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Introduction

In this projeet melancholy and the
related experiences of loss and longing as
explanatory concepts, are the basis from

which [ visually interpret the hody of

practical work that emphasises the role

of emotion and personal experience in
locating meaning. In section One | start by
discussing the idea of a ‘present absence’
and an ‘absent presence’ with reference
to the ideas of Roland Barthes and how
not only photographs but also objects
from personal collections can be seen to
embody a presence in the absence of its

referent,

I discuss the concepts of melancholy,

loss and longing. | give a definition of
melancholy and elaborate on how it has
been interpreted in different texis through
the ages. The relationship between
melancholy and the sublime as well as the
connection between melancholy and the
imagination are discussed. I compare views
of melancholy as a clinical condition

with opposing views of it as being an
aesthetic experience of emotion. The

role of mood in the crealive process

and the relationship between emotion

and language are also discussed. I give a

brief overview of different changing

interpretations of melancholy in the arts
from the Renaissanee to the present and
discuss the Vanitas as a recurring theme in

these works.

In section Two I address the work of
contemporary artists whose work has
influenced me. I point out the manner

in which their work can be interpreted

as examples of contemporary Vanilas

and how their work deals with loss and
longing. In particular { look at the work of
Anva Gallaceis, Zoe Leonard, Ricky Swallow,

Pelix Gonzales-Torres and Lien Botha.

Section Three engages with my own

creative practice and discusses the
methodology and processes employed in

the production of my work. | elaborate

on ideas of presence and absence in collecting
and recollection and discuss the relationship
between collecting and photography. I discuss
each individual piece in the body of work

by referring to how different themes such as
feelings of loss, longing and futility are located

in the work.,
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! After Roland Barthes, Camera
Lucida (2002).

“Pearce and also Kristeva to
whose work I will be referring
draw from Semiotic theory as

the process by which meaning
arises during the assessment and
analysis of sensory information.
Different theoreticians such as
Ferdinand Saussure, C. §.Pierce
and Roland Barthes have
developed models to explain this
theory, Simply put, this would
entail a relationship between
three aspects: the perception of
something that physically exists
in the world (signifier), a concept
or object to which the perception
makes reference to (signified},
and an image thought or concept
that is formed in the mind as
aresult of the perception and

which relates to the object (sign).

SECTION 1:
THEORETICAL AND
HISTORICAL CONTEXT

1.1 Present Absence/
Absent Presence!

[T}n Photography I can never deny that
the thing has been there. There is a
superimposition here: of reality and the
past (Barthes 1981:76).

I have been influenced by ideas of
‘presence’ and ‘absence’ as elaborated

by Roland Barthes, specifically in his
work Camera Lucida (1981). Although
Barthes’ writing deals mainly with the
idea of presence and absence as related

to photographs, I have found it valuable
with regard to other physical objects,
specifically those found in private
collections such as personal souvenirs and

mementoes.

1 am interested in the manner in which
both objects contained in personal
collections and images of objects such

as photographs can be seen to act as

both physical objects and bearers of
conient. Barthes sees the photograph as
“a certificate of presence” (1981: 87) even
though this presence “is always invisible,

it is not it that we see” {1981:6).

On a similar note Susan Pearce sees
objects such as photographs and other
mementoes as acting as both “signifier”
and “signified”? (1995:236) and because
they function as a porlable reminder of
that which is not there in concrete

form, they symbolize both presence and

absence.

Photographs and mementoes are linked
not only to the present but also to the
past and are often mere signifiers of that
which they refer to, with the real referent
not being present (Baudrillard 1996,
Barthes 1981 and Sontag 1977). Because
they have an indexiecal relationship with
that which they refer to, they can be seen
to constitute the practice of investing
concrete material objects with abstract
notions of time, history and personal
narrative. Collected objects and images
can all be seen to function as indicators of
the Barthesian notion of “That-has-been”
(Barthes 1981:77). They act on both a

visual and signifying level,

Consequently an understanding of the
significance of these objects would depend
not only on the visual appearance of the
physical objects, but also on the subjective
interpretation of both the creator and the

observer of these objects.



Since it could be understood that tangible

objects such as mementoes, souvenirs
and photographic images can act as
substitutes for that which they refer to,
they offer a slice of the past and this
‘past’ can then be collected, kept, framed

and/or organised.

It could be said that the memories and
emotions induced by a collection of
objects come from an intertextual
dialogue between different timeframes
in the past and the present (Kuhn
2003:397). They seem to “give mock
forms of possession: of the past, the
present, even the future” (Sontag
1977:167) and through collecting them
we are able to unite the “past and future
into a potentially permanent present”
{Aigner 2000:66). Such objects also act
as reminders of the transitory nature of
life, the immateriality of imagination and
memory, and what Sontag refers to as

“time’s relentless melt” (1977:15).

To a certain extent Barthes’ Camera
Lucida is largely preoccupied with a
melancholic response to the subject of
death.

