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Location scout, casting agent

Graham Miller is always in two minds. Driving,
walking, talking he’s paying attention to his
destination and his interlocutor, sure, but there’s
a chunk of him focussed on something else:
location and cast. Basically, Miller is a twenty fourseven location scout and casting agent, out to
find locations, settings, stages for the movie he’s
pitching in his mind, and the people to act within it.

colours are lush, full, rich and ebullient; the content
is lush, full, rich and ebullient. They are the kinds
of works you say you fall into. Equally, they are well
composed and orderly.
Above all, they look like care has been taken; they
appear intentional, crafted. In this, they give the
sense that Graham cares about you (or me, “the
viewer” at any rate) somehow, and so there is a
lack of cynicism. In the way they touch (but just,
faintly) on a version of an Australian sublime
(with the softest echoes of the country’s only true
photographic artist of the sublime, Bill Henson),
they are gently Romantic and foreground the
emotions in a direct way. So, yes, they are easy to
like, perfectly accessible and approachable, and
once again, pleasurable. Miller is not a difficult
artist.

When we imagine this behind-the-scenes thinking
at play, we can better understand his colour
photographs as existing in a place beyond the
documentary and beyond the staged. Or, at least
in a pocket between them. Graham stresses this
in his artist statement posted to his website: “I’m
interested in the ambiguity of images. The way
that all photographs have elements of fabrication
and truth making”.
As Miller well knows, therefore, all photos are
fictions in as much as they are edits of the visual
world at large; they are composed slices of the
world that make meaning (or, and this is just as real,
produce the effect of meaning). The camera is not
a transparent medium that “captures” reality as
such. All is mediation, of a kind. So, how one deals
with this, as a photographer, is the thing: kicking
the elements into play so as to create a new and
vibrant take on the world (or make a new world in
the old) is the challenge. It’s what a practice lives or
dies on. It’s what Graham Miller’s thrives on.

And in some ways, this WA Focus display is a
simple celebration of his pictorial achievements,
as a maker of resonant, lush, full, rich and ebullient,
pleasurable images with a camera. Presenting
a range of work made from 2000 to this year, it
includes images from some of his major series, and
also a selection of photographs not yet publicly
displayed. For the uninitiated, it’s enough to get a
solid, though by no means thorough, overview.
The works in the exhibition are presented in a
mirror formation, meeting in the middle of the big,
back wall. In the gallery space we arranged clusters
of motifs that complement and counterpoint each
other; roads framed by trees are across from roads/
paths framed (and obscured) by gates, sweeping
skies over oceans are set against sweeping skies
over human-shaped landscapes, a father is across

What is most obvious about Graham’s work is
that it is pleasurable. And so, as I threw sentences
at our marketing team as raw material for press
releases, etc., I kept using words like lush, full, rich
and ebullient. I stand by these descriptors. The
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from a mother, shy young men are across from
expansive young women, and, in the middle wall,
a group of dog portraits are assembled on both
sides.

this show we need to step back and look at two
earlier series. His first major series The Epic of the
Everyday (2000) was perfectly articulate. Obviously,
the title gives its intentions away, but so do the
shots. They are full frontal, and his characters wear
the costumes of their everyday day dreams. There’s
a footballer (in Subiaco colours) in his living room
going for a sweeping kick; a guy on a pogo stick
dressed as bumblebee in a laundromat; a goth in
her backyard with a hula hoop around her waist;
a martial arts girl against a Colourbond fence.
The series was about the different characters we
take on in different locations, our secret and not
so secret passions, and how acting (in private and
in public) might enliven a life. In these works, then,
Miller was responding to his subjects, documenting
them, whilst also directing the shots themselves.

This layout highlights the “grammar” of Miller’s
works, the similarities and differences, the subtle
shifts in imagery to create new meaning and show
how he composes his works. Many other thematics
could have been employed, and many were
played with when Graham and I were planning
the selection and layout: cars parked out front
of apartments, blonde girls, brunettes, men in
cars, men half turned to the viewer, landscapes
seen from a distance, trees and nature seemingly,
suddenly, overrun.
Yet the particular motifs we settled on have an
especially lovely life to them. The group of young
women captures Miller’s take on subjective
optimism. Each of them is radiant, soulful but
entirely open to the world and able to handle
themselves in it and keep their beings strong in
the process. The young men are more bashful
somehow, more interior, they fold over themselves,
creating spaces for inwardness to extend outward.
The sweeping skies over oceans carry feeling, a
mood, over the world. Similarly, the human made
landscape perches, waiting for the sky to bring
some event of a mythological or a personal nature.
In all, the mood and the elements are suggestive,
active, in motion. And in each there is the flicker
of a beyond that is not transcendent but about a
bigger meaning, a secular quest for narrative.

In his maybe most popular series, Suburban
Splendour (2009), he was running the same
approach, but this time the figures were more
embedded. Overt performance, and the overtly
theatrical clash between location and actor was
reduced. The predominant feeling in this series is
as if they are moments in stories that have - maybe
it’s obvious to state - a range of back stories and
future stories. In pulling them into being, Graham
cites the influence of film-maker Jim Jarmusch
and short story writer and poet Raymond Carver,
and Australian musical story teller Paul Kelly.
With this, they appear dramatic whilst being
completely still; and with this there is the feeling
of momentum, of a narrative sweep we are in the
photographic eye of. What this does is to elevate
the ordinariness of lives and people. Story, even the
implication of it, gives meaning and resonance;

