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About the exhibition

“The frenzy of mainstream discussion about abuse, accusation, harm and power continues, raging on 
somewhere in the periphery and it asks: “do we have a responsibility to each other outside of the 
call-out system?” Which is to say, should we care about wellbeing and community health way before 
harm has already been done? What if accountability wasn’t just one conversation we have before hurt 
has already been caused and made public - before we return to our “scheduled programming” of clout/
respectability culture - what if our collective “body” had continuous mechanisms for apprehending 
these sicknesses - like the tonsils, preventing infection? Or like the appendix, restoring our good flora 
to the gut after illness?

“Before the tonsils stops” use hyperbole, silliness, and otherwise heavy-handed and/or tongue in cheek 
metaphors to think about care and the failures/successes of modern restorative justice rhetoric. How 
can art sustain the unknown of these questions and how can milennial humour deconstruct it? Drawing 
upon sentiments from writers like Sarah Schulman, Sara Ahmed, Adrienne Maree Brown, Lundy 
Bancroft and Elaine Scarry, artists think about the power struggles of conflict and care.

Content warning 

Please be aware that works in this exhibition include potentially triggering material: references to 
sexual assault and violence.

If you or someone you know has experienced, or is at risk of, violence and need help or support, 
please contact one of the support hotlines below:  
1800RESPECT on 1800 737 732 or Lifeline on 13 11 14

before the tonsils stop
Curated by Jonno Revanche with Ali Baker, Amanda Lee 
Radomi, Andy Butler, Anuran de Silva, Chris Tse,  Erin 
Taylor, Elyas Alavi, Grace Lin, Jelly Luise, June Lam, Mi-
chael Stratford Hutch, Sione Teumohenga, Sol Yoga and 
Valerie Schlosberg
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Works

Donut touch me, 2019 
sol yoga

 
Less hardy souls, 2018 
June Helen lam

 
I don't understand what a chosen family is and i 
dont care to find out, 2019 
Jonno Revanche 

Naan-Bread, 2017  
Elyas Alavi  
This work,Naan/Bread (2017), features footage 
taken between July 2016 and July 2017, the 
majority of which has been shot in Afghanistan 
where I was born, as well as Iran where Ilived in 
exile for 15 years, and also Australia, mynew 
home, and during visits to Kurdistanand the Arab 
Emirates. As I move from city to city, I 
documented myself and local peopleholding a 
piece of a local bread in front of the face. This 
gesture refers to the importanceofNaan/bread as 
food, a staple of many cultures that takes many 
different forms aroundthe world, sustenance for 
us all. In my mind, the main reason of all battles 
and wars isalways over a piece ofnaan/bread. 
While for some people, their type of bread may 
be dryand cheap, saving themfrom hunger but for 
others, their type of bread, their sustenance,has 
been dipped in other’s blood. It also refers to the 
term “breadwinner” and in a countryin war like 
Afghanistan where I come from, when the 
breadwinner of the family dies or iskilled,the 
structure of the whole family will collapse and for 
many it never recovers. Thereare many breads. 
But we all need sustenance. In this, we are all the 
same)

Reciepts, 2019 
Chris Tse (including Sione Teumogenga, Amanda 
Lee Radomi, Ali Baker, Michael Stratford Hutch 
and Grace Lin) 

Live to Your Potential - after Koons's Balloon 
Dog, 2018 
Andy Butler

 
A statement on pain, 2019 
Erin Taylor  

Revenge, 2019 
Valerie Schlosberg 

 
A mirage of space between you and I, 2019 
Grace Lin

 
Swathing in the warmth of this fever, 2019 
Jelly Luise 

Tenderness & Reckoning, 2019  
Michael Stratford Hutch

 
Coccooned, 2019 
Anuran de Dilva
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Jonno Revanche
Earlier this year I fell gravely ill upon contracting something severe and unidentifiable, dreading - above 
all things! - the prospects of having to forego all my worldly responsibilities and surrender to the flu, if 
that’s what it actually was. Like every other thinking man and his dog, I publicly challenge the 
responsibilities of “productivity”, but internalise all those capitalistic messages anyway and end up in a 
poverty of self-worth. Imagine - the general public, deprived of the opportunity to witness me 
shimmying down all the main roads of Sydney Australia in a thong and platform boots on my way to a 
meeting! I shouldn’t have worried because it was, in fact, an infection. Unsatisfied with the first opinion I 
sourced, I made an alternative appointment at the very first available opportunity and marched down to 
the GP’s office with my face probably looking as sunken as an Ari Aster character sketch, the 
after-effect of my strained 3 hours sleep. As it turns out, after visits back and forth between the doctors, 
at discovered it was tonsillitis. What a fabulous and rare occasion. the first in my adult life! Heaven.