He relates death to temporality and a

confusion between presence and absence:

by attesting that the object has been real
[the certification of past-presence], the
photograph surreptitiously induces belief
that it is alive [a delusion of present-
presence], because of that delusion which
makes us attribute to Reality an absolutely
superior, somehow eternal value; but by
shifting this reality to the past (“this-has-
been™), the photograph suggests that it is
already dead (Barthes 1981:79).

Barthes’s claims need not only be relevant
to photography. Many physical objects
carry the persistence of the past into the
present and like photography invite a
melancholic response from the viewer. In
the following chapter 1 will discuss how
the concept of melancholy can refer to an
emotional response to physical objects,

as well as be used to describe the objects
themselves. I will also emphasize how ideas
of presence and absence come into play
when melancholy is experienced as

an ‘aesthetic emotion’ (Brady &

Haapala 2003).

11
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3 This term is often used in
connection with the Romantic
poets especially Milton and
Keats and is elaborated on by
Rayruond Klibansky, Panofsky,
and Fritz Saxl in Saturn and
Melancholy (1964:218).

* This term is used to refer to
melancholy as associated with
the notton of creative genius
{Raymond Klibansky, Panofsky,
and Fritz Saxl (1964:241).

® Both Sigmund Freud and Julia
Kristeva discuss melanchotia

as a clinical condition in
respectively Mourning and
Melancholia{1917) and Black Sun:

Depression and Melanchelin (1989},

© There is no general consensus
or fixed meaning for cach
term with ‘melancholia’ and
‘melancholy’ alternately heing
used to etther describe an
emotional state (for exarnple
Lyotard in The Pastinodern
Condition: (1984)) or a mental
disorder (for example
Kristova in Black Sun (1989},
In this paper § will mainly
referring to ‘melancholy” as an
emotional quality as opposed
to ‘deprussion’, the clinical
disorder,

1.2 Melancholy: A Definition

Besides my other numerous circle of
acquaintances | have one more intimate
confidant—my melancholy. In the midst of
my joy, in the midst of my work, she waves
to me, calls me to one side, even though
physically I stay put (Kierkegaard 1992:44).

1 have found the definition of the beautiful.
It is something intense and sad [...] and a
desire for life together with a bitterness,
which flows back upon them as if from a
sense of deprivation and hopelessness|...]
Melancholy may be called her illustrious
spouse, so much so that 1 can scarcely
conceive a type of beauty which has
nothing to do with sorrow (Baudelaire in
Akcan 2005}

Melancholy has been interpreted in
different ways and has been given
different names and subcategories by
numerous writers that include Aristotle,
Richard Burton, Immanue] Kant,
Sigmund Freud, Walter Benjamin,
Melanie Klein and Julia Kristeva.

It has heen written about as ‘poetic
melancholy” and ‘melancholia generosa™
as well as melancholia or depression®
and is generally understood as a feeling
of pensive sadness, the intensity of
which may vary. While some theorists’
approach have been clinical and have
equated it with mental illness, others
placed more emphasis on melancholy as
a subtle emotion that often plays a role
in the coneeption, interpretation and

appreciation of the arts®.

Jennifer Radden, in her historical outline
of different descriptions of melancholy,
points out that contemporary definitions
of melancholy were arrived at as a result
of the assimilation of different collected
writings on melancholy from the past,
and that they seldom resulted from

any empirical or clinical study (Radden
2000:19). In the same vein, Akcan (2005)
proposes that melanchely be seen as

a ‘construction’ that resulted through

a series of translations which she sees

as representing an emotional human
condition. She believes that the meaning
of melancholy as a non-pathological mood
has been greatly shaped and influenced
by psychoanalytical research over the
last century, which has seen the initial
use of the word ‘melancholy’ replaced

by the term ‘depression’ {Akcan 2005). 1
will distinguish between a clinical and an
aesthetic interpretation of melancholy in

more detail in a later section.

In Black Sun Julia Kristeva

makes use of the term ‘melancholia’ and
explores it as phenomena in art, philosophy
as well as psychoanalysis (1989). She
suggests that melancholia is an occurrence
which is underscored by the longing for

a lost identity of attachment. Although 1

agree with Kristeva's thoughts on



the relationship between emotion and
artistic language, my understanding of
melancholy differs in the seuse that |

do not equate it with illness and would
suggest that there is a distinct difference

between depression and melancholy.

Melancholy can be fed by loss and longing
and often consists of contradicting
emotions. It can be differentiated

from mourning in that it is not always
necessarily linked to a specific loss, but
can surface even at the most arbitrary
moments. Paganoni explains that in such
cases it could be expressive of a more
“general fear felt by the self when facing
existential instability and historical
change” (Paganoni 2000:8). He is of
opinion that melancholy also indirectly
speaks of the fear of death, but does

s0 in “a state of passivity in which the
awareness of changes, decay, and end

is filtered through a specific bittersweet
reverie” (Paganoni 2000:8). In section
two and three 1 will elaborate on how such
notions of transience and the ephemeral
are utilized to evoke an emotional response
in my practical work, and that of the
contemporary artists who have influenced

me.

