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Blind to it
Sentimentality and kitsch
in contemporary art

Louis Nowra

For a couple of decades now there has been a tendency towards the sentimental
and bathetic in art. This is seldom commented on, if at all. Perhaps because we
are too close to it, we are unable to step back and judge it for what it is.

It is easy for us to look at Victorian art and be condescending towards its
moralistic stances in the portrayal of such subjects as the horrors of adultery,
women losing their virginity to cads and maudlin scenes of crying mothers,
starving children and poverty-stricken men. All these moments are told with a
limited range of gestures, theatrical attitudes and a melancholy that often
borders on the laughable. And yet some contemporary art is not so dissimilar.

Take for instance, Tracey Emin's installation, My bed, 1998-99, a mattress
covered in rumpled sheets filled with the morose clutter of her life, such as
vodka bottles, panties, slippers and redundant condoms. For many a spectator
the piece seems either evidence of a wanton woman or an honest appraisal of
one modern woman's life. This installation, together with other works, including
Emin's recently published memoir Strange/and (2005) (all of which are confessional
outpourings that emphasise her sexual abuse as a girl, bad treatment by men
and her addictions) play with thenotion of Emin as a perennial dupe. The crucial
factor that seems to undercut the wallowing in her own victimhood is her faux
naivety (those incredibly inept drawings, her bad spellings, the alarming honesty,
etc.). It is a strategy not unlike that of Warhol's pseudo-innocence, however
Emin embraces victimhood as avidly as nuns used to protect their virginity. Look
at My bed without knowing anything about the artist and you can see its
detritus as an unedifying example of a life gone askew. My bed is as sentimental
as any Victorian painting about the hazards that await a young woman in the
sinful world if she is not careful.

to die an early and tragic death. Moffatt's narrative could easily fit into Victorian
melodramas on the same subject.

Of course the answer to my criticism is to point out that the viewer comes to
these photographs with an awareness of the references that Moffatt is
commenting upon. It could also be said that the Christian viewer approaches
images of the crucifixion with a knowledge of who Christ is, so that an image of
Christ on the Cross can have an artistic potency that exceeds what someone else
would perceive as merely kitsch. But someone who is not a Christian, or knows
nothing of Jesus, can, despite this disadvantage, look at Mathis Grunewald's The
Crucifixion, c. 1515, and be terrified and moved by the savaged, limp body
hanging from the Cross. Grunewald's painting is great because it transcends
Christian narrative and therefore avoids the dangers of kitsch and pathos.

There is some contemporary art that tries to convey emotional truth without
irony, but straining for emotional significance results in works that are, in
essence, excursions into the mawkish. Recent examples which spring to mind
include Bill Viola's video installation Emergence, 2002, a series of close-ups of
tormented faces that show anguish, misery, pain, anxiety and despair. They are
unconnected to any event that would have caused such emotional extremes.
Although Viola may be trying to break through contemporary notions of irony,
detachment and guarded emotions to reveal our primal selves at their most
vulnerable, the facial expressions - because they have no context - become
empty gestures that we are supposed to find incredibly moving. Instead, the
emotional expressions in Emergence are so extreme that they become
unintentionally comic.

Another artist who tries to avoid postmodernist detachment is Marian Drew.

'straining for emotional significance results in works that are ... excursions into the mawkish'

I admire Tracey Moffatt's photographs immensely for their hermetic narratives
that use popular culture references, their colours, the careful setting of scene
and her unapologetic female narcissism, and yet, when you examine her most
accomplished series 'Something More', 1989, after a distance of fifteen years,
something else emerges. The series of nine photographs portray the journey of a
half-caste girl who leaves her small town and heads towards the city to find a
new life but dies before reaching her destination. The images include comically
dressed Chinese men, aggressive children, a white-trash blonde, fetishised
motorcycle-cop boots, and, finally - the dead girl's body on a highway. It is easy
to see how Moffatt has manipulated popular culture artefacts featuring half­
caste girls, Chinamen, threatening cops and so on, but when the images are
viewed without those ironic references, the narrative seems as sentimental as
any comic strip or B-grade film illustrating the eventual death of the half-caste or
half-breed naif trying to escape her past and redefine herself as white in the city.
In such trashy works the half-caste never fits into white society and is doomed
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Her 2003 'Australiana' series of still lifes are photographs of road kill such as
wombats, birds and kangaroos. These dead animals are placed on tables in
arrangements that one reviewer wrote was in 'the grand tradition of European
still life'. The most frequently reproduced photograph from the series is of a
dead bandicoot lying flat on its back next to a quince, a spoon, and with a Boab
tree in the background. It is a good example of the claustrophobic world Drew
has created. The dead bandicoot is a victim, nothing more, nothing less. Her
road kill may have been photographed on beautiful table settings, but you have
no sense of the beauty, grandeur and potency the animals possessed when
alive, which you get from the great tradition of game painting. Drew's roadkill
are merely victims to be enjoyed by the lachrymose viewer.

When you look at such art without the distorting rose-coloured spectacles of
irony and postmodernism, it becomes obvious that they are fascinating
examples of emotional kitsch and sentimentality. And it's my guess that future
generations will probably see them as such.