How is it this phenomenon - something I’d passed off as innocuous based on second hand stories - 
could be one of the most grotesque conditions I’d ever found myself in? I mean, really grotesque. My 
throat was swollen as fuck, body riddled with aches, a feeling like sharp cuts passing through the gullet 
whenever I swallowed, total depersonalisation, my crops destroyed, my stocks gone, my shopping 
trolley murdered, my mood positively obliterated. At least, I conceded with myself, I didn’t have to own 
up to what I thought was the cause, and kindly ask a GP how to cure a sore throat from what I thought 
was caused by [redacted] too much [redacted]

Chatting about the condition later with friends, I’d communicate my shock at the intensity of tonsillitis, 
something I understood as something less immediate in its repercussions and more of a kind of flu-like 
condition. I mean, [britney spears voice] I’m a smart person. How could I let myself contract this? 

Someone - I can’t remember who - was talking about medical trends and how removing the tonsils is 
now considered less important a treatment as it might have once been. The tonsils serve a purpose in 
the body’s gran plan for immunity, they mentioned, and went on to explain it so intelligently that I was 
so dazzled by their knowledge and unable to memorise literally anything they said. In the book “on 
immunity” Eula Bliss details her own concern at the surgery on her own son, and the difficulty of 
parsing the medicine system / big pharma / public health systems. My amateurish sessions of google 
research conducted over the coming week offered further explanations. Similar sort of arguments have 
sprung up around the existence appendix (which, incidentally, I ended up getting our more recently.) 
Acting as a kind of safeguard for the rest of the body, or maybe a group of tributaries in the mouth 
(pardonnez-moi for the poor expression) acting as a deposit for infections to pass through instead of 
carrying on into our bloodstream, or reaching our chest, our various other major organs. It can be easy 
to associate these immunity measures - from the skin, marrow, liver as being some kind of system at 
war with the outside world. But, Eula says, cells “fall into an intricate arrangement of types and 
subtypes, interact in a series of baroque dances.” I can hastily compare a skin to a border, a wall, so 
indoctrinated I’ve become by this ideology. But immunity isn’t best viewed like this, and it’s a 
disingenuous comparison anyway - the similarities extend beyond the physical. At a series of lectures 
Eula attends by a respected  professor, they note that he “never used a military metaphor to describe 
the workings of the body….in his telling, our bodies and the viruses were two competing intelligences 
locked in a mortal game of chess.” It’s as if difference, newness, or even conflict are universally 
negative in western thinking, rather than opportunities for growth, for possibility. Elaine Scarry 
considers this at length in “thinking for emergencies”, realising that communities with strong reflexes for 
collaboration and conflict resolution often responded to catastrophe by actually becoming better than 
they were before, instead of leading to collapse. Yet these sentiments of mistrust and tribalism “infect” 
even the most seemingly progressive thinkers.

What if we were to think of community health, and collective (spiritual) well-being, as something that 
requires safeguarding, or even just attention, and due process, with a sense of enthusiasm and joy like 
Adrienne Maree Brown advocates, rather than tiptoeing around it because of childish fears, raising 
concern when the advent of violence is already so far gone, so out in the open that it cannot be 
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isolate and single out the most vulnerable in our midst - knee jerk responses that engage our most 
primal, defensive, reptilian style panic and unconscious thinking patterns? What if it was an ethic, 
something active that we thought about and approached with enthusiasm rather than out of fear of 
discomfort or conflict - what if accountability was a thing we think about in the more unexpected 
moments, actually, when harm isn’t always present but looms somewhere else, approaching slowly. It 
might even mean implicating ourselves and looking our ego straight in the face. Are we so brainwashed 
by the individualistic nature of late capitalism that we can’t envision ourselves as part of a larger whole? 

We get spoonfed these mythologies about our importance and sip it obediently without so much as a 
second thought - there’s no secondary school for emotional intelligence. It almost sounds absurd in its 
far-reachingness, but maybe it wouldn’t be if the arts was as committed to logistics as it was to the 
decorum of things like social justice and accountability. What if we felt willingness to have open 
conversations about concerns we had, about events that seemed troubling, about behaviour we found 
abhorrent, without using the language of blame specifically? It doesn’t mean we have to “know the 
answers” as much as it means we have to commit to the possibility of new things, of learning and 
adapting as if in slow-mo. Does the requirement of small-talk and professionalism and networking and 
superficial pleasantness override our commitment to something greater? Could we at least be 
transparent about where our loyalties lie, how much power we had to facilitate any change? 