The historian Frank Ankersmit describes
melancholy as an experience that
originates from a “paradoxical union of
the feelings of loss and love, that is, of the
combination of pain and pleasure in how
we relate to the past” {in Holly 2007).
This simultaneous experience of pleasure
and displeasure can be seen to relate to
the category of the sublime which I will
discuss in more detail in the following

sectiorn.

1.3 Melancholy and the
Sublime

Melarncholy shares several resemblances
with the sublime as defined by Immanuel
Kant. According 1o Kant the sublime

can be seen as a complex emotion that
consists of a combination of pleasure and
displeasure (in Brady & Haapala 2003).
The displeasure resulting from the sublime
is the effect of the senses and imagination
being overwhelmed by the vastness or
power of some object. This produces a
feeling which verges on fear. Because the
subject is safe, the experience is one of awe
rather than real fear. It is

from the combination of feelings of being

on the verge of fear and having respect
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* These negative aspects may
include “feelings of loneliness,
emptiness, sadness from

loss, and the fear or dread
that sometimes accompantes
longing” where the positive
aspects usually rely on
“reflection, when we dwell on
happy memories or fashion
elaborate fantasies.” (Brady &
Hapaal a 2003).

for both humanity and nature, that the
pleasurable feelings of exhilaration and
upliftment associated with the sublime,

stems {Brady & Haapala 2003).

Just as is the case with the sublime,
melancholy can be seen to have a dual
nature that is composed of negative and
positive emotions’ in combination with
certain reflectiveness with regard to a
certain absent object (Brady & Haapala
2003). According to Brady and Haapala,
melancholy alternates from negative

to positive aspects, and it is because of
this duality and the specific nature of
melancholy, that distinguishes it from
emotions of sadness, sorrow, despair, and
depression, that it can be considered an

aesthetic emotion (2003).

Lyotard discusses ‘melancholia’ and
‘novatie” as different modes of the sublime
which are capable of conveying the
unrepresentable, and that are

both characterised by “an intrinsic
combination of pleasure and pain”. He
distinguishes between them by pointing
out that where the ‘novatio’ mode of

the sublime is not characterized by a
consensus of taste, and thereby denies
itself consistent material for reflection and

collective nostalgia, ‘melancholia’ often

has a consistent form in art and literature.
Melancholia can continually offer iis
audience material for reflection in a way
which would underpin ideas of nostalgia
(Lyotard in David 1998). Even though
such material would not necessarily evoke
feelings of melancholy in the viewer, the
emotional quality would still be evideni to

the viewer.

1.4 Melancholy as a Clinical
Condition in relation to
Melancholy as an
Aesthetic Experience of
Emotion

Jennifer Radden’s The Nature of
Melancholy: From Aristotle to Kristeva
(2000) discusses different views on
melancholy as forming part of a clinical
condition. Julia Kristeva specifically

can be seen as representative of such a
clinical approach. However, Kristeva does
not strictly see depression as pathology
but also as a discourse with a language

to be learned. She alternatingly uses

the terms depression and melancholia,
scarcely distinguishing between the

two. Instead she rather focuses on their
common structure. She views this as being
an “experience of object loss and of

modification of signifying bonds”, as well as



the resultant “intolerance for object

loss and the signifier’s failure” to act as
substitute for the lost object (Kristeva
1989:10). She points out that “if loss,
bereavement, and absence trigger the
work of the imagination and nourish it
permanently as much as they threaten it
and spoil it, it is also noteworthy that the
work of art as fetish emerges when the
activating sorrow has been repudiated”
{(Kristeva 1989:9). In this sense, even
though her emphasis is on melancholy
as a clinical condition, she seems to
recognise the role melancholy plays in the

realization of creative work.

Theorists such as Theodor Adormo

and Walter Benjamin offer an

alternative to the clinical tradition by
discussing melancholy as having an
aesthetic quality.? Even though their
interpretations are hinged on a notion

of melancholy with emphasis on sorrow
and sadness, they do not directly equate
melancholy with a clinical understanding

of depression.

Ini an essay entitled Melancholy as an
Aesthetic Emotion, Emily Brady and Arto
Haapala® focus on an aesthetic experience
of melancholy and distinguish between
two different melancholic moods. The

first entails that there is a specific object

which is absent, and it is the feelings of
longing for this object which brings forth
a melancholic state. The second involves
being in a place or situation which arouses
a melancholic mood, but in this case
there is no absent object which elicits
such a mood (2003). Brady and Haapala
argue that apart from melancholy

being an emotion in other contexts, it

is one often found in the contexts of

art (2003). In this sense art objects are
invested with a “narrative of some kind,
a sequence of fictional events, in which
fictional characters and places become
the intentional objects of our melancholy

emotions” (Brady and Haapala 2003}.

Contemporary scholars of philosophy

and aesthetics, such as Katarina Elam,
also focus on this aesthetic aspect of
melancholy. In an essay entitled Emotions
as a Mode of Understanding: An Fssay

in Philosophical Aesthetics (2001}, she
discusses the emotion as sometimes being
characterised by “sadness without a
cause” and at other times being the result
of the experience of some absence. The
fact that there is an absent object is an
indication that memory is involved and
this memory of a once present object
becomes the narrative which feeds

melancholy (Elam 2001).

