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JILL ORR, THE PROMISED LAND, PART 1

Jill Orr is one of Australia foremost artists. For over 40 years, Orr has enlivened Australian and international audiences with her

work and performances. Orr has been a protagonist of performance art, from her early iconic works such as ‘Bleeding Trees’

through to ‘From the Sea’ and ‘The Crossing’ through which she has explored such issues as the resonances of land and meeting
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of cultures. Her work has focused on the psycho-social and environmental facets with a deep commitment to humanity, a

compassionate openness and depth of vision which embraces, engages and inspires curiosity and contemplation. In this two part

interview, Claire Bridge spoke with Jill for Art World Women about her current work and exhibition ‘The Promised Land’. In

Part II we look more closely into Jill Orr’s perspective on of being a performance artist, body image and the role of emotion and

how she goes from idea to performance.

 

image above: Jill Orr The Promised Land – flag, 2012, Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr, © Jill Orr 2012

AWW: YOU SEEM TO BE ABLE TO EVOKE STILLNESS AND THE IMMENSE EFFORTING OF MOVEMENT
SIMULTANEOUSLY. THIS SPEAKS TO ME ABOUT AN ABILITY TO INVOKE A SPECIFIC RESONANCE
AND QUALITY OF “BEINGNESS”. HOW DO YOU APPROACH YOUR PERFORMANCES? AS AN ACTOR
STEPPING INTO A ROLE AND A STORY, OR AS SOMEONE BECOMING IN THE EXPERIENCE? WHAT IS
IT LIKE FOR YOU?

Jill Orr, The Promised Land – becoming, 2012, Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr, © Jill Orr 2012

JO: I see the performance as an activation or animation that completes or instates the works’ process into life. It is more as you

have suggested, beingness, which I see as presence in the moment. Something happens in this state of complete focus that

cannot be completely predicted, or replicated but the body holds itself and in a sense ‘transmits’. It is the moment of

transmission that is communicated through the photographs. This is very different to acting or pretending to be something else.

I do have a pretty good idea of what the images will look like and work with the photographer to achieve this. The performative

focus is not achieved in an ordinary state, I think because the body is not fully engaged in the process of the task. Very different

photographs emerge but they are not performative which for me, is where presence can be communicated.

AWW: YOUR WORK DOESN’T SHY AWAY FROM THE CONFRONTING OR COMPLEX ISSUES WE FACE
AS A SOCIETY IN CONTEMPORARY TIMES. YOU HAVE THE ABILITY TO DIVE IN DEEP INTO THESE
DIFFICULT AND MULTI-FACETED ISSUES AND PRESENT THEM IN WAYS WHICH INTRIGUE AND
INVITE CLOSER CONTEMPLATION. HOW DO YOU FIND THAT BALANCE? WHAT GUIDES YOU IN

http://artworldwomen.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Jill-Orr-The-Promised-Land-becoming-1-900x600.jpg
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WALKING THE LINE BETWEEN ISSUES AND AUDIENCE?

JO:  There are three things that must be present for me to develop a work. Firstly the issue, question or aesthetic journey must

have a personal resonance that I can learn from and engage with deeply. Secondly it needs to have relevance beyond myself. Not

that the personal is not political but I like to look at both the breadth of an issue that can be reflected historically, politically and

humanely where my contribution is part of a larger whole. Thirdly that an image or an action has a strong imaginative presence

that I cannot deny and that is what I focus on throughout the work’s creative process. I have recognised these factors as a gift

that I must trust and it is the trust that forges the link between issues and the audience.

AWW: LAND. THE WORD IS A POTENT ONE IN AUSTRALIA, OVERLADEN WITH MULTIPLE MEANINGS.
‘LAND’ HAS MEANING FOR INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS AND QUITE DIFFERENT MEANINGS FOR
NON-INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS. YOU HAVE ADDRESSED THESE CULTURAL AND SOCIETAL ISSUES
IN OTHER WORKS, THE CROSSING POINTS, THE CRUX OF THE MEETING BETWEEN CULTURES AND
PEOPLES. HOW DOES ‘THE PROMISED LAND’ CONTINUE THIS CONVERSATION?

