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It gives me great pleasure to write this introduction for  
Cath Barcan’s exhibition Nature morte/Civil works which forms 
part of  the Blue Mountains Cultural Centre’s Exposé  
Exhibition Program.

The Exposé exhibition program was developed in response 
to the outstanding calibre of  artistic practice in the Blue 
Mountains region. It provides local artists with an opportunity 
to exhibit in a professionally run public gallery space alongside 
exhibitions by significant national and international artists, 
to extend their artistic practice, and to maximise audience 
engagement. 

In Nature morte/Civil works Barcan investigates the 
confounding use of  plastic and its everyday presence in our 
lives. She offers a unique perspective on the material that, once 
hailed as one of  the great inventions of  modern industrialized 
society, has most recently been at the centre of  many 
environmental debates. 

In her still life and landscape photographs Barcan depicts 
plastic packaging in food and urban construction works. These 
photographs explore the complexities of  our paradoxical and 
conflicting relationship with it, whilst simultaneously revealing 
the beauty of  its materiality.

Barcan, who has been exhibiting across Australia for over 20 
years, is a wonderful example of  the unique artistic breadth 
and talent found in the Blue Mountains and a testament to the 
quality of  artists living and working in the region. 

I hope you enjoy this outstanding exhibition. 

Sabrina Roesner, Exhibitions Manager  
Blue Mountains Cultural Centre
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This exhibition has given me the opportunity to bring 
together the twin obsessions of  my recent practice: the 
wrapped and contained landscape, and still life compositions 
that frequently feature packaged food and drink.  
The material of  plastic wends its way through both series; 
drapes and folds inhabit both interior and exterior spaces. 
Having once considered them independent, in this project 
I bring the two series together, allowing personal and 
domestic spaces to intersect with the greater environment. 
Inhabiting some stillness in our own lives may seem an elusive 
proposition to many of  us in the twenty-first century but I 
hope these works provide an opportunity to stop and reflect 
on our micro and macro worlds.

Caution hot/seam here, no ice, best before. Who would have  
thought the disposable containers and packaging that 
proliferate within our shopping and eating cultures come 
with their own environmental warnings? The Nature morte 
images are laden with conflicting temporalities. They nod 
to centuries-old painting genres, and blur plastic drapes in 
four second exposures. Ice melts as it is being photographed, 
and an ancient (really?) hourglass has run out of  time, leaving 
behind a snow storm and a salt pile. There are time and 
date stamps indicating the past and the future. Packaging 
photographed in a fraction of  a second lasts an average 
twelve seconds in the hands of  the consumer, and for a 
thousand years in the environment. 

I often find myself  walking a fine line between kitsch and 
substance in my work. It’s a dangerous game to play, but  
one which I feel compelled to revisit. The draped plastic  
and geotextiles in the Civil works photographs lend a gravitas 
in tension with the mundane grind and grime they enclose. 
I see these landforms as a type of  accidental public art, that 
reveals and conceals the ground while presenting complex 
narratives of  ownership, containment, territory and control. 
To me these are heightened, theatrical spaces; a platform or 
stage in which to consider the landscape, then ask ourselves 
the question: where do we want to go next? 

Cath Barcan



Cath Barcan’s images invite us to witness plasticity at work. 
The soft folds of  geotextiles draped over soil disturbed by major 
civil works. The stretch of  cling film over pumpkin, fitting like 
a second skin. Plastic receives these forms with ease shifting to 
accommodate them: covering, clinging, adapting. But it also 
gives form. The hard edge of  the PET container stretch blown 
on a packaging production line, traps meat in an easy to open, 
stackable box. A form designed for the supermarket shelf  and 
the mundane gestures of  self  service.  

Plasticity is about the dynamics of  giving and receiving 
form. Long before the invention of  the synthetic material, 
philosophers wrestled with the plasticity of  the brain, of  
experience, of  nature. How did things become subject to 
processes of  change and adaptability? How did transformation 
realise both flux and structure? In philosophy and aesthetics 
‘plasticity’ resonated with concepts like potentiality and 
creativity, it was an inherently positive and forward looking 
dynamic, always anticipating what might emerge. Plasticity 
gave substance to the future. 

The invention of  celluloid in 1869 and Bakelite in 1907 
signalled the arrival of  manufactured materials that could be 
moulded into shape when soft and then hardened. However, 
it wasn’t until the 1930s that the noun ‘plastic’ described a 
whole new class of  artificial materials produced by chemical 
synthesis and with vast commercial applications. This miracle 
material was promoted as the stuff of  the future. Capable of  
transcending nature because it could be produced on demand 
and didn’t decay, plastic could take on innumerable forms and 
functions, and generate a dazzling array of  novel objects. 
 

A utopian modern world was emerging, and it was going to be 
made of  plastic! 