8 See T. W, Adorno, Assthefic
Theory, trans. C. Lenhardt,

ed. Gretel Adorno and Rolf
Tiedeman (London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1984), pp. 375
376 and Walter Benjamin, The
Origin of the German Tragic
Drama, trans. John Osborne
(London, NewYork: Verso,
1998), pp.

140-158.

K Emily Brady is a lecturer of
aesthetics at the Philosophy
Department of Lancaster
University in England and
Arto Haapala is a Finnish
philosopher, aesthetician and
Professor of Aesthetics at the
Institute for Art Research at
Helsinki Undversity.



10 That melancholy is often
assoctated with nature is evidentin
the prolific references to melancholy
in the work of the Romantic poets
such as Wordsworth, Coleridge and
Byron (Reed 1962:140).
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Brady and Haapala attempt to
emphasise the relevance of melancholy
as an aesthetic emotion, not only in

our emotional responses to the natural
environment'®, but alse in our response
to art works (2003). The reflective nature
of melancholy results from the fact

that “its objects are ofien indirectly
experienced through memories, thoughts
or imaginings related to an absent object”
{Brady and Haapala 2003). This links to
Barthes’ notion of an ‘absent presence’
and a ‘present absence’, and the role that
the imagination plays in realising the

absent object as discussed in section 1.1.

1.5 Melancholy and the
Imagination

Through our imagination we are capable of
transferring meaning to the “place where
it was lost in death and/or nonmeaning”
(Kristeva 1989:103).

The role of imagination is an important
aspect of melancholy as it is through
imagination that we make connections

between the past and the present.

Kant sees imagination as something that
enables that which is absent to be made
present. He understands imagination as a

sense of “representing in intuition an object

that is not itself present” and of
“perception in the absence of an object”
{Arendt 1982:79). Hannah Arendt draws
a correlation between that which Kant
refers to as the “faculty of imagination”
which enables the mind to perceive that
which 1s absent from perception, and what
was known in Greek philosophy as nous (a
sense “through which you look steadfastly
at things which are present though they
are absent”). She draws a distinetion
between the “it-is” that is perceptible

in that which is present, and the “it-is”
which is even though present in the mind,
absent to the senses (Arendt 1982:80).
This phenomenon, as emphasised by
Barthes and Sontag, is well illustrated by
the photograph as it is an example of an
object which stands in for something or
someone that 1s absent. It is only through
the imagination that we are able to recall
the subject as something other than the

flat piece of paper on which it appears.

Imagination can also serve to deepen
feelings of melancholy. Imagination

has the ability to make memories more
lucid and appropriate and is often used
to “embellish or fantasize around the
memories of melancholy”. In this regard
Kant sees imagination as a precondition
for memory (Arendt 1982:80). In such a
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case it is the fusion of imagination and
memory, that supplies the “narrative
in which melancholy is anchored”,
that permits us to extend the emotion
“creating new scenarios as sources of
pleasure and meditation” (Brady and
Haapala 2003).

Elam points out that when we interact
with an artwork, our experience of the
artwork cannot be separated from our
life history (2001). She sees the past as
not only influencing the present but also
our aesthetic experience of it {Elam
2001). She views melancholy as more or
less “intertwined with art as an affective
feature,” in the sense that we experience
art not just as “a bundle of objects, but a
way of understanding” {(Elam 2001).

1.6  Mood and the Creative
Process / Emotion and
Language

Melancholy and associated feelings of
anxiety and longing are all emotive states
which I suggest have been instrumental
in both the realization and reading of my

practical work.

In Anatomy of Melancholy (1621),

Richard Burton describes melancholy

T o e or
lsmay Barwell ts a contemporary

theorisl who focuses on fominist

philosophy, acstheties and narvative

. R . . thooty,

as being associated with such diverse

emotions as sorrow, fear, shame, disgrace,

hatred, anger, discontent, self-love

and death of loved ones (1989:272}.

Melancholy, as an emotional quality, has

parallels with feelings of loss, longing or

yearning for something, as well as with

feelings of nostalgia or the emotions

involved with reminiscing {Brady and

Haapala 2003).

Bullock & Trombley emphasise the role
of emotional responses to artworks by
stating that the experience of an artwork
is not concerned with the “factual
information to be gained from the things
perceived, nor with their practical uses,
but rather with the immediate qualities

of the contemplative experience itself”

(2000:12).

