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Embodying Transformation 

Christie Brown

In 1997 I was commissioned by the Women’s Playhouse Trust to make a body of work for the Wapping Hydraulic Power Station in London. This exhibition eventually emerged in the year 2000 after some delays, due to the very ambitious project the WPT was engaged in to transform this derelict industrial building into an art space. The exhibition was the most challenging body of work I had ever produced and the overall title of the show was Fragments of Narrative. This title encapsulates many of the ideas and themes which I continue to address in my ceramic practice. 

My figurative practice relates to discourses from archaeology and psychoanalysis and the symbolic parallel between these disciplines. The archaeological process can be compared to psychoanalysis, in which layer after layer is carefully stripped away in search of a fragmented truth which can offer insight and knowledge or transformation and healing. Fragments of statuary and pottery shards provide us with information about the past. From the academies of the early Renaissance to contemporary museology the study of these archaic scraps offer knowledge, a way of learning, and provide us with stories about our ancestors, however incomplete these narratives may be.

Inspired by narratives that make reference to myths of creation, and objects from burial sites which embody rites of passage, my work connects to the viewer through the overlap between the personal and the universal. While exploring the transformative qualities of clay and the metaphorical associations of the casting process, it exploits the material’s capacity to receive an imprint, connecting to ideas about mimesis and the patterns of repetition in human life. 

In many ways I view my practice as embodiments of transition from one state to another, of transformation and individuation, and I would like to present two series of work made over the last six years which illustrate these ideas.

After many years of making single decorative objects I found myself drawn to the idea of working within a themed series which began with The Cast of Characters between 1993 and 1997 when I was seeking new techniques that would develop the successful but potentially formulaic method of working that I had established during the 1980s and, more importantly, would facilitate a clearer form of expression for my ideas beyond the decorative and ornamental. Although still related in many ways to the work of that period, the pair of figures entitled The Philadelphia Twins (fig. 1), made in 1991, was a significant development in which two figures were conceived as one work and given a title that related to narrative and memory. From this piece The Cast of Characters grew (fig. 2), drawing on my dream world and referencing my early interest in theatre. The series aimed to establish a discourse with the overlap between personal and universal characterization through the use of the Jungian idea of the archetype as a collection of inner models which reflect shared behaviour patterns and form the content of the collective unconscious. In this series earlier Classical and Renaissance influences gave way to the study of more archaic cultures and an increasing interest in the significance of archaic artefacts. But my interest in the parallel between psychoanalysis and archaeology only really began in the specially commissioned exhibition ‘Fragments of Narrative’ at Wapping.

The commission was to make a body of work in response to this large industrial site by the Thames (fig. 3). The scale of the space was daunting and challenging. The structure of the main interior echoed a Romanesque church with high windows and columns, and the whole site was filled with the traces and memories of its previous existence as a place where steam power was generated to animate bridges and lifts. This was my first experience of making work that required a response to a particular site, and it enabled me to broaden out my ideas beyond the personal and subjective.

The outcome included three large wall installations and two groups of ceramic figures. The life-size figures, made either from red brick clay or stoneware painted white to echo the colours of the brick and tiled walls, were inspired by characters from myths of creation such as Prometheus and stories about animate and inanimate beings like the Golem, which connected both to the archetypal language of the material and to the original use of the space as a source of power. Prometheus (fig. 4) created the human race out of clay and defied Zeus to bring us the secret of fire. Golem (fig. 5) is a legendary figure from fifteenth-century eastern Europe, a large clay man made by a holy rabbi to help him to save his people from persecution. Golem lies on the ground and can only be animated by placing the name of god into his clay mouth. 

These early tales of creation are to be found in various cultures. They relate to the basic desire to create an animate body and pre-empt later stories such as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and the replicants from the film Bladerunner. Other stories such as ‘Pygmalion’ and ‘Galatea’ from Ovid’s Metamorphoses (fig. 6) develop the theme of animation and illustrate the need to create an embodiment of human desires. Pygmalion preferred to sculpt his ideal rather than confront the sexuality of a real woman, and his wish, granted by Venus, to bring life to his statue demonstrates his need for control in this relationship. A similar theme in reverse occurs in the story of Olympia (fig. 7), from the tales by E. T. A. Hoffman, about an idealized puppet who is broken up and destroyed by the man who acquires her when he realizes she is merely an animated doll. 