What if we moved away from the dated language of “cure” and of “fixing” - which inevitably will lead to 
failure (and resentment, and disappointment) - and instead be honest about the fact that, individually, 
we have limited power? To give ourselves over to the belief in a collective project rather than the 
self-obsession of modern thinking? Immunity is always happening, our system is always learning, 
picking up data. The metaphor goes on and on. One person and their body is like one sexy big ongoing 
poem. Eula Bliss makes similar comparisons in her book: “If we imagine the action of a vaccine not just 
in terms of how it affects a single body, but also in terms of how it affects the collective body of a 
community, it is fair to think of vaccination as a kind of banking of immunity. Contributions to this bank 
are donations to those who cannot or will not be protected by their own immunity. This is the principle 
of herd immunity, and it is through herd immunity that mass vaccination becomes far more effective 
than individual vaccination.” Here Eula thinks more literally, but I feel like our understanding of health, 
now, at least in the western world, means thinking about mental wellbeing and the effect of capitalism 
on our spiritual time. It could be easy to get passed off as a woo girl for playing with these terms, 
because politics so often demands a masculinism, a super technical language that laughs in the face of 
“esoteric” stuff. But I try to push up against this as much as I can, raging wildly against the hyper 
sarcasm of modern life. Acknowledging our boundaries is not an admission of our powerlessness as 
we might assume, but is in fact the best thing we can do for our own health and for that of others. It’s 
what separates optimistic people from nihilistic people - its energy conservation - a way to prevent 
burnout and to create a timeline of the work we can do, as humans with needs and with limited ability. 
(This is discourse that the disability community has been doing much better than I, but you get it.) 

Much later, when my tonsils saga was just a distant memory (RIP) I read the much circulated article for 
The New York Times, an interview with abolitionist Ruth Wilson Gilmore:

“Instead of asking how, in a future without prisons, we will deal with so-called violent people, 
abolitionists ask how we resolve inequalities & get people the resources they need long before the 
hypothetical moment when, as Gilmore puts it, they “mess up.”

Many, much wiser people before me have compared the functions of the prison system to the way we 
treat people daily, in seemingly innocuous and everyday situations outside of the context of the 
carceral. Our whole blueprint for addressing harm and anti-social behaviour relies on our blind apathy 
up until the moment when it is totally unavoidable. Either we pretend not to see it, or live in a state of 
ambient denial until it’s so far pressed up against our screens that everything else is obscured from 
view. The only example lies in the recieval of a trial system, adapted almost wholesale from our 
understanding of prison. 

I could spend my time wishing this weren’t the case, that our priorities were more centred in the 
importance of our shared spiritual growth, but I also know, ironically, that continuing down this path of 
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easy to just think about pointing fingers, wouldn’t it, instead of spending the time mind-mapping and 
psycho-analysing the goings-on in my “communities.” 

To write speculatively in this way is to brace the reader for some kind of call to action of suggestion. 
This is where I tell you what to do or think, and you never bring it up again, apparently. We’ve all read 
opinion pieces - they can tie up these issues neatly for us like that. It’s sort of fitting that the themes I’ve 
been plucking at almost resist that entirely - and sometimes it’s ok to move one step at a time, to learn 
to be ok with the familiar as much as we learn about what else can be done,

But of course, even before I write communities I know what I often mean are scenes. Cliques. 
Assemblies of people maybe united by similar interests, career goals, nepotism, superficial 
constructions of “identity” that contain only a limited amount of layers. How do these formations offer 
us anything vaguely holistic? And what forces compel us to treat other like this? Many people may 
assume that thinking ethically or in a moral way is to strip our lives of enjoyment and pleasure - they 
align with a kind of pro-hedonistic life. But good feelings that come from behaving unethically are not 
sustainable.

If we had tonsils, they’ve long since eroded. The influence of neoliberalism surgically made that 
possible. The flesh stinks, like meat left rotting in the sun; the infections often return. A curious bird 
pecks at it, then flies away dissatisfied. What’s that saying, that you can’t polish a turd? Sometimes it 
feels like that’s the art world. 
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Content warning 

Please be aware that this statement includes potentially triggering material: references to sexual 
assault and violence.

If you or someone you know has experienced, or is at risk of, violence and need help or support, 
please contact one of the support hotlines below:  
1800RESPECT on 1800 737 732 or Lifeline on 13 11 14

I haven’t sat down to meditate on the consequences of my assault with purpose in quite some time. 
It’s difficult. The concentration and stillness required is difficult. After some time, my mind wanders. I 
bury my head in resigned frustration. Submerged truths take precedence and spill over. My capacity 
to articulate these visceral feelings falls away. But the possibility of verbally and clearly articulating 
the trauma that has infected my mind is also frightening. What happens when I put words to this 
overwhelming grief? 