In an essay entitled How does art express
emotion? lsmay Barwell' emphasises the
fact that emotions embodied in artworks
are often ambiguous, complex and of a
unique nature in the sense that they resist

being described in words.
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She explains that it is because of this

that we often use the term ‘expressive’
when referring to such artworks (Barwell
1986:175). She emphasises that an artwork
not only seems to express a certain emotion
when the artist intentionally attempts to
portray such an emotion, but that it could
also be the result of partly unintentional
expression of emotion as a spontaneous
‘spewing forth’ or ways of ‘giving vent’

to the emotion in question” (Barwell
1986:176). According to Roger Scruton

a work of art can be seen to possess the
ability to express “thought, attitude,
character, in fact, anything that can be
expressed at all” (in Barwell 1986:175}.
Such an artwork would then tend 10
“evoke that emotion in the imagination of
an attentive audience, but this evocation
need not be emotionally loaded” (Barwell
1986:177). In other words, the viewer
would recognise the emotion but not

necessarily experience it,

The idea of a narrative being created

by the expression of emotion is dealt
with in Julia Kristeva's Black Sun:
Depression and Melancholia. Kristeva
asks the question “Is mood a langﬁage?”
(1989:21). She explains that by creating
“in a material that is totally different

from that which constitutes mood” the

artist “transposes affect into thythms,
signs, forms” (Kristeva 1989:22). In this
manner, the “semiotic and the symbolic
become communicable imprints of an
affective reality”, which may then be
perceptible to the viewer of such an
artwork (Kristeva 1989:22). Kristeva
sees art as a means through which the
melancholic can secure some kind of
‘hold’ over the ‘lost Thing’ ” (Kristeva
1989:97). She refers to the “Thing” as
something that is unrepresentable and
that “suggests an insistence without
presence”, and as something “real that
does not lend itself 1o signification™
(1989:13). She sees artistic mechanisms
used to “decompose and recompose signs”
as “an uncertain but adequate hold over

the Thing” (1989:14).

I will now give a brief discussion on
changing perceptions of melancholy in
the arts, by placing specific emphasis on
the Vanitas a3 a recurring feature in these

artworks.


















SECTION 2:
CONTEMPORARY
REFERENCES:

2.1  Contemporary Artists:
Loss and Longing in the
Contemporary Vanitas

I this section I examine the work of

five contemporary artists whose work

has specific melancholic content, or the
tendency to elicit a melancholic response

from the viewer.

The working method, style and materials
of these artists have either informed or
influenced my practical body of work. 1
have selected for discussion one or more
art work from each artist on the grounds
that the works are either transitory

in nature, or could be seen to embody
aspects, qualities and characteristics of
mourning and or longing. On the other
hand some of these works also attempt
to preserve decaying objects or to halt
time, a strategy that I often employ in my

practical body of work.

Why do artists make ephemeral
artworks in a culture where value is
aseribed to that which is collectable
and has a sense of permanence? The

answer to this question is probably not

to be found solely in the art world’s
seeming preoceupation with economic
values as opposed to other values, but

in an understanding of the relationship
between ephemerality, mourning and
loss. Most of the artists whose work 1
discuss do not create work that has any
direct market value, and many of the
works are temporal in nature, usually only
lasting for the duration of the exhibition.
In fact, without the actual decay and
disappearance of the art work, it would
not function as the artists intended. Often
such works only continue their existence
in the form of documentation or other
forms of residue from the actual work.

A central theme of such work is the
ephemeral. [t requires the acceptance of
the inevitable disappearance of the work,
implying the act of letting go. These
works could then be seen to convey and
embody not only a bitter-sweet emotion,
but also an acceptance of that which is

transient.

Ephemeral art can be seen as work

both of and in time. It often requires

the passing of petiods of time to fully
experience works that may include the
melting of a block of ice (Gallaccio), the
disappearance of sweets (Gonzalez-Torres)

or the withering of fruit (Leonard).















tranquility and despair. The circling bird
is presented as a stack which is made up
of an unlimited series of printed copies.
Gonzalez-Torres allowed for these copies
to be taken as gifts by individuals visiting
the gallery, with the agreement that it is
replenished by the gallerist. In this work
the “photograph gains its authority by
appearing to repeat its referent without
addition, by repressing the photographic
signifier” {James 2001).

The sweets and printed copies were offered
by Gonzales-Torres to be removed and
consumed by gallery-goers. Of this the
artist said that he “hated to be present to
see people take sheets of paper from the
stacks or candies from the piles”. He felt
that it was an invasion of his self, like the
demise of his own body (Gonzalez-Torres
quoted in Rosen 1997:47).

The disappearance of the objects used in
these works carry the “threat of erasure

of the memories and life they had shared”
{James 2001). The fact that Gonzalez-
Torres stipulated that the sweets were to
be repeatedly filled up again after being
removed by gallery goers, only compounds
the fact that the mourning is something
that is repeatable and underlines the
futility underlying feelings of loss and

longing. To Gonzalez-Torres the act of

“letting go” and the “refusal to make

a static form, a monolithic sculpture,

in faver of a disappearing, changing,
unstable, and fragile form” was an
attempt on his part to “rehearse his fears
of having [his partner] disappear right in
front of [his] eyes” (Gonzalez-Torres
quoted in Rosen 1997:44).

The stacks of printed copies and sweets
are ambivalent objects that are caught
between representing the combined bodies
of the artist and his partner, and the
melancholic reflection on their impending

death.

