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RC: There was a joke, maybe: ‘there is no such thing as free association’  or something.  
Do you agree? How loaded is your association…object to object, idea to idea…?  

MH: There is nothing free about free association. The connections that are made can 
be close to arbitrary, sometimes tenuous and undefi ned, but not truly free. I have no 
control over them, especially the viewers associations to my work, but I like to think of 
them (the associations) as the key to meaning, connectedness and understanding. In 
many ways this is the stuff, the core material, in my practice.

I’ve never used or experimented with hallucinogenic or psychotropic drugs (I would 
worry about my sanity or loss of it, even momentarily). But I sort of feel we are all on 
the edge of insanity both individually and culturally. I am planning to do a period of 
psychoanalysis to explore and research what is maybe lost or forgotten or repressed. 
 
RC: You grew up in the southern suburbs.  You live in a northern suburb. How is the 
sky across the river divide? 

MH: I am still wandering around swamps in the southern suburbs. We have talked 
about my childhood relationship with the bush in my suburb before (see Backwater), 
and I’m always happy to go back to it, because in hindsight it is great to remember 
and see how it has manifested. It’s still very important to me, even though nothing 
ever really happened. My early relationship with the bush was often mediated by my 
mother.  She loved to explore it. This was not generally by walking, but driving through 
it. I don’t know what she was looking for. She would often convince my father to pull 
off the road and ‘bush bash’ our Ford down some scrappy hellish half-track. Fucking 
exciting as a kid! We are not talking magnifi cent landscapes here. We are talking the 
sort of ugly dense low tree stuff, lots of things to scrape and poke you. It’s this sort of 
bush I like, it’s a sort of anti-beauty and complex density, sharp and unforgiving. We 
always found rubbish at the end of these tracks - burnt out cars, machinery, household 
waste. It always took on new status when we found it. Still dirty, untouchable and sort 
of disease ridden but fascinating. Kind of looking into someone else’s life – it was both 
voyeuristic and gross. We never dumped, but we did collect stones and rocks and 
scrap metal.

I remember a small triangle of land squashed between a railway line and two roads that 
my Mother used to take us to. It was on the fringe, an industrial/bush area. This non-
descript piece of nothing to the casual observer driving by, was on closer inspection, a 
deep gully with tall trees and dumped car bodies. The world disappeared down there. It 
was a paradise for us kids and I think it held something important for Mum, something 
mystical or spiritual. I could be projecting here.  Maybe it was just escapism. We used 
to have lunch down there, sandwiches and fruit. These unmediated spaces were kind 
of a sanctuary to her I believe. I checked on this bush- triangle recently and found 
it fi lled in and now the site of a small concrete depot and a landscape suppliers. I’m 
now at an age where things have changed, places from my childhood have now been 
erased. My haunts have disappeared. 

There were lots of bush places I was scared to go as a kid. Maybe because there 
seemed to be no human trace, just pure bush and I feared getting lost. On the other 
hand some bush was full of human traces and that was unnerving too. People didn’t 
‘bush walk’ in those days, especially around us. I defi nitely wouldn’t want to bump 
into anyone in the bush, at least not the people in my neighbourhood. Once I found a 
machete hidden behind a bush that scared the shit out of me.

There was a place called Old Hope Rd, a disused bitumen road with bush both sides. 
It was a place where older kids would go - I avoided it and would only go through there 
on a bike. I used to hear stories of kids going there at night to go bunny bashing. I 







have no proof but I believe it. Violence was always around where I grew up. There was 
always tension between people, Indigenous kids, anglo kids, immigrant kids, sadistic 
kids. I was always fascinated by the amount of smashed glass at Old Hope Rd. If there 
was ever a sign of danger, it is lots of smashed bottles.
 
RC: Does looking up, looking around, affect your text pieces? Or do they come from a 
different place?

MH: I’m always looking. Text works come from everywhere. Many just fall from the 
sky. I think the text works are shifting to a more psychological or psychoanalytical 
position. I’m wanting them to take on more space or have further layers. It’s still 
important that a narrative could be produced from the combination of these texts, an 
unknown uncontrollable narrative - I need that outcome. 

