Museum of Sydney

Gary Warner, AV and Computer Projects Coordinator on the Ma5,

talked with

George Alexander and Kurt Brereton about what is looking less a mau-

soleum than a walk-in data port of call.

he city’s most important shrine to British settlement,

the Museum of Sydney, built on the site of the First

Government House, will now process thousands of visi-
tors who want to bask in the rosy-fingered dawn of the age of
human dispodsession down under.

Like any new monument the Museum of Sydney has been
asked to participate in a cultural debate. Given the fragmenta-
tion of contemparary culture there is a crisis in collective memo-
ry. Once one’s head was the only hardware. The past was kept
alive through stories. By ritual and by rote. Later came writing
{stelae, cuniform rolls, papyri, books). Maps, diagrams, archirec-

tural blueprints, geomerric formula:. Mow we live in a culture of

permanent playback. All the
information about Greek,
Celric, or Tantric cultures
might comfortably fit on a few
CD-ROM discs. Using a new
concept in museology, the
building hopes to be less a
‘mausoleum of dead cultural
artefacts than a kind of elec-
tronic bayer-cake of interpreta-
thons capable of being revoked
“or transformed. Now through
,.;hu_t:ﬂ:minll darkly we see
shadows of the past, ghosts of
selves. Is this response 1o
dissolution of the past
serely pandering to our con-
[ apped 1990s!
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Gary Warner: “With the digital technology we are putting in
place it was extremely important to me that you could be able to
build in changes as the circumstances demanded it. We will be
raising issues about the staging and reception of historical infor-
mation through the reconstruction of sites, displaying of memo-
rabilia and manipulation of these audio-visual digiral technolo-
gies. You want the technology to deliver difference for you. 1t is
no longer enough to fix history into a single image for all time.
[..)A theatrette is being set up as a digital resource centre for vis-
jrors to come and use for talks, installations oF screenings. This
space is designed 1o also engage with people outside our resident
musealogical, historical and archacological experts. We want to
pctivate the museum as a sice
of cultural practice rather
than as a collection of relics
to gaze at in wonder”.

From the beginning,
archeologists, historians,
politicians, media and admin-
istrators have been angling for
asayin the medning, preser-
vation and significance of the
site. Im 1982 a cender was
accepred for the commercial
Juvclupuun: of the site bor-
dered by Phillip. Bridge and
Young streets in the Sydney
CBD. The Department of
Environment and Planning
requested an archeological
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survey of the (then) carpark,
and the original foorings of Aas-
iralia’s first Government House
|_"-|cp||m:'.] Iragments ol I'I!".'l-ll.
bane, and glass artefacts. In
1984, then Premier Neville
Wran, announced that the sive
would be preserved inoan imagt-
native development. Architects
Dénron Corker Marshall Pey Led
wiere selecred to undertake the
project from a design submitted
in competition.

Museums are theatres of cul-
tural and historical remem-
brance. Whose memory do they
serve! Whose privelege is it o
represent this diversity? History
is always a cobbled collection of
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sesmbess picture of the way it really

wis, T he question is whether you try to spak-fill the eracks and
gaps or show rthe ruins and fragments as testaments 1o our desire
ro remake the whole with all the political, colwural and social
implications artached.

The centre and keystone of British settlement, the First Gow-
emment House means different things to different people, The
caretakers—the Historic Houses Trust—ury to avoid the usual
parriotic ballyhoo surrounding 1 788, Peter Emmetr, senior cura-
tor in charge of development, speaks not of origins and birth, bur
of a "turning point™. A cusp whose too branches of fear and
promise meet and curve.

Caprain Arthur Philip RN—colonial, Christian and capieal-
ist— took aver the reluctant fertility of the soil and the rain from
the sky from its indipenous custodians. From 1788 to 1850 nine
governors displayed the workaday heel of Evropean management
of human and physical resources, displacing and dtpﬂfmhri.rlg e
local Eora people along the way.

Is there ever any way of avoiding indigenous people’s pain in
the face of colonial takcovers! If o then Si‘liﬂt'p' isnora li'lil'lll‘l,g
example. To live in Sydney—we are reminded in Fiona Foley and
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Janet Laurence”s *Edge of

installarion loeared

in the
plaza— i to stand squarely in
the nation’s abline ration and
intermal exile of the Koorie peo-
;1||.'. The torest of trees b himd
which the locals looked ar the
*discoverers” now are over-
inseribed columns of cimbee,
and I-beam steel, holding hair
ochre .'|1'|-.]*~.|5'- They fill you {us)
with asadness akin to moving
around a memorial—chrough a
stand of rusted meral trees and
wooden electricity poles thar
ralk to you in whispers just audi-
Tlll'll

i5 a ring of pathos to these forms

Ble above the ciry rratfic

R thar are meant as a shrine thar
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to their lost Eora past and that are
dwarfed by 195 yeurs of intensive urban development.

Asked to blend themes—intellectual, educational, political,
commercial, communitarian—the architects, have handled the
rehabilitation of this site with sensitivity, even a cerrain rever-
ence. The building doesn't advertise the girdings of power, it is
no temple of colonisation. In the spirit of self-ceitical musealogy
Perer Emmertt has chosen artists, rather than museum studics
functionaries. Through the material registers of plates, clay pipes,
copper nails, artists have mried ro evoke the density and everyday
ness of life in the new port city of Svdney, 1ts microhistories, (s
flows and eross-currents of trade. These elepaic relics, conjured
on laser discs and interactive COMPULEr Screens, become part of a
virtual museum capable of being transformed, rather than setin
grey concrete, pressed under plare glass or fixed in official tomes

Moving into the '-I!'l'r'l.'T where the mix of materials and settings
Projects a postmodern clash of times, the visitor is confronted
first by a maoving floor to ceiling video image of the Spdney envi
ronment as the First Fleeters would have experienced it {orso i
is imagined). Uﬁ‘iﬂﬂ nl:igil:ﬂl ir|'|'.|J;|11|; 11'-:_'h,1'|-.|||:|;|.u- -,.-'-._'ru- Effeces
software, scanned 5x4" transparencies at 64 base resolurion,



and unofficial. Harelle Jybe.
lin renegotistes the meaning
and namings of the collectars
charrel. Loaking like  eomb.
nation of Joseph Cotnell
boxes and the Royal Easter
Food Hall exhibitions of vagi.
ous primary produce. Glgg;
boxes display the spoils of
land and sea that formed the
economic base of rhe
colony—whale reeth, whear,
raising, cheroots, ete. are dis.
played. Small video screens
provide the moving commen-
tary on the social relations
that put the varioas erops and

" Filmmaker Ross Gibson, historian Paul Carter, and Aborigi.
I il curator, David Peosser evoke the polyphonic and plural voic:
b_. ‘the past talking at cross-purposes through rrompe l'oeil

ms: dreamscapes that are activated by infra-red proximisy

tﬂhm]nﬁf {the same equipment used by surveillance

it works and sits amongst Sydney's other
f the museum there is a simple open glass
down Phillip St rowards Circular Quay.
between connotatians of a colonial ship's

e inside past to the outside present. Visic
far street viewers. Says Gary Warner,
to thase people down on the street and