2.5 Ricky Swallow:
Killing Time as a
Contemporary
Vanitas

Ricky Swallow’s installation Killing

Time (2005) {Fig. 18), consists of a table
covered with what appears to be different
fish, lobster, crab and oysters carved from
laminated Jelutong wood. For this work
Swallow draws from his interest in the
passing of time, as well as dealing with
personal memory and experiences from his
past. The artist replicated the table from
the one he and his family enjoyed dinners

around as a child.
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SECTION 3:
THE PRACTICAL BODY
OF WORK: Methodology and

Process

The curator Charlotte Day, sees the
Vanitas as “a poignant reminder of our
mortality, a weighing up of losses to
gains, and an invitation to experience the

present moment more profoundly” (2006).

The melancholic iconography of the
Vanitas makes this genre appropriate to
express ideas of presence and absence in

my own work.

The still life or Vanitas features as a
predominant theme in my work, both in
two-dimensional and three-dimensional
form. These range from traditional

still life arrangements to flower studies
and sculptural still lives. The still life
compositions that make up the body of
work are mostly compiled of a variety of

collected objects.

The photographic process and use of
liquid photographic emulsion is an
element in most of my work, and is used
to underline notions of transience and the
paradoxical relationship between presence

and absence.

2 Somce of the motivations listed

3.1 Presence and Absence

specifically by Pearce inchade aesthetics,

leisure, a destre to reframe objects,
the pleasing rhythm of sameness and
difference , establishing a sense of
community, extending the self and
achieving immortality (1992:69-88).

in Collecting and
Recollection

Collections are essentially a narrative of
experience; as objects are a kind of material
language, so the narratives into which they
can be selected and organised are a kind of
fiction (Pearce 1995:412).

Each stone he finds, each flower picked and
each butterfly caught is already the start of
a collection, and every single thing he owns
makes up one great collection. (...} Scarcely
has he entered life than he is a hunter. He
hunts the spirits whose trace he scents in
things. (Benjamin in Frydryczak 2003:185)

We collect images and objects for various
reasons®. The urge to collect seems to be
inherent to human nature, and collecting
formed an intrinsic part of my own
childhood experiences. In the practical
body of work, my processes have involved
the compilation of various collections of
both physical objects and of photographs.
In the production of the practical body of
work, I have sourced from these private
collections in an attempt to establish

different narratives (Fig. 30).

In some works oblique and playful
references are made to the collecting
processes of scientific study. In other
works the nature of the collected objects
is more personal. It is not only physical

material objects, but also narratives of






these narratives as “a space of many
possible stories, with many possible
interpretations” (1997:214-215). Bal also
considers collections to communicate
meaning in a non-linear fashion, and
adds that a collection is a chronologically
disordered narrative (1994:101).

According to Benjamin the interpretation
of objects in collections does not depend
on the object but rather on its subject,

in other words, “all the relations,
associations [and] ideas connected with
it” (In Frydryczak 2003:395). The images
and objects that make up my individual
works can be seen to function as traces,
codes or clues 1o a meaning that is
situated somewhere else, and has to be
deciphered like a puzzle. Both object-
and photograph- based collections in

my works can be created and decoded
“materially (object-ively)” as well as
“discursively (semiotically, gua meaning
that is)” (Bal 1994:98). In this regard
Bal distinguishes between the apparent
objectivity of material matter and the
subjective nature of the narrative. She
does this by referring to verbal texts and
states that even though they are “printed
and made accessible” at the same time,
they are “subjectively produced by writer

and reader” (Bal 1994:98).

Another important focus of my work
centres on the idea of death, decay and
the transformation of matter from one
state to another. I select subject matter
and materials that are pervaded with a
sense of mortality, and that sometimes
also have an ‘uncanny’® quality. This
corresponds to the sentiments of
Baudrillard who reflects on the nature
between collecting and death. He
observes that “the object is the thing with
which we construet our own mourning;
the object represents our own death”
(Baudrillard 1996:97). Baudrillard believes
that,

A person who collects is dead, but he
literally survives himself through his
collection, which (even while he lives)
duplicates him infinitely, beyond death, by
integrating death itself into the series, into
the eycle (1996:97).

In the following subsection [ will
elaborate on the relationship between
collecting and photography by discussing
how and why photography can be seen as
a means of collecting,. I also explain how
I have applied photography as a means of

collecting in my own practical work.

z 1t is particularly photography's
capacity to create uncanny images and
the strangeness that results from the shift
between boundaries of what is “real” and
‘imaginary’ that is of interest to me.
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3.2  Collecting and
Photography

In On Photography Susan Sontag
emphasises the idea that photographs can
be considered to be artifacts themselves
in the sense that they seem to have the
status of found objects (Sontag 1977:69).

The act of photographing and that

of collecting have similar outcomes:

that of investing material objects with

an abstract notion of the past, and to
preserve it in the present. Both the object
and the photograph can serve as pointers
and producers of memory and potentially
elicit emotion. It is argued that we collect
objects and images because we feel the
real referent to be dominant in the image

{Barthes 1981 and Sontag 1977).

