear. One proudly sported a Billabong label! Carrying
their rainforest-shield-patterned boards, they desperately tried to fit in but stuck
out like so many sore thumbs. Pointedly, we never saw them get into the water.
Cut to an inappropriately dramatic soundtrack, Warumpi Band's throbbing
'Stompin Ground', the irony was thick. Did the sequence point the finger at the
culture that excludes Aboriginal people or poke fun at their desire to fit in with the
white stereotype?

The idea that Aboriginal people are out of place at the beach was roundly
disproved in the next sequence showing Aboriginal pro-surfer Dale Richards
surfing on one of Ah Kee's boards, shot like a consummate surf movie. Watching
the graceful Richards 'making it look easy' erased any anxiety established in the
previous scenes. Political issues sank into the background as we simply
marvelled at - and identified with - his magisterial performance. It became a
marker of his sovereignty or perhaps made the need to assert sovereignty seem
redundant. After that, looping back to those argumentative images of dead
boards under attack became disorienting, like a wake-up call. Moving genre from
allegory to skit to surf movie and back, and tone from preachy to silly to sublime,
the video is at once engaging and alienating. As with the best of Ah Kee's text
pieces and portraits, it poses the question of how we want to read it.

'Cantchanf engages in a dialogue with the work of Scott Redford. In recent
years Redford has staked a claim on the Gold Coast as subject with his surf
paintings (produced using technologies of surfboard manufacture) and his videos
of assaults on dead boards. 'Cantchant' colonises Redford's territory, where
Redford - not Ah Kee - was born and bred. Before his Gold Coast works,

Redford, like Ah Kee, made works from a marginal position. His revisionist works
put a queer spin on mainstream art. Redford has often claimed that his switch
came from a change of heart. Tired of speaking from a marginal position, he
wanted to go pop and populist, becoming shamelessly affirmative. In the face of
this, Ah Kee might be seen to rain on Redford's Gold Coast utopia by suggesting
its affirmation is implicitly hostile to Aboriginal people, pointing to what Redford's
supposedly all-embracing populism excludes, while stealing its pop thunder.

However, there is a deeper sympathy between Ah Kee and Redford. Redford
certainly celebrates white surf culture and has little to say about race politics, but
his work turns on two facts. Firstly, the Gold Coast can be seen as both
embodying white Australian values and as marginalised and reviled within
Australia, making it mainstream and queer. Secondly, although he may have
been born and bred there, Redford's relation to the Gold Coast and its surf
culture is voyeuristic (he doesn't surf). His work expresses an excluded person's
fantasised identification with and appropriation of the Gold Coast as an object of
desire. So, on a deeper level, Ah Kee's work is actually caught in a dance with
Redford's, opposing it only in mirroring it, while moving to the same tune.

'Cantchant' revels in similar parallax shifts to Redford's Gold Coast works. Its
paradoxes of identification and opposition take us into an interpretative grey
zone. 'Cantchant' turns on the ambiguous position of 'the surfer'. As the 2007
film Bra Boys attests, surfers can be simultaneously identified with mainstream
Australian values and recognised as outlaws (an extension of the Ned Kelly
mythos). When Ah Kee's three rainforest surfers line up on the beach with their
rainforest surfboards, it is hard to see whether Ah Kee is pointing to the distance
between Aboriginal people and Cronulla's white surf-thugs or making an
analogy between them. Ah Kee's Aboriginal surfers could be seen as equally
tribal, territorial and martial: staunchly defending their patch, or taking someone
else's (Redford's). Or equally deluded: Why are these rainforest guys colonising
Surfers Paradise?

Similarly, it is hard to tell whether the rainforest shield patterns on the boards
represent something authentic or inauthentic. In the past Ah Kee has railed
against the supposed authenticity of 'Aboriginal' art and steered clear of using
Aboriginal imagery, recognising it as already 'a white thing'. Here it is unclear
whether he is embracing the shield patterns as markers of his identity
(underwritten by his portraits) or playing on them as cliches - decorative fetishes
already coopted by the hostile culture (like that Billabong label).

Running interference patterns, 'Cantchanf impishly conflates white surf
culture and Aboriginal sovereignty, making this seem plausible and absurd by
turns. In rhetorically morphing the shields from his rainforest homeland (where
no one surfs) into surfboards, what exactly is Ah Kee proposing? Recognition of
Aboriginal people's difference? Their right to the imagery of a culture that
excludes them? Inclusion in that culture? All of the above? The virtue of this
surprising and disorienting work is not that it offers an answer but that it perfectly
captures a dilemma.
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