RC: As I read your answers it seems that you have such a passion for the particular, 
for memory, for physical experience. The narratives you make are psychoanalytic in 
that they take you back into yourself, at different phases of your life, and present 
themselves to you as presences. What about ‘The Viewer’? What do you think, expect, 
them to bring the exchange? I wonder – for the sake of wondering, not because I 
think there is a normative pressure to move in that direction – have you ever thought 
of making more ‘solid’, or prolonged, narratives? What I mean is moving beyond the 
vignette? Would that close things down too much, interpretation wise? I ask this also 
because I love your writing and wonder how the fragmentary nature of your production 
sits in relation to that. 

MH: I’ve made work in the past that had a more fi xed reading. It tends to be political 
work - you fi x the reading, you fi x the meaning. Over the past few years this sort of 
solidifi cation doesn’t interest me as much as the unknown or the unexplored. 

The prospect of longer narratives are in the pipeline with a series of new video works 
I am currently developing. They merge urban ‘wild’ landscapes, sub-titles and voice-
overs in quasi-documentary style observations. Despite the construction of a narrative 
in these works, I want these videos to contain space for viewer interpretation and 
construction. 

And in fact I do think longer narratives can be constructed from engaging with my 
text works. They are at their best when they bounce off each other and these larger 
groupings give the work a wider and worldly scale. 

These works are not planned out with deliberate intensity but rather a more intuitive 
way of working. I rely on the slippages inherent in language. I rely on the notion of 
the differences between us and I rely on chance and experimentation. In a way I am 
proposing questions to the viewer and our culture. Sometimes I don’t know what I am 
proposing. These texts act as points in space, maybe markers. 

Robert you are an incredible writer, with inventive phrasing and a keen insight for 
situation and the illusionary. I ask you why you like the text works? Is it because 
of what they are (and their prescribed function) or is it from what you bring to the 
table? 

RC: I want to clarify that I am actually not simply speaking about the text works.  I 
think your work in general and across media has had a tendency to the vignette.  
Even the video work.  You don’t deal with narratives, but with fragments, and then 
allow them to resonate.  Yet when you write about your work, like now, like in a 
few catalogue notes and stuff you’ve done, you’re full of personal details about the 
fl ow between associations.  I guess I wonder whether this form of storytelling has 





been something you’ve thought about bringing to your work.  So I’m wondering if the 
slippage you’re addressing is something you will hang broader sets of associations on, 
or whether the poetic shortened form is where you’re at?  
 
About your question about me and the text works…I do see them as part of your whole 
practice, not as a distinct thing so much.  I think of all your work as poetic in a sense, 
as setting up points of association and then allowing the gaps to form and work as real 
things around those…be it the elements, words or things…words being things too…
things being words too…
 
MH: To be honest I shuddered when you used the word ‘vignette’, my associations 
with it are negative. Mainly as I associate it with the notion of ‘model’. I understand 
what you are getting at. It wouldn’t be hard to make a blanket association between 
much contemporary art practice and the ‘model’. I try to avoid the reference because I 
see it as noncommittal and formulaic. It seems to me to be employed as a device from 
which to make and so much West Australian practice is informed by it. Maybe I am 
being unfair when I say it’s an easy position from which to make. People love things 
that change scale. In some ways it escapes the critical eye because of the skill factor 
and maybe the elephantitis/fl ea circus factor. Of course there are notable exceptions.

On refl ection I understand the reference to vignette because I am asking each part 
of my work to contain much more that what it is. How do I reference the world, our 
world, my world without being fragmentary? Starting and fi nishing points are not my 
speciality. This in some ways answers your question about the story telling. I see it as 
an action to reveal a way in which to enter the work, a way in which to read it, or the 
human touch to something which could otherwise be seen as a cold position. These 
stories act to reposition individual life experience, the minor stuff, to a level which we 
can connect to and which allows us to BE with each other here and now. The future is 
there for larger narratives but I think it will still have a sense of myopia. I am walking 
a fi ne line here. 

 
CL: How much of your art is a private joke?