In archaeology photography is generally
used to “record, document, and illustrate
what has been found” (Shanks 1997:2).
Early forms of collecting such as hunting,
fishing, botany, geology and relic hoarding
had to depend on devices such as nets
and traps for physically acquiring
objects. Some form of system or vehicle
to physically transport what had been
collected was also required (Mitchell
2003:284). Researchers and excavators

often use the camera as a quick means

of note taking and record keeping, with
the camera being considered to be a
mere mechanical or electronic means of
reproduction {(Shanks 1997:3). Instead of
using nets and traps, the camera can be
used to capture the objects. Photography
in an archaeological context can therefore
not only be considered to be a valuable
tool in the process of collecting (objects),
but also be considered to possibly
constitute the process of collecting itself

{by capturing and collecting images).

In my practical work [ have ‘collected’

an array of objects such as fish, clouds,
flowers, birds and insects through means
of photography. I have emphasised their
physicality by treating the images in a
similar way as an archeologist, botanist or
entomologist would handled the original
objects that had been photographed.

By stretches of the imagination, scraps

of paper become insects that have to be
pinned onto Styrofoam, two dimensional
photographs of flowers are pinned

down along the actual dried versions,
and photographic images of birds are
contained in eggs within nests. By
juxtaposing these images with more
conerete collected objects such as stones,
eggs and nests, it has been my intention
to reinforce the idea of them as physical

found cbjects.



3.3 The use of Silver Gelatin
Emulsion

Photography must have dark places.

While it seeks the light for its images, it
requires the dark for its transformations.
Photography flits about the daylit world
like a nervous bird, anxious to return o

its shadowy nest. Photography pilfers
luminescence, stealing a handful of photons
for each exposure, entrapping them in the
sticky membrane of emelsion (Durant

2003:8).

The use of photographic emulsion has
enabled me to juxtapose a variety of
collected images onto different surfaces
such as paper. stone, glass and wood.

In works such as Pine (2007) (Fig. 34,
Forbidden Fruit {2007} (Fig. 40), and
Suspended.: Slice of Life (2007) {(Fig, 42),1
have made use of silver gelatin emulsion
as a means to create the appearance of a
photographed image fused with a material
object. Becanse of the consistency of the
liquid emulsion if runs inte indentations
and cracks in the stone to create an
appearance that to some extent resembles
that of a fossil. Even when applied

on cotton paper or wood the emulsion
seeps info the surface to create a quality
which is unlike commercially available

photographic papers.

The swrface onto which I apply the
emulsion dictates what the final image will
look like, and often the images contain
‘flaws’ and trregularities which serves to
emphasize a certain organic quality. 1
have also opted to sometimes contaminate
the processing chemicals by adding

small amounts of fixer to the developer

to create stains and discolouration in the
images. It has not been my intention to
print flawless images on these surfaces, but
rather images that would be suggestive

of the passage of time and processes of

decay.

In other works, for example (Dis) quiet
(2007} {fig. 58), I have used digital
printing to document some of the ohjects
bearing emulsion prints in order to
offset the contrast between the organic
appearance of the objects, and the
digital quality of the prints. The act

of photographing ebjects containing
photographs has been used to emphasize
the passage of time. By re-photographing
existing photographs, different
timeframes are made to co-exist on one

surface.

39



40

3.4 Individual Works

In this section I give an individual
discussion of each of the artworks in the
practical body of work. The works will be
discussed in terms of how they engage
with the interplay between presence and
absence, and embody certain thematic
concermns discussed in the previous section.
Often the stories told by a collection of
objects are to a large extent informed by
our own subjective senliments and values
{(Pearce 1995 and Stewart 1984). Even
though most of these works stem from
personal experience I have opted not to
dwell on the exact events and experiences
which have informed the work. I rather
emphasise the emotional quality of each
work, which I believe can be experienced
independently from a knowledge of

personal narratives.

It has been my intention not to merely
illustrate melancholy, loss or longing but
rather to embody or imply it in my work.
Ideas of stillness, a sense of disquiet and
feelings of futility are other themes that
run through the body of work. These
ideas have governed not only the content,
but also the form of most of the artworks.
The use of fragile and decaying materials

is counter pointed with an almost

obsessive attempt to capture or preserve

these materials from decay.

The materials that I have been working
with consist mainly of organic materials
such as stones, nests, bones, flowers

and eggshells. These objects are often
combined with other man-made or found
objects that have a more direct link to
mathematical or scientific processes,
such as measuring devices or texts from
Natural History Encyclopaedias. Objects
are concealed, printed on, juxtaposed
with other objects or otherwise altered
in order to transform them into new
configurations, and to suggest alternative
readings and meanings of these objects.
I have focused on aspects pertaining to
change and transformation. T often make
reference to atlempts to capture or fix
that which is in the process of changing
by means of pinning or tying down,
wrapping, or otherwise covering the

collected objects.
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the working of imagination and memory
they can have form and significance

projected onto them.

