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A machine reminiscent of a newspaper press occupies the gallery
space, fed a continuous screenprinted roll. The 44 vibrant frames
depict mostly Australian politicians  – a who’s who of sorts, a cabinet
of conservative and corrupt curiosities. At over 31 metres in length,
on tissue paper, Death of a Broadsheet (2015 – ongoing) is one of
Alison Alder’s most ambitious works to date, with the dynamism
and audacity that has come to be expected of her practice.

The result of months of collecting and collating mugshots of
‘bad guys’ (and girls) from newspaper clippings, Death of a Broadsheet
is old-guard politics and public figures given new form on obsolete
infrastructure. Together, Death of a Broadsheet and accompanying
artist’s book Sleep of Doubt present a ‘black book’ of the morally
dubious, give wry commentary on the media machine and question
our future modes of consumption. ‘Be the media’ is the old catch-cry
and Alder, as always, takes up the gauntlet.

Alison Alder’s art practice is one of deep social engagement,
known for directness, sardonic wit and fluidity between the personal
and the political. There is no distinction invited between her studio-
based practice (the ‘high art’) or community art projects, including
street art, other public art interventions and contributions towards
social justice campaigns. 

Most often Alder chooses to screenprint, but at her hand the
boundaries of the medium are loose and invite influence from a
range of media and methods, often with installation or sculptural
elements, video and other digital media. In printmaking she is drawn
to imperfections – evidence of the human hand; points of difference

print to print, experiments with paper and surface – including wood,
vinyl, brown-paper lunch bags. Alder professes an abiding love for
the material and process, accessibility and versatility of print.

Alder works between Canberra and her studio in the bush hamlet
of Mongarlowe, New South Wales. In a sense she has come full circle
– having graduated from the Canberra School of Art in 1980, before
setting off on a series of formative posts that took her everywhere
from the grit of Melbourne and Sydney, to the remoteness of the
Northern Territory. The early days of Alder’s artistic practice were
inseparable from the socio-political events of the day, in an era where
radical action and community voice were inextricably linked to art
making. Alder’s early print work, often in posters and flyers, champi-
oned numerous causes and initiatives, including youth unemploy-
ment, public housing, Indigenous rights and feminism. One of her
best-known works is from this early period – the screenprinted
paper bag Even A Man Can Do It (1981) (revisited by Alder in 2013
as Anyone Can Do It). 

In the culturally bereft Australian capital of the early 80s, full of
impassioned and disenfranchised youth, Alder became a founder
of the artist-run initiative Bitumen River Gallery (now an arm of
Canberra Contemporary Art Space) and of Megalo Print Studio,
an organisation which continues today as Australia’s only publicly
accessible complete print workshop, providing facilities for etching,
relief, lithography and screenprinting. Alder returned to Megalo in
2008 as director. From 1985 to 1993 Alder was co-director of Redback
Graphix, a premier graphic art and print workshop in Annandale,
Sydney, recognized now as a key player of poster-making’s glory days,
and an integral part of Australian printmaking’s history. 

All too often Alder is tagged as a ‘political artist’, which is perhaps
a lazy way of acknowledging her interrogation of some of society’s
most complex issues. The subject of her work can most regularly be
found in the interplay between history, current affairs and direct
experience. Where the political becomes personal is key. In this way
Alder’s practice is decidedly non-egoic – she does not focus on self
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as subject, so much as her points of connection and implication,
for better or worse, to the community more widely. Alder does not
throw herself behind every issue of the day, believing in the need to
have lived, or have some direct connection to that which becomes
the subject of her work. 

Her Intervention (2008) and Dirty Water (2010–11) series open
out deeply unsettling accounts of injustices faced by remote Australian
Indigenous communities under successive governments, including
those stemming from the Australian Government’s ‘National Emergency
Response’ in the Northern Territory, known commonly as the Inter-
vention. These works highlight the policies that Alder saw affecting
her friends, colleagues and neighbours in the region, and channel her
outrage and shame. A collage or juxtaposition of newspaper headlines
combines with other found material and Alder’s own drawing across
nine large-scale prints. The Intervention series was seen widely –
exhibited by the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney and included
in renowned Indigenous curator Djon Mundine’s 2012 exhibition
Ghost Citizens: Witnessing the Intervention.

A constant driver for Alder is the frustration that as a society we
seem to learn little from the past, and little ever seems to change. The
influence of history on her art-making is clear to see, and an integra-
tion of photographs, documents and ephemera into contemporary
contexts is central to her work. Exploration of archival materials is
part of her ongoing studio process and also occurs in more formal
contexts, such as the Cross Art Projects’ initiative ‘Future Feminist
Archive’. The in-depth research of issues and associated histories
that goes into a new body of work is an effective means of untan-
gling complex situations in the search for clarity and resolution,
often turning work in new and unanticipated directions. 

Collaboration with individuals and collectives is another ongoing
feature of Alder’s practice, as is the ethos of championing the work
of fellow practitioners, particularly younger and more emergent.
Projects such as Windwash – a 200-metre clothesline of printed tea-
towels installed across a dry lake bed – are an excellent example of

her ability to mobilize a community. For Alder, one of the appeals
of printmaking is that it enables the artist to give someone something,
to share and distribute alternate ideas and possibilities, to commu-
nicate, connect and call to action. 

Alder’s most recent projects and work in progress examine notions
of good and evil, retaining a passion for trouble-making, the poten-
tial for art to make change and appealing to the intelligence of her
audience. New prints Get Out Quick and Goodbye from Sirius, shown
late 2016 at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Sydney, question
the sell-off of social housing happening practically next door to the
art world glitz. 

The last decade has been particularly prolific for Alder, with new
commissions, residencies and inclusion in high-profile exhibitions
and collections, including the Cruthers Collection of Women’s Art
housed at the University of Western Australia. It is also during this
time she has made her strongest, most exciting and relevant work.
Ambitious and experimental in scale and materials Alder is stretching
herself technically, pushing the capacity of print as a medium, taking
printmaking into new forms and territories that suit the demands
of art-making in the 21st century.

In this next phase of her practice Alder is creating artistic challenges
for herself, setting obstacles and orchestrating new outlets as part
of a stubborn push back against a creeping cynicism. Are things
getting worse? Is the world f******? Questioning everything, work-
ing with grit, humour and a sound bullshit detector, Alder is an
important artist and equally important agitator and advocate.
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