Celebrations of  the arrival of  ‘the plastic age’ were common 
during the 20th century. The exact temporal boundaries of  
this age varied. Sometimes it referred to the rise of  modern 
industrialized society, sometimes to the interwar period when 
major technical advances in colourisation and the development 
of  thermoplastics occurred, and sometimes to the post World 
War II period when cheap consumer plastics began to touch 
every aspect of  daily life. Establishing the accuracy of  the 
timescale for the ‘plastic age’ is not the issue. Rather, it is the 
way in which the idea of  a plastic age or epoch recognises the 
key role of  materials in significant cultural change and the 
reshaping of  social life. There is no question that throughout 
the 20th century plastic transformed the world and what it 
meant to be human. Plastic things didn’t just assist or improve 
human activities, they weren’t just passive devices at our service, 
they didn’t signify unprecedented control over the material 
environment – they also came to design us. Plastic taught us 
the art of  disposability, to value convenience and transience, to 
expect translucent barriers as markers of  hygiene, to swipe or 
tap in market transactions, and to be completely oblivious to its 
troubling afterlife. Plastic gave material form to the idea of  easy 
come, easy go. 

How to undo these lessons? How to accept that plasticity has 
provoked a dystopian rather than a utopian future?  How to 
live differently with plastic and create a better shared life with 
it? These are political questions and there are many ways to 
approach them. All of  us have been exposed to 
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images of  animals choking on plastic debris, to anti plastic 
bag campaigns, to maps of  the location of  plastics gyres in 
remote oceans, to the artwork of  a whale made out of  millions 
of  plastic bottles. These campaigns and images focus on 
plastics’ disturbing environmental effects. They are designed 
to ‘raise awareness’ and change consumer actions. UK artist 
Andy Hughes (2018) describes them as a form of  ‘plastic 
pornography’. Designed to shock they are also, at the same 
time, strangely numbing. Whether this is because of  plastic 
exhaustion caused by over exposure to the global scale of  
plastic waste and grief  about its polluting impacts or because 
the appeal to individual behaviour change seems so tokenistic, 
is not clear. What is clear is that this kind of  activism and 
aesthetic is not necessarily the best way to provoke alternative 
futures with plastic. 

The images in this exhibition offer a powerful and different 
way of  seeing plastic. Firstly, they pay respect to the material. 
Cath Barcan captures plastic in its own terms. We see its 
plasticity, its translucency, its expressivity. These images do 
not redeem or sensationalise they show material qualities and 
capacities in ways that acknowledge the beauty and force of  
plastic. But this material can never be separate from its myriad 
forms. These are working plastics. The images of  packaging 
in the Nature morte series are startling. References to the 17th 
century Dutch tradition are quietly disrupted by the presence 
of  a plastic bag holding apples. A mundane object captured as 
practical, sensuous and lively. A lettuce wrapped in cling film 
merging into its polystyrene tray. Is there a boundary between 
the natural and the synthetic? In Civil works plastic reveals its 
monumental capacities. Covering earthworks in ways that 
echo Christo and Jeanne-Claude, these images also challenge 

their work. Geofabric is not being used to make an installation, 
to create a shock effect through wrapping – it is just doing its 
civic duty: holding back soil, minimising run off, spreading and 
draping over vast landscapes disrupted for road building.  And 
in capturing the pragmatic value of  the material we also see its 
epic effects.

Plastic despair and exhaustion are not in evidence here but 
nor is empty aesthetic celebration. Instead Cath Barcan has 
captured plastic’s ‘thing power’ (Bennett, 2010). This is political 
philosopher Jane Bennett’s term and it refers to the way in 
which there is an existence peculiar to things that is irreducible 
to their imbrication with human subjectivity and demands. 
This is not an appeal to material essences but to the capacity of  
things to assert themselves, to reveal their anterior physicality 
in ways that capture humans in new relations. Of  course, 
humans like to think that they have the world of  things under 
control but sometimes things exceed the dense web of  relations 
in which they are always implicated. In these moments, things, 
objects, materials can surprise and startle us with their power 
to suggest different ways of  seeing and different ways of  being. 
The images here capture plastic’s thing power, they let plastic 
speak in ways that are unexpected and potent and suggestive. 

Bennett, J. 2010 Vibrant Matter: a political ecology of  things 
Durham: Duke University Press
Andy Hughes: http://www.andyhughes.net/
site/2018/10/09/4496/

Professor Gay Hawkins 
Institute for Culture and Society, Western Sydney University
g.hawkins@westernsydney.edu.au

Landscape V 2019, archival inkjet pigment print, 61 x 88 cm

http://www.andyhughes.net/site/2018/10/09/4496/
http://www.andyhughes.net/site/2018/10/09/4496/


acknowledgements
The Blue Mountains Cultural Centre and the artist acknowledge that the City of  the Blue Mountains 
is located on the traditional lands of  the Darug and Gundungurra peoples. 
The artist would like to thank: The Blue Mountains Cultural Centre, Associate Professor Ruth Barcan,  
Lis Bastian, Luba Bosch, Helen Clear, Roger Ellis, Dr Lee-Anne Hall, Professor Gay Hawkins, Kim Malouf,  
Luke McCormac, Mike McPherson, Katrina Noorbergen, Rilka Oakley, Nicola Read, Sabrina Roesner,  
Bruce Standley, TAFE NSW-Western Sydney and George Verghese.

Copyright the author and the artist 2019. All rights reserved.

Published in conjunction with the exhibition Cath Barcan, Nature morte/Civil works 11th May - 23rd June, 2019

http://bluemountainsculturalcentre.com.au
http://bluemountainsculturalcentre.com.au/exhibition/cath-barcan-nature-morte-civil-works/
http://bluemountainsculturalcentre.com.au

