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McConchie is conscious that the relationship between history and object 
strengthens over time. Her excessive collection of materials rearranged 
en masse, engulfs the audience in the two contrasting, constructed spaces. 
Filled with everyday furniture and paraphernalia that you would expect 
in corporate offices or homes, Standard Oil Company; He has prickles on his 
face instantly exudes a sense of familiarity. These familiar objects entice the 
audience further into the histories of the men that once inhabited similar 
spaces. 

By drawing on the audience’s compulsion for insight into the stories lying 
behind these constructed spaces, McConchie invites the audience to intrude 
on the space and therefore a feeling of surveillance and ‘stickybeaking’ is 
inherent in the exhibition. McConchie draws on these experiences and turns 
them back on the audience through surveillance and watching. Through 
listening devises, the audience can engage with sounds of the racetrack and 
illicit acts, and are challenged upfront with the feeling of intrusion and the 
compulsion of gaining knowledge. Suddenly the uncomfortable feeling of 
intrusion is at the forefront of the audiences experience and the sense of 
trespass is highlighted. 

Although these two men’s stories are fragmented by time and are affected 
by the interchangeable nature of storytelling, McConchie challenges us to 
think about our own notions of acceptable behaviour and intensifies our 
experiences of illicit acts. Her re-imagined spaces draw on social ideals of 
the illegal and the judgements that are made towards those that engage in 
these acts. She reminds us through an intense process of material and spatial 
exploration that personal histories are nuanced and often not what lies 
beneath the surface. 

by Kellee Uhr

Social perceptions of the illicit or illegal are formed through a complex 
system of expectations. The visible markers of social standing; dress, family, 
house and career can skew these expectations and what we consider illicit 
or illegal behaviour can continue as an acceptable act. Ruth McConchie 
highlights such social perceptions of the acceptable in Standard Oil Company; 
He has prickles on his face through the specificities of site and object placement, 
and the construction of a re-imagined space. McConchie modifies the 
gallery space over the duration of the exhibition to entice the audience into 
a participatory dialogue with light, material and the interconnectedness of 
spaces, creating dualities that remind us of the sensitivities and nuances of 
history. 

Two unique and distant personal histories are used by McConchie as the 
catalyst for this exhibition. Exploring stories that have grown from true 
histories is a new direction for the artist; her previous installations have 
been drawn from completely imagined narratives and hypothetical people. 
Standard Oil Company; He has prickles on his face explores facets of the ‘skeletons 
in the closet’ of two men living in times of social and economic change. 
These men made choices as a direct response to difficult life situations in 
ways that challenged the social acceptability of the times. 

A neatly put together Methodist, Lux Heinrichs worked during the week 
as the head statistician for the Standard Union Oil Company in Victoria 
in the 1920s. He was a man that cared about appearances and his peer’s 
perception of him. On the weekends Heinrichs used his mathematic skills 
to ride out the depression as a Starting Price Bookmaker, an ‘acceptably 
illegal’ act at the time. McConchie takes this story and inhabits the gallery 
space with white light, angular office furniture and remnants of white chalk 
dust. The second room tells the story of man that was incorrectly charged 
with child pornography possession within his sizeable porn collection. He 
fought the justice system and social judgements of the 1980s and challenged 
the charges vehemently. Once cleared of all charges and driven by this 
experience, he undertook study and became a lawyer. Through an illegal 
act and unacceptable collection of objects, a respected career path grew. 
McConchie re-imagines this story in a small room that is secluded, dark and 
exerts a succinct feeling of uncomfortableness. 

McConchie’s use of space is the key element to Standard Oil Company; He has 
prickles on his face and this element extends outside the walls of the gallery 
space. The artist challenges perceptions of ‘personal’ and ‘private’ by re-
imagining two spaces within the gallery that are in complete contrast to 
each other. The initial space is filled with white prism lighting that grows 
over the duration of the exhibition, creating a static office environment 
that is clinical, to a point of almost medical, in atmosphere. Once time is 
spent in this space an outer, relatively hidden space can be discovered. This 
contrasting outer room is pulsing with bulbous walls, low light and oozes 
with warm light. McConchie has not only taken on the physical space of 
the gallery itself but has considered the gallery’s location in a building filled 
with administration offices and white-collar companies, located within the 
heart of Brisbane’s central business district. McConchie makes us question 
our own notion of everyday corruption, what we think is acceptable and 
where we draw the line of what is illicit through the complexity of spatial 
exploration and the specifics of site – a space within a space within a space. 
She articulates the layers of private acts and social psyche that form part of 
social expectations and the illicit.
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