That this is so brings us to a key Miller trope: the
story. To get at what is happening in the works in
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it brings people into the arc of things larger than
themselves; its adds a quiet heroism. When we
consider Miller’s work as cinematic, it is this implicit
narrative thread combined with the beauty of the
works that I’m talking about. He works with the
cinematic effect, the sense of largeness and of the
small being made important, being brought into
the pull of something bigger and bigger still.

kind of gift. We are not stuck in stories, embedded,
but can move in and out, with the knowledge that
we are still bound together. Because what is story
if not this binding, this continuity, this sense of
significance, and its existence as a line, a limit, that
we might cross the border of into new terrain?
I think, then, the deft attention to this is what Miller
has contributed to the culture here in Western
Australia. It is not an exercise in the post-modern
fluidity of identity, but something different. His is
a wholly open and accessible picture-making that
takes the core of the novelists or cinema makers
approach: this is the one where all lives and all
places are interesting. We all have tales, pasts,
and they all embed us into life, even at our most
economically or socially disconnected; but they
are not all we are, they can always take a turn. And
in them there is meaning, meaning that allows
opening and opportunity not closure and never a
dead end...even when there are gates and fences
we can still “go somewhere”.

This heightened dynamic at play in Suburban
Splendour has been naturalised over time. His
subsequent series and works are less staged, more
fluid, more open. Now, Graham creates a poetics
where image speaks to image. And, like poetry,
the spaces between (white wall mostly, or implicit
pictorial ellipses) are not empty but full. There is
no specific story being played out; or better, story
comes together less forcefully, it is a brief moment
of coherence, before falling away, again. I think
that this is the progression of his practice to date;
it’s the mode in which it has properly matured.
Indeed, with such means, it is now apparent that
his intent is not to create definite stories, or even
specific fragments of them, but to allow his subjects
to resonate, again, between the documentary and
the fictional. Perhaps the sense is that he has been
shooting on a film set and has caught people and
places between takes. This is, his subjects (even
the non-human ones) are “themselves” while
equally carrying the residue of performance, or its
possibility in the near future. I think we can see this
because of where this work has come from, out of
more “story-laden” series and groupings.

And this is ultimately why, for me, Graham’s works
are so importantly lodged “between scenes”: they
allow the possibility of other roles to emerge out of
this one, and for the unplanned, the unknown to
buoy us along, in a still-frame cinema of individual
and shared experience where suspense remains
ever present.

Robert Cook

The works in this exhibition, then, suggest meaning,
they speak of it always as a possibility. This is a

Curator of Contemporary Design and International Art
Art Gallery of Western Australia
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Ira 2013
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Josephine 2010
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Theo 2015
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Cottesloe #1 2015
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Blackheath 2013
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Doom 2013
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Fence, Pingyao 2010
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Hayden 2013
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Quaker Bridge Road 2007
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Rachel and Alby 2010
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Ronald 2013
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A 2013
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Ben 2014
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Brick wall, Pingyao 2010
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Cloud #2 2015
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Bindi 2007
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Gas Station Indian Route 22, Arizona 2009
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Maylands #1 2015
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Gage roads 2010
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Mt Claremont 2015
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Amos, Utah 2009
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Miranda 2015
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Mark and Tabby 2010
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All works Courtesy Graham Miller and Turner Galleries | Measurements: height before width

Transportes najarro
- Bullfight, Chipiona 2000
duo-tone risograph print
42.0 x 29.7 cm
Fairground
- Sideshow Alley 2003
duo-tone risograph print;
42.0 x 29.7 cm
Quaker Bridge Road 2007
pigment print
80.0 x 100.0 cm
Cloud #2 2015
pigment print
75.0 x 57.0 cm
Bindi 2007
pigment print
50.0 x 63.0 cm
Gas Station Indian Route 22,
Arizona 2009
pigment print
80.0 x 100.0 cm
Sand Beach,
San Francisco 2009
duo-tone risograph prints
42.0 x 29.7 cm
Telescopes - South Rim,
Grand Canyon 2009
duo-tone risograph prints
42.0 x 29.7 cm
Jnr Ranger - Sebastian,
South Rim, Grand Canyon 2009
duo-tone risograph prints
42.0 x 29.7 cm
Amos, Utah 2009
pigment print
60.0 x 75.0 cm

Brick wall, Pingyao 2010
pigment print
80.0 x 100.0 cm

Blackheath 2013
pigment print
90.0 x 60.0 cm

Fence, Pingyao 2010
pigment print
50.0 x 63.0 cm

Doom 2013
pigment print
90.0 x 90.0 cm

Mark and Tabby 2010
pigment print
80.0 x 100.0 cm

A 2013
pigment print
50.0 x 50.0 cm

Josephine 2010
pigment print
80.0 x 100.0 cm

Ben 2014
pigment print
75.0 x 75.0 cm

Malika 2010
pigment print
80.0 x 100.0 cm

Mt Claremont 2015
pigment print
125.0 x 83.0 cm

Rachel and Alby 2010
pigment print
80.0 x 100.0 cm

Kayleigh #1 2015
pigment print
80.0 x 100.0 cm

Gage roads 2010
pigment print
100.0 x 80.0 cm

Kayleigh #2 2015
pigment print
40.0 x 40.0 cm

La Verkin, Utah 2010
pigment print
50.0 x 63.0 cm

Miranda 2015
pigment print
75.0 x 75.0 cm

Ira 2013
pigment print
90.0 x 90.0 cm

Theo 2015
pigment print
70.0 x 70.0 cm

Hayden 2013
pigment print
60.0 x 60.0 cm

Cottesloe #1 2015
pigment print
90.0 x 60.0 cm

Ronald 2013
pigment print
75.0 x 75.0 cm

Maylands #1 2015
pigment print
90.0 x 60.0 cm
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