JO: I think ‘The Promised Land’ continues the meeting between cultures and peoples through the deeper allegory of seekers.

Whether that be the search for land, peace, faith or refuge, this need and desire is fundamental to human existence and has

compelled and propelled journeys despite immense danger. The urge goes deep into the very instinct to survive and live in a

sense, beyond the self, for future generations. It is both vividly seen in contemporary life and throughout history. Survival and

promise are the impetus behind myth, religious story and heroic rites of passage across time. ‘The Promised Land’ evokes all of

this and yet is also a reference to the present asylum seekers.

In reference to Australia, as the site of the work, it is added to by the history particular to each site although this site history is

not necessary to view the work. I was really thinking of a European context where the work will be viewed in the inaugural

Venice International Performance Art Week, and was imagining the impact of the global financial crisis. I am also aware of the

Arab Spring where civil uprising seen in the collapse of dictatorships, through the power of people demanding regime change

which finally succeeded in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and Libya.

The powerful force for change seems to be galvanized by the role of social media in gathering mass response. This appears to be

an unprecedented change and tool for the realization of a Promised Land. But the promise here is implicated with the best and

worst of democracy which is ultimately founded on capitalism and growth at all costs. The West needs Middle Eastern oil, so the

image of promise is never pure as a political lure however democracy as an ideal is full of hope and possibility for all. The work,

The Promised Land, resides between the screen of desire and the need to survive, it is an imagined place that has potential for

the future life. The strength of the imaginary is that it is seen before it can become manifest.
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Jill Orr The Promised Land ii, 2012, Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr, © Jill Orr 2012

AWW: WHEN CONSIDERING THE TITLE OF YOUR SHOW ‘THE PROMISED LAND’ IT BRINGS TO MIND
THE POTENCY OF RELIGIOUS IDEAS – JEWISH AND ISLAMIC TRADITIONS. IT RECALLS MOSES, “THE
PROMISED LAND”, THE DISCOVERY OF LAND, COLONISATION AND SETTLEMENT, THE PROMISED
LAND OF REFUGEES SEARCHING FOR A SAFE HAVEN, “BOAT PEOPLE” AND MANY MORE
EVOCATIONS. WHAT MEANING DOES THE TITLE HOLD FOR YOU?

JO: The title has all of the resonance you have mentioned. I do want the work to penetrate beyond the daily politics and the rich

overlay brought through associations to the title enable interpretive multiplicity.

AWW: THE BOAT FORM YOU USE IN ‘THE PROMISED LAND’ IS THE SKELETON RIBS OF A BOAT. IT
CAN NOT SAIL. IT SEEMS TO REMIND US OF DEATH. IT SEEMS TO SPEAK TO THE IMPOSSIBILITY AND
HOPELESSNESS OF  ‘THE PROMISE’ – OR DOES IT?

JO: I suppose I have a touch of black humour and the sense of the ridiculous. Indeed this boat will not float but maybe it does!

AWW: WHAT IS YOUR MESSAGE ABOUT ASYLUM SEEKERS AND IMMIGRATION?

JO: I don’t really have a message. I think that viewers have their own minds and I am not going to tell them what to think. I hope

the images can be viewed and interpreted openly and in that viewers take with them what they need. Art may be political but it

is not politics. Art, I think, needs a deeper enquiry beyond the daily occurrences that largely occupy politics. For me, art meets

politics in philosophical, ethical and psycho-social realms, to name a few.

AWW: FLAGS, SYMBOLIC OF TRIUMPH AND SURRENDER. A BLOOD RED FLAG . IS IT COVERED IN
THE BLOOD OF THOSE SACRIFICED, OR MURDERED FOR THE LAND, OR OF THOSE WHO HAVE DIED
ON THE JOURNEY? OR IS IT THE RED OF LIFE BLOOD, LIKE DELACROIX’S “LIBERTY LEADING THE
PEOPLE”, THE RED OF OPTIMISM AND TRIUMPHALISM? IS IT A FLAG OF NATIONALISM , OR A
WARNING, A SIGNALLING OF DISTRESS FROM A SINKING SHIP?