My work reflects on the constellations of power that inform the dynamics behind a disclosure of 
sexual violence, and whether it is adressed by the community. Through the embeddedness of certain 
moral permissions and social scripts assigned to men and women, violence is reproduced in our 
everyday activities. Furthermore, our existing frameworks of care and accountability are meager when 
facing the task of addressing the individual and structural harm of sexual violence. 

The primary trauma of my perpetrator denying my dignity and personhood was compounded by the 
secondary trauma of collective forgetting. It evolved into a grotesque monster of grief, threatening to 
eat itself alive. My story no longer began to me, as my perpetrator took moral precedence over me. I 
still acutely remember the all-consuming madness of being rendered invisible by those who refused 
to hold my perpetrator accountable for the assault, as he performed a magic trick of self-exculpation. 
It was the worst desperation I have ever known, as I asked those in a position to do something about 
it to step up - to contemplate why many were, and still are, anxious about the refusal to acknowledge 
the realities of sexual violence, to see our complicity in it its continuation, and the concomitant 
unwillingness to actively address them. 

The variation in the functioning and forms of the fans, and their chaotic placements serve to represent 
the messiness, complexity and dynamism of how a disclosure of this nature is disseminated, 
interpreted and acted upon. As an alternative that is utilised in the face of overwhelming indifference 
from institutions meant to protect and address, it is never a perfect process. There can be ambiguity, 
nuance, carelessness, conflict, misery, malice, confusion, ambivalence, regret, callousness and 
apathy. There are times where you will find yourself at odds with those who have chosen to address 
the abuse. There are times where the pursuit of accountability seems insurmountably difficult and you 
wish to give up.

The choice to not “rock the boat” (someone’s exact words) or to remain indifferent is built upon the 
prior myth that one is not already inextricably linked in its proceedings. This sort of self-deception 
would not have taken root had we not been taught to deny the tantalising possibility of new political 
and social dimensions, the commonality found through struggle and the fullness of community. We all 
have a stake in building and sustaining communities that are predicated upon the fundamental truth 
that we derive meaning from our relationships with one another. But the pursuit of social capital and 
status is all-encompassing. 

Feminist epistemology has been fundamental in illuminating the genesis of the pervasive indifference 
that informs their response. It’s useful to include cultural histories and a coherent analysis of power 
when retelling these genealogies. There are many things that are forgotten and a few that are exalted. 
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The inclusion of a speaker that amplifies the noise of two closely positioned running fans produces an 
incessant, ominous hum of white noise. Because of the sustained rhetorical effort to raise the severity 
of violence a woman has to experience before it’s taken seriously, the trauma and pain of many 
women lives on like a specter. It came to the forefront that my perpetrator had violated and sexually 
harassed other women before. These other women had brought it up with others hoping it would’ve 
been addressed, but it went trivialised and unaddressed. It was left to metastasise. 

I have never been interested in assuaging the guilt my perpetrator feels about his actions. In what 
seems like an absurd caricature (but actually happened) my perpetrator would not have realised he 
assaulted me until I explicitly pointed out to him. This defensiveness that does not lead to change is 
self-effacing and a shallow substitute for actual accountability. 

No one’s ever been excited to dismantle a system that primarily benefits them. It is a deliberate 
decision to place the one fan by itself on the opposing side of the gallery from the network of all 
others. A dialogue can only work if participants are willing. Most of the time, it has felt like I have been 
screaming into a void, hoping for a semblance of a response. Individuals who refuse to see care as 
an active practice of relationality are able to insulate themselves from the violence and alienation that 
their mode of being is based upon. Information is only useful when someone is willing to receive it.
Ultimately I know that many are not convinced to take action, even if the disclosure of graphic 
emotional and psychological wounds is involved. The strong evocation of my suffering as a petition 
has been, on the whole, only partially favourable to accountability. Willed oblivion is a very tempting 
path to take, and many involved in my ordeal have chosen to take it. A number of people involved 
who didn't react in the way I expected had experienced similar things to myself. It can be difficult 
to reconcile that others intimately know the helplessness, isolation, defilement, misery and distrust 
that constitutes the essential psychological injury of this violence, but still opt out of fundamental 
community responsibilities. Nothing has been learnt from this process. Nothing has been reflected 
upon. I myself am left with a pain that straddles the line between a capacity to only feel anger and an 
emotional exhaustion that leaves me feeling numb to a curiosity for the future.

Someone can only be free when one comes to terms with one’s discomforting dependency on 
relationality that is sustained on the suffering of women. It is worthy work to fight against the power 
denial has had over you. To honour your ability to think critically. To take apart the neat narratives 
that compromise truth for comfort. Even in the face of overwhelming despair and the desire to turn of 
symbolic violence inwards, we can take some comfort in our genuine willingness to confront it.

It is an action, a practice, a way of life. And we will all be better off with it.


