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There are many ways to judge postmodern art, and many different short
lived schools and styles. As a result, we have "evanescent interpretive 
communities", and no one kind of art is valued for very long. - James Elkins 

F 
or centuries, the notion of copying within the visual arts has variously been 

associated with counterfeits, education and mass-production. Within the arts, 

the range of words employed to describe the copy serve up an abundance of 

associations. For example: to ape, copy, counterfeit, duplicate, echo, facsimile, 

fake, falsify, forge, emulate, imitate, impersonate, mimic, replicate, rival, simulate, in the 

positive sense can each be considered as flattery. Just as often the copy is likely to be 

thought of as cheap or duplicitous. 

The copy is a tool for art education. I recollect that a very helpful and telling first 

project, immediately upon entering a bachelors degree pathway in contemporary paint

ing, was the task of copying a work of art. A quick survey of the range of works chosen 

by the students in my year for this project would have quickly unveiled our range of 

technical abilities. Upon completion of the task, what was actually more interesting than 

our respective technical abilities was the wide variety of objects we presented as a group. 

Viewed en masse, the range of artistic influences, eras, movements, fashions, political, 

philosophical leanings and, perhaps, postures on display was no doubt useful information 

for our lecturers. 
The copy serves as a useful educational tool for the artist because through the act of 

copying an object or an image, potential methods of construction are unveiled, enabling 

one to learn about techniques at a deeper level. Importantly, one also gets the opportunity 

to consider the reasons the original artist may have had for creating the object, and what 

he or she may have been thinking about while making. 

From early in his career, the work of artist Mathew McConnell has been based around 

the output of other artists. A "bricoleur" who freely borrows from photographic reproduc

tions and first hand sightings of visual art, McConnell recreates what he has seen. Essen

tially, he remakes, collects and sorts these copies. In a closing act, McConnell's works are 

often given a uniform surface treatment (for instance graphite and bone char), assembled 

as installed groupings intended to be read as multiple-part works. 

One aspect of McConnell's practice that is important to understanding his methodology 

is the skilled labour that is embodied in the (typically ceramic) objects comprising any 

given work. This is in many ways out of sorts with much of contemporary art, to many 

eyes a deskilled area where the idea holds court, whereas there is no doubt that McCo

nnell's works are constructed by skilled hands. Reading between the lines, the execution 

of McConnell's copies of contemporary art objects is suggestive of the artist searching to 

master the divide between skills, influences and ideas. In McConnell's work, craft and the 

mechanical arts appear to wait in one comer representing skill, fists at the ready in the 

eternal hope that the act of recreation can shake out the meaning of ideas inherent in his 

chosen subjects, residing en-masse in the opposing comer. 
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by Matt Blomeley 

Going back through the ages, a fit

ting precedent for this allusion to the 

opacity of contemporary art is perhaps 

the nature of how business is con

ducted. Writing about Shakespeare's 

Merchant of Venice, Richard Sennett 

observes that historically, "the calcula

tion of risks" was perceived as "a game 

only mathematical savants could play; 

modem practices like double-entry 

book keeping seemed arcane arts on 

a par with alchemy". The vagaries of 

contemporary art, imbued as it often 

is in theory and arcane references, ap

pears similarly as a form of advanced 

transaction, between artist and subject, 

art object and patron. 

As with all good artists, McConnell's 

practice is interesting not because he 

abundantly spells something out. He 

doesn't. Rather it is that McConnell's 

work deliberately communicates to 

a trait inherent in each of us at some 

level or at some time in our lives. Simi

lar to the mimetic way in which we all 

learn at a fundamental level, by creat

ing facsimiles of works of other artists 

and makers using his trained hands, 

McConnell's installations seek to find 

something new through making and 

then grouping "his" objects. What he 

is seeking is not the perfect copy but 

that almost alchemical moment of dis

covery and learning, when something 

new happens. 

While McConnell's particular use of 

appropriation may be unusual within 
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