MH: It might be worth clarifying that there are no private jokes. Humour yes, stuff we 
can enjoy together but no deliberate piss takes on the viewer. There are funny stories 
behind some, but even without the background there is a main context. There is 
private stuff that I don’t want to let go of, but not much. I think it is important to be 
honest. Many people like my work because they fi nd it funny and I am always slightly 
stumped when they say that because I hover in this strange position of taking my 
work very seriously with great intent and importance, then on the other hand fl ipping 
into this acknowledgement that art practice is in a sense a marginal activity and in 
many cases I would suggest without much value. This second position gives me great 
freedom and allows me to take risks, send myself up and really gives me the most 
freedom. If there is a private joke we are all in on it, or perversely it is on us all.

CL: Can art change anything?

MH: Unanswerable. Doubt it. No. Maybe. In what context? There maybe be some 
examples of indigenous works that actually cause political and personal change. 
The notion that art can actually locate people to a time, place and space, and in an 
indigenous sense confi rm ownership, is amazing. I think sometimes if you get to live 
with something long enough it can change you personally. It can offer insight and 
maybe change perception. Most people don’t get to live with great art on a daily basis. 
I have been working with university and private collections over the last decade. That 
doesn’t always mean you are dealing with great art, but it is a strange thing to do as 







an artist. Objects that had no importance to you initially or that you dismissed earlier 
on, can over time become very important, they can haunt you. I’m not sure what that 
signals: changing contexts, changes in subjectivity, or maybe the object has strong 
meaning and message which develops over time. I’m not sure. My answer is Everything 
and Nothing! 

CL: How does text in art compete with our media environment?

MH: We’re all communicating, we are all using the same mediums that are out there 
in the capitalist corporate world. I don’t think my work competes in this arena. I think 
maybe it’s the opposite - it is a movement away from the media environment to one 
that allows contemplation and refl ection. Maybe it’s opting out of this maelstrom, 
going back to a fundamental position between mind, body and culture…can’t believe I 
just said that! I want my work to resonate a bit more, maybe last a little longer, maybe 
be tangible.

KM: Do you fi nd that using swear words makes you feel more contemporary?

MH: I’m not sure what is contemporary anymore and I don’t think I ever knew. I’m not 
sure that swear words make you contemporary. Obscenity, I think is a lovely thing. 
We are so ordered and controlled. I like swear words, I was never allowed to swear as a 
kid, I always feared secret miniature microphones (it was the tail end of the cold war). 
Most of the obscenities I use come from other sources such as a whining old taxi driver 
making references to ‘little junkie cunts’.

KM: Will your practice change once your children can read?

MH: Reading between the lines, this is obviously concerning you? I want to protect my 
children from the world. Consequently I am considering banning reading, full stop.

KR: Are there any text-based artists you hate?

MH: There is no doubt I come from a long line of artists who use text as a medium. Text 
has always been present in my work even as a student. But it has only been over the 
last fi ve years that I have worked on bodies of work that are text exclusive. I don’t deny 
the cross over’s with other artists. Really I embrace them as a continuum - after all we 
are talking about language and that is not a fi xed thing either. The context changes 
for each artist. Mine are unique because they are mine and they refl ect my world and 
the specifi cs of the world in which I live. Don’t get me wrong, people like Ruscha and 
Macpherson are important to me. We are talking Master artists. Returning to your 
question: are there text artists you hate? No, but I like some more than others.

HM: Matt I especially like the coloured works. Something links them to the meteorite 
rocks you made some time ago. They seem more rough, bulbous and present in volume. 
With these phrases that you have gleaned from everyday encounters and represent in 
this text-based series of works, how many have actually been leveled at you and how 
many are stairways of escape? I read them and feel myself oscillate between aggressive 
ocker-like verbal attacks and lullaby fl oaty escapism. They feel so urban.

MH: Maybe they are urban, maybe fl oating from a rank sea of humanity and mediocrity. 
Who’s not urban? I don’t think I look much further than myself when producing them. 
I am talking about my local environment, my conversations, my use of popular culture, 
my memories, the blah blah in my head etc. I don’t actively seek them, nor look for 
them. I sort of catch them. The wider contexts and explorations that can be produced 
as a collection, or on mass, I want to come naturally, without my interference. It’s 
like I can’t avoid my own subjectivity from the outset, and I embrace it in many ways. 