In this work the photographic process

is applied in an attempt to capture that
which is fleeting and forever changing.
The work consists of seven digitally
printed eircular photographic images

of clouds, each with a star constellation
pinned onio the surface of the image.
The constellations used are those named
after birds such as Aquila: the eagle,
Corvus: the crow, Cygnus: the swan and
Grus: the crane. The reference to Saturn
in the title derives from early associations
hetween the planet and the melancholic

temperament.













































very object it attempts to represent”
and that in effect it “wryly captures the
impossibility of objective scrutiny or

permanence in preservation” (2007:5).

Julia Kristeva sees beauty as possibly

being inseparable from the ephemeral and

consequently from mourning {1989;97-98),

She asks the question

Can the beautiful be sad?...0r else is the
beautiful object the one that tirelessly
endures following destructions and wars in
order to bear witness that there is a survival
after death, that immortality is possible?
{Kristeva 1989:97-98).

By asking these questions, Kristeva
emphasises the fact that desirable objects
are often more so as a result of their

impermanence.
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Figures 46. Barbara
Wildenboer, [Iris:
Yesterday, Tod.ay,
Tomorrow (2007), Digit.ﬂ
print on canvas, pressed
flowers, pins, thread in
redgum frames.
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3.4.9 (Dis)quiet (2007)

The idea of traces of things which are

no longer present is explored in the work
(Dis)quiet (Fig. 58). The work consists
of a series of photographic still-lives of
cardboard boxes containing a selection
of organic found objects that have been
transformed through being wrapped,
printed on or merged. Most of the
images consist of photographs of other
photographs, drawing attention to the
passage of lime and serve as a futile
attempt to capture and record visible
ephemera of change. The potential

for the photograph to act as means of
preservation has, however, partially been
negated in that sections of these images
have been cut from the picture plane,
leaving openings where the image used to
be. The emphasis is on the failure of the
photographic signifier to stand in for the

lost ohject.

The original boxes used for storage and
collection have been discarded, and

their contents reconfigured into other
works. The objects and images include
animal bones, stones and eggs that

have dead creatares printed on them,
wrapped Proteas and abandoned nests.
The photographs also serve as a form

of inventory of some of the images and
objects used in the other works, such as in

Pine (Fig. 34} and Fleeting (Fig. 36).





















Conelusion

Key thematic concerns that run through
the body of practical work, include the
perception and experience of presence
and absence, a preoccupation with the
ephemeral, as well as underlying ideas of

futility and disquiet.

1t has been my intention to emphasize
the emotional qualities of melanchaoly,
specifically with regard to the manner in
which it occasionally emerges as part of
the narrative conveyed by creative work.
My concern has bheen with the emotional
gualities that are embedded, not only

in the material, but also in conceptual
aspects of the work. 1 believe that certain
emotive qualities can be experienced, or
at the very least recognised. on either a

sensory or a psychological level.

In my work 1 have attempted to create an
erotional landscape that is characterized
by an awareness of the co-existence of
beauty and sadpess, life and decay, and
the fixed and the ephemeral.

Ultimately, | have attempted to give a
visual interpretation of what is perhaps
best described by the following words in
Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl’s Saiurn
and Melancholy:

there are echoes of another world, a world
of neither prophetic ecstasy nor brooding
meditation, but of heightened sensibility
whese soft notes, sweet perfumes, dreams
and landscapes mingle with darkness,
solitude and even grief itself, and by this
bitter-sweet contradiction serve to heighten
self-awareness (1964:230).
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Afterword

In Camera Lucida (1981) Roland Barthes
reminisces about the life and death

of his mother after discovering an old
photograph of her as a little gitl. On a
more contemporary note Rachel Cusk,

in A Life’s Work: On Becoming a Mother
(2002), writes about another kind of loss,
that of the sense of self as an individual
experienced as a result of becoming a

mother herself.

Cusk’s account of motherhood is perhaps
unconventional, mostly because her views
are so insistently bleak, but I could relate
to her experience of childbirth as an
oceurrence that denies you a sense

of autonomy. At times motherhood has
caused me profound anxieties and left

me with reservations aboat being cut

off from the life 1 once knew, and the
transformations of self that resulted from

becoming a parent.

The absence of my own mother
compounded the strangeness of having to
fulfil such a role myself. After the birth of
my first child I was treated for pest-natal

depression and my mood shifted from

one of futility and despair, to one which
can best be described as a melancholic
acceptance of the challenges and life

changes that | was faced with.

My relationship with my mother, and

my own experience of pregnancy,
childbirth and becoming a parent, has
served as a starting point to deal with
contradicting emotions and to confront
personal conflicts. These eventis in my
personal life have informed my creative
process. At times this was intentional,
though this was not necessarily always
the case, as it was only once certain
works had been completed that specific
choices that I had made became clear to
me. Part memory and part imagination,
these reflections on birth, life, death and
personal transformation have resulted in
a body of work that to me is not merely
characterized by a pessimistic state that
involves helplessness and despair. Rather, it
is a bittersweet contemplation of

people, places and times that are lost, that

I long for.


http:www.contempaesthetics.org
http:http://links.jstor.org
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