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Simon Cuthbert was born in the mid 1960s. Discussing the photographs in this

exhibition, he describes how many of the buildings that he photographs are of

the same age as himself. These architectural spaces have existed, in a sense,

as a backdrop to his life; they are his metaphors of self: ‘so when those

buildings of the mid-1960s come down, it really speaks to me of my generation;

my time; my life. These are the buildings of the cities that I grew up in.’

Downtown prods us to look twice at the urban and suburban environment

around us. Cuthbert’s work re-presents the aestheticisation of the city:

exploring the symbolism of the built environment as an entangled mix of

anonymous international building styles and nostalgic, memory-laden fragments

of the ‘local’. His photographs are reminders of the little things, the

grotesqueries and minor transgressions, existing within and against the

anonymity of the corporate city. Embellishments of brick or stonework might

symbolise a migrant’s memories, now fused with hopes of a different life in a

different city; the independent determination of a cheap hotel owner may find

its fading expression in a disintegrating mural overlooking the hotel’s car park.



While these small, public, manifestations of private aspirations may appear

futile in the face of a relentless onslaught by development corporations,

governments and commerce – their creators’ continued determination to dream

is seductive.

We all have some sort of ‘downtown’ experience locked in our memories. While

Cuthbert is firm: ‘a society gets the buildings it deserves. If we are unable to

preserve things, it’s because we just don’t want them enough,’ the

photographs in this exhibition provide a focus for the viewer to question the

value of their own ‘downtown,’ and whether or not they care about the

preservation of such spaces. Cuthbert has worked as a photographer at the

Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery for a number of years, documenting the

extensive collection through photography. He sees a commonality between this

work and his artistic practice in a shared sense of heritage and a belief in the

need to preserve.

Cuthbert captures his subjects via the lens of an ‘objective’ eye. About the

‘look’ of these photographs, he says, ‘flat light is used to render every thing

evenly – not to downplay or accentuate particular aspects of the subject – but

to bathe them in a flat, featureless wash of light that just presents the object

as it sits.’ It could be described as a ‘bureaucratic’ vision, the sort of

impersonal, anonymous way of seeing that large organizations use to record the

world and its contents in a detached, rational way. The irony is that his

photographic subjects come to life, expose their personal subjectivity, under

this institutionalised gaze.