But then I want to remove myself from the equation once the work has been made. 
‘Naturally’ was not the right word but through the sheer weight of numbers (there 
are at least 80 works for the MAF), there are multiple life experiences between myself 
and the viewer. Increasingly these texts or combinations of words creep into my head, 
sometimes from memories, sometimes from someplace deep, multiple internal voices.  
I do think I store stuff inside myself and although I haven’t employed strategies to 
access them, they are coming out. In a way I am not editing myself, rather I am 
allowing all the texts an equal platform. Out of the thousands of texts I have written 
down on scraps of paper I kick myself for randomly choosing some of the ones that I 
do. But if I start editing in order to try and say something, then I run the risk of losing 
the potential to fi nd something more interesting than what I can say consciously.

HM: I also wonder how you think about the scale of these works. They are generally 
strong and familiar texts screaming out of relatively intimately scaled scrape boards 
and framed A3 sheets. Do you ever feel a need to scale up or down? Oh and another 
thing, the media. Tell me about the perceptibly hand drawn versus the bold graphic 
print of earlier works.

MH: There are a couple of factors with the scale. I fi nd myself reacting to the 
monumentalism, or giganticism that we fi nd in much contemporary practice generally. 
For me these works are human scale made by the artist’s hand, with all the beauty 
and faults that come with that. I am looking for an honesty. The scale is psychological 
and a larger scale is produced through intimate encounters with the actual work. 

HM: A kind of auto-biography? I guess text translates so much more immediately 
than diaristic photos of Hyde Park or your surrounds. I’m interested in how you have 
retained both modes of connecting to and out.

MH: I don’t think my practice is logical, I don’t understand it and that suits me. In 
a way I don’t want my art to make sense at least in the immediate sense - our world 
doesn’t, so why should anything else. I fi nd myself walking a number of fi ne lines at 
the one time, and I have no doubt I am failing regularly. Given that, texts give me 
freedom to move easily between a number of contexts. These shifts are what I think 
are important and the elasticity of the texts allow us, together, to have the potential 
to be on the same page, and at the same time not. It’s autobiographical by necessity, 
but then I fi nd myself acting as a cultural conductor (I’m thinking lightning rod here) 
or channeler (assuming I believed in anything other-worldly). 

I have been working on those Hyde Park images for a very long time now, coming up 
to a decade of regularly photographing the same spot. I still get tingles going there and 
photographing it. It’s an important series of works, unarticulated as yet, other than 
to say that I am just one of who-knows-how-many over thousands of years that have 
moved through this space in its variety of forms. Maybe my project will become clear 
when I‘m dead.

HM: Hunt the Cunt. How does that make you feel these days? 

MH: Love it, it’s beautiful. I wish I’d thought of it. 

HM: I know Franz West and Marcel Duchamp are artists who have been of great 
infl uence and interest to you. I see conversations with Franz West play out in some of 
your sculptural works, and Duchamp’s concern with the everyday and art observed in 
your practice. Are there any artists who specifi cally infl uence or challenge your use of 
text in these new works?

MH: Diffi cult question because there are multiple facets. I don’t claim the status of 





artist genius so I am happy to see myself as being part of something larger. For example 
a work may have the feeling of a Ruscha in the form of the text or the background 
colour. Its never deliberate its more like a side bump. I can analyze this further but I 
prefer to acknowledge that there will always be infl uences and continuums. There are 
artists who really have an impact on the way you can view the world, others that you 
fi nd yourself moving parallel to. 

HH: I still want to know what the bowling ball is about.

MH: I am not going to answer that. But your question brings up an interesting point. 
What should artists talk about and what shouldn’t they? I personally have witnessed 
artists literally destroying their practice by talking about it. In these circumstances I 
found that I was bringing more to the work than what was in the original conception 
of it. This is fi ne if the artist seeks this sort of play, but once it was defi ned the work 
from that point was no longer a vessel for my imagination.  This demystifi cation can be 
unhelpful, especially for a practice like mine that allows great freedom for the viewer, 
and needs the input from others in order to allow the work to survive after it has left 
me. I prefer to talk generally. 