JO: The ‘Raft of Medusa’, Gericault’s great painting, and Delacoix’s ‘Liberty Leading the People’ were references for these

http://artworldwomen.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Jill-Orr-The-Promised-Land-ii-900x600.jpg
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images both as images of disaster and of power to the people uprising. I did not want a specific nationalism and chose the drama

of a plain red flag. It was Christopher Heathcote’s question to me, as he was writing the catalogue essay, when he asked me if the

flag was blood. I responded that blood has been spilt in most uprisings from history, the current Middle Eastern uprisings record

thousands of deaths. It is a plausible and powerful association that art history and associative image conjure blood in the

reading.

 

Jill Orr The Promised Land-Still 2012, Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr, © Jill Orr 2012

AWW: WHAT CHOICES DO YOU MAKE ABOUT SETTING AND THE ‘STAGE’ OF YOUR PHOTOGRAPHS
AND PERFORMANCES? IN ‘THE PROMISED LAND’ YOUR SETTINGS ARE AS DIVERSE AS THE WHITE
CUBE OF THE GALLERY, TO OUT IN THE ENVIRONMENT: A DOCK WITH THE GIANT FERRY “SPIRIT OF
TASMANIA”, AN OPEN BEACH AND OCEAN, A DOCKLAND/HARBOUR, TO AN INLAND LAKE
SURROUNDED BY GUMTREES AND THE EVIDENCE OF HUMAN INTERVENTION ON THE LANDSCAPE.
HOW HAVE YOU COME TO DECIDE ON THESE SETTINGS?

JO: The sites are extremely important to staging the work. The white cube emphasises the shadows emerging and disappearing

leaving the actions and the boat as the sole work devoid of anything else. This is how the live performance will be seen. The

beach with the Spirit of Tasmania in the background enable the natural shifting light of dawn to work with the image as an

incongruous contrast in scale to both the immensity of both the beach and the ferry. Both dwarfing my boat and self. The images

on Princes Pier, despite the intrigue of the pylons in the background was the site for immigrants from both World Wars. These

arrivals are now the fabric of Australian society. The shots on the Yarra River flats are where I take my dogs for walks. This is

actually the site where the Heidelberg artists, Arthur Streeton, Frederick McCubbin and Walter Withers amongst others,

painted idyllic landscapes in the late 1800’s. I do find that set on the river, in that specific place, does seem to evoke the

Heidelberg school. That’s an interesting surprise that has happened. The sites are imbued with their own history that adds to the

primary aesthetic choice to stage the work in each of them.

AWW: YOUR WORK APPEARS TO REFERENCE THE WORK OF OTHER ARTISTS AND IN DOING SO
SEEMS TO BRING IN OTHER STREAMS OF NARRATIVE AND LAYERED READINGS OF YOUR WORK. IN

http://artworldwomen.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Jill-Orr-The-Promised-Land-Still-900x600.jpg
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THE PROMISED LAND THERE APPEAR TO BE REFERENCES TO MILLET’S ICONIC WORKS THE
GLEANERS AND THE ANGELUS. EVEN WOMAN WITH A RAKE SEEMS TO MAKE A HAUNTING
APPEARANCE. ARE THESE REFERENCES RELEVANT TO THIS WORK THE PROMISED LAND? ARE
THEY INTENTIONAL, OR SIMPLY A FACTOR OF A PERCEPTION FILTERED THROUGH A WESTERN
CULTURAL REFERENCE LIBRARY?

JO: Other than the Gericault and Delacroix, regarding the flag, the actions have come from the nature of boats and travel. I am

pleased that you can see the haunting traces of history but indeed it is the cultural reference library at work that means that we

are never on an island dissociated from time and place which enable richness for the viewer to dive in should they wish.

Read more of Jill Orr’s interview in Part 2 here

‘The Promised Land’ is hosted at John Buckley Gallery Richmond, and will continue through to Oct 20th. Jill Orr is represented

by Jenny Port Gallery.

Jill Orr website

Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr

All images copyright Jill Orr 2012
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In Part Two of this fascinating interview with performance artist Jill Orr for Art  World Women , Claire Bridge discusses with

Orr aspects of body image, symbolism, feminism and the role of emotion for the artist and in performance art. Part One

discussed Orr’s exhibition ‘The Promised Land’ in depth.  You can read Part 1 here.
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image above: Jill Orr The Promised Land – walking 2012, Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr, © Jill Orr 2012

AWW: ELEMENTAL SYMBOLS FEATURE AND RECUR IN YOUR WORK: FIRE, ASH, WATER, EARTH,
WATER, SEA, SKY, FOG AMONGST THEM. WHAT IS YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH THESE ELEMENTS?
HOW DO THEY SPEAK TO YOU? HOW HAS THEIR MEANING CHANGED THROUGH TIME FOR YOU?

JO: The elements are the transformative building blocks that are tools in ritual and share metaphoric, symbolic and practical

relationships to each other. They are the basic building blocks. Fire, air, water and earth are each necessary for life, each

participating in an ‘alchemical’ exchange. For example the weather is a perfect demonstration of this molecular exchange that

never stops but is in eternal cyclic transformation. It acts on, with and through the environment, of which we are dependant and

intricately part of. That is why the elements hold such importance for me and over time I am more convinced of that.

AWW: YOUR WORK HAS A RICHNESS AND DEPTH OF SYMBOLISM. THE CONCEPTS ARE COMPLEX
AND DEMANDING. HOW DO YOU FIND WAYS TO STRIP BACK TO THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS? HOW
DO YOU DECIDE WHICH ELEMENTS WILL SPEAK MOST PROFOUNDLY AND YET SIMPLY AT THE
SAME TIME?

JO: The imagined images I receive are gifts that I have to honour by giving them the due process they deserve. It is through this

process that I have to listen to carefully and through that, the work becomes distilled. I don’t say something is profound.

Profundity is in the eye of the beholder.

 

Jill Orr The Promised Land – moving, 2012, Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr, © Jill Orr 2012

AWW: YOUR BODY, YOUR PRESENCE IS PART OF YOUR WORK. AS A PERFORMANCE ARTIST, YOUR
WORK IS NOT SEPARATE OR APART FROM YOU. WHAT HAPPENS TO YOUR ART IF YOU CAN NOT BE
THERE? IS THE PERFORMANCE ASPECT OF YOUR WORK ALWAYS NECESSARY? WHAT HAPPENS IF
OR WHEN YOU CAN NOT PERFORM?

JO: I have always concentrated purely on performance, albeit painting has usually accompanied this. It is interesting that you

http://artworldwomen.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Jill-Orr-The-Promised-Land-moving-900x601.jpg
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ask this question because I had to cancel the live aspect of this work hosted in the John Buckley Gallery because I had an illness

that rendered me unable to walk properly. Luckily this will heal. I guess one adapts to changing circumstances and invents other

ways to work. I have worked with others however this is demanding in an intense organizational way and after these works, I

have needed to return to myself. I don’t know what the future will hold.

AWW: HOW DO YOU PERCEIVE YOUR BODY IN RELATION TO YOUR ART? HOW DO YOU PERCEIVE
YOUR BODY IN RELATIONSHIP TO THE GENERAL MASS CONSENSUS’S MESSAGE ABOUT A
WOMAN’S BODY?

JO: I’m not sure I know what you mean about mass consensus’s message about a woman’s body. Does the mass consent? What

does it consent to? I see there several waves of feminisms and some waves of repulsion about feminisms. There is mass media

that impacts on the insecurities and vulnerabilities of self-esteem intricately connected to body image where beauty is an ideal

constructed by the fashion makers, usually unattainable by most and the attainment is a brief moment in time anyway. This now

impacts males and females. I had worked a lot on the question of body and self in relation to others and came out understanding

that for me, I could imagine and become anything and if there was an essential self, it may be hidden till the end. I guess I am now

old enough that aging gracefully is not dependent on what others think, but that has been quite a journey to really know this.

The body in relation to my art evolves as I do – it is a vehicle for expression.

AWW: HOW DO YOU GO ABOUT CONCEIVING A PERFORMANCE ONCE THE IDEA OR NOTION HAS
TAKEN ROOT IN YOUR IMAGINATION?

JO: That depends on the work. Ultimately, I have to figure out how to translate what I see into physical realms and then if I need

to perform it to an audience and or the camera. What site/location is best or do I make an environment myself? Each work

requires a different set of tactics but I have mentioned the three most consistent.