MS: In reading the phrases in your recent scraper board works and the images of 
John Oldham Park from the 2006 series entitled Backwater, I feel a great sense of 
you referencing the past, recollecting memories of growing up and a common thread 
of nostalgia throughout your works. Do you acknowledge this as underlining theme 
within your practice and if so, is it deliberate or unconscious? Do you see yourself as 
a nostalgic or sentimental individual?

MH: I am delving back into my past but it is in a critical way. I reject notions of 
nostalgia or sentimentalism because of its inherent uncritical nature. The older I 
get, the more I fi nd that time is actually collapsing upon itself and therefore so does 
distance. What seemed a long time ago in my late twenties, now seems recent. I think 
the idea of nostalgia is sometimes linked with loss, and yes I feel loss both personally 
and culturally. 

MS: There is a very cool, pop, hip, design aesthetic to your work. What’s the point of 
difference between your work and the current trend in contemporary design magazine 
illustration and typography seen in publications like Monster Children which use old 
school graphics that are orientated towards a youth market?

MH: It’s Content. Design is design. It is a means to an end. I fi nished studying graphic 
design just as computers were introduced into the curriculum so you could say I got 
an old school education. I learnt how to draw letters. Graphic Design used to be called 
Commercial Art and in many respects, for the majority of its practice, it didn’t need a 
name change. 

Text has always been a part of my practice in a variety of forms, mostly in combination 
with images or objects. In 2004 while on residency in Switzerland I started doing 
exclusive text works. This change occurred through two experiences at the time, fi rstly 
I was watching a lot of CNN and their use of language, the phrasing, headline based, 
two or three word combinations fascinated me and lead to some experimentation. The 
second experience was coming across an image of a woman in a wooden broken down 
shack (I think in the Caribbean) selling drinks. Next to her was a hand painted menu 
with hand written text, all capitals and all underlined - it was frankly beautiful in all its 
naivety. I found it unintentionally subversive and it undermined capitalist narratives. 
The world is full of hard-edged computer driven typography, relentlessly demanding 
direct attention. Yet this woman in poverty had mimicked those structures, mostly 





modernist, to sell her drinks and to scrape a living together. There is a relationship 
here with Robert Macpherson’s blackboard works. It is about the simplest form of 
direct communication to create an exchange. There has been an increase in the use 
of hand drawn text or the use of mimicking hand drawn typefaces in advertising since 
the GFC. Companies are using typography to bring a sense of warmth, openness, 
humanity and vulnerability to themselves, whilst distancing themselves from the 
notion they are greedy capitalists screwing everyone. I see the hand written nature 
of my work as allowing more subtle elements into play. Many of my works are fl awed 
in execution, lacking in correction. Many just start at one point and fi nish at another 
without planning as such. Sort of organic in construction, risky and they rely heavily 
on my skills as an artist to save them. Then we get into actual content - how the 
physicality of something changes and manipulates what is written in the fi rst place.

 
MS: Do you have any issues with the fact that some people will see your art as merely 
fashionable? 

MH: My practice overall or the text component? Are we talking leading or following 
fashion? It would be through form not content. Is that a fact? Lucky me. Is it actually 
possible to be fashionable living and working in Perth, Western Australia? Everything 
is circular, it would only be through chance that I could be in that position. Maybe one 
day my form and content will be fashionable at the same time. 

I have an aversion to fashion in a broader sense, notions of conspicuous consumption 
and the cultural vandalism from these thieving contextual grabs just to sell more 
product. It disturbs me. Sweat shops and child labor. 

MS:  “Artist as Celebrity” - How important is fame to you? 

MH: That idea is so far away from me I cant give it time.

MS: What are these questions designed to do Matt……validate you?

MH: There is no doubt I make art for myself but for my work to work it is very important 
for it to engage with others and in many ways I need to engage with the arts community 
to make this broader art audience dialogue happen. The process of using a question 
/answer interview technique with multiple participants has the potential to engage a 
wide range of issues in my work. 

Unfortunately I don’t think I will be around to see if my work is truly culturally 
validated.