Jill Orr The Promised Land iii 2012, Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr, © Jill Orr 2012

AWW: MARINA ABRAMOVIC SPOKE OF “UNCONDITIONAL LOVE” ARISING IN HER WORK THE
‘ARTIST IS PRESENT’. WHAT ROLE DOES COMPASSION HAVE IN ART? OR RATHER WHAT ROLE DO

http://artworldwomen.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Jill-Orr-The-Promised-Land-iii-900x603.jpg
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ARTISTS HAVE IN TALKING ABOUT AND EXPRESSING SUCH NOBLE EMOTIONS OF COMPASSION,
LOVE, COURAGE, FORGIVENESS AND ACCEPTANCE THROUGH THEIR WORK?

JO: Jill Bennett has written ‘Empathic Vision : Affect, Trauma and Contemporary Art ’ that looks at trauma in art. My reading is

that Bennett notes that because trauma itself cannot be expressed, trauma is felt through the affect of an artwork. This is very

different to the mere description of traumatic symptoms. The affect of an artwork is the power to impact emotionally. Emotions

can be evoked through other vehicles, the art, the performance, the engagement with a community, something that enables an

experience and through that experience comes the emotion. Emotional states cannot be manufactured from nothing. In this

sense, Marina’s performances provided the vehicle to experience emotions rather than describe them. The noble emotions you

describe are certainly worthy of attention given these are an end point to healing but the whole process through anger, grief ,

melancholy etc. need expression before any of the nobler ones can be felt authentically.

AWW: YOU WORK COLLABORATIVELY AT TIMES. WHAT IS THIS LIKE FOR YOU WORKING WITH
OTHERS IN PERFORMANCE?

JO: Working with others is always wonderful. They bring to the work a richness that is unpredictable and challenging and

rewarding. Actually I frequently collaborate with photographers, musicians and printers, but less frequently with other

performers. Having said that, the last collaboration was recently at the Melaka Visual and Performance Festival in Malaysia.

Tony Yap is the creative director. Here dancers and performers from thirty different countries worked individually and

collaboratively to create an amazing series of works. We were each a sum of the greater whole because we could listen, watch

and respond to each other in the space of performance. Very special for audiences and performers.

Jill Orr The Promised Land- First Light, 2012, Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr, © Jill Orr 2012

AWW: IN YOUR VIEW, WHY IS IT THAT IT IS WOMEN WHO ARE FREQUENTLY DRAWN TO WORK SO
POWERFULLY WITH PERFORMANCE AND NEW MEDIA?

JO: Maybe woman are used to putting on a face consciously before they enter the public sphere. This act is trained, gendered

http://artworldwomen.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Jill-Orr-The-Promised-Land-First-Light-900x599.jpg
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and can be constructed, de-constructed and performed throughout life. The extension into performative realms could be seen

as a natural extension. Reflected and mirrored is the image screen that lies between identification and the other and this could

be a factor that is attractive to women. I think that performance is attractive to anyone needing to unpick, redefine and analyse,

through the phenomenological distance that performance gives between the self and the other. The articulation of difference

applies to gendered, gay, religious and racial identification within, without or in-between the mainstream. Performance is a way

to swim through it.

AWW: YOU HAVE BEEN INVITED TO PERFORM IN THE INAUGURAL “VENICE INTERNATIONAL
PERFORMANCE ART WEEK” ALONGSIDE ARTISTS SUCH AS YOKO ONO. THIS IS A WONDERFUL
RECOGNITION. WHAT ARE YOUR PLANS FOR THIS?

JO: I am going to take ‘The Promised Land’, both boat and photographs from which I will do the live performance of this work. I

will also create another work in the streets of Venice.

AWW: What is next for you?

The past few years have been intense and I hope to have a short holiday.

Read more about ‘The Promised Land’, Jill Orr’s exhibition, in Part 1

Jill Orr is represented by Jenny Port Gallery

The Promised Land, 2012, hosted by  John Buckley Gallery.

Photographer: Christina Simons for Jill Orr

All images copyright Jill Orr 2012
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