In his catalogue essay for this show Edmund de Waal refers to making figures as ‘a transgressive activity – it is a role that should belong to the gods’, and he continues,

the need to understand our own creation is profoundly mimetic … in the mimetic making of a figure there is the trace and pulse of the mythic at work, something that is always on the cusp of danger.1
He goes on to suggest that in making figures we make a doppelganger and ‘it is the compulsion to see that destructive and unsocialised twin, to name it and control it, that can be seen in many of the figurative traditions’. And indeed throughout these narratives there exists an uneasy and potentially threatening relationship between the maker and the creation.

I refer to the second group of smaller figures as The Helpers; the name is based on the idea of the Egyptian Shabti who are put in the tomb to take care of certain labours that need to be performed in the afterlife. Prometheus’s Helper (fig. 8) carries the yarrow stalks for his master with which he will steal the fire from Hephaestus’s forge. The Helpers includes a pair of twins (fig. 9), a frequent theme in my practice, reflecting various ideas about narcissism and emotional self-sufficiency, the shadow and the unconscious. 

Although I had originally envisaged placing the life-sized figures in the main space, in the final display I realized that the scale of the space was emphasized by placing The Helpers centre stage so that the small but grown-up people seemed to walk in and out of the vast area as if passing through a piazza (fig. 10). Similarly the claustrophobic atmosphere between the life-sized characters became even more charged when some of them were placed in the smaller spaces beyond (fig. 11).

My approach to the exhibition also included references to archaeological digs, especially since developments of the Wapping project had been held up partly by industrial excavations of subterranean tunnels beneath the building. Two works in particular made reference to this growing interest. Heads from the Glyptotek (fig. 12) paid tribute to a collection of archaic artefacts in the eponymous Munich museum. Scattered in corners, gathering dust in rows, they lurked in the dark or hovered on rafters giving the impression that they had been there for a very long time. 

Resource – Clay (fig. 13) was composed of a large number of brick clay fragments mostly made from The Cast of Characters moulds that were no longer used to make whole figures. Made partly as a tribute to the people employed to work in the power station, it also referred to the use of fragments as a way of learning, an idea established in the early academies of art where collections of antiquities were used as ideal models for high levels of aesthetic attainment. In eighteenth-century Europe these surviving fragments of antique sculpture were collected and preserved and they had a powerful influence on the eighteenth-century imagination by suggesting what was lost or lacking.

In Linda Nochlins’s essay The Body in Pieces 2 she proposes the fragment as a metaphor for modernity, as artists turned to partial representation as a way of dealing with the lost relationship to the heroic age of antiquity, at a time of industrial development and revolution in which the grandness of the past can no longer fit into the frame of the present. 

De Waal extends this idea, suggesting ‘in the fragment comes an inheritance from the Romantic movement: a feeling that it was impossible to express the totality of an experience through a complete object’. Citing the ‘deep vein of iconoclasm within cultures’, he goes on to suggest that

if figures possess power, if figuration is potentially transgressive then iconoclasm can be read as a profound reaction to it. To break a figure or to leave it incomplete is therefore to enter the territory not only of the psychology of destruction, it is also to raise the imagery of the vulnerability of bodies, their intense fragility.3 

This work was also inspired by the practice of ex-votos. In ancient Etruscan and Roman cultures gifts were offered to the gods with prayer as a form of healing, in the hope that the body part would take on the ailment of the original. This practice of votive offerings demonstrates a belief in the curative power of mimesis, and the practice continues to exist in many contemporary cultures such as those of Italy and Brazil. 

The idea that a representational object can contain the spirit of the original is developed by the anthropologist Michael Taussig in his book Mimesis and Alterity.4 Writing about the figurines which represented white colonialists, carved by the Cuna Indians of Central America in the mid twentieth century as part of their curing rites, he speaks about the ‘magic of mimesis’ and how ‘the making and existence of the artefact that portrays something gives one power over that which is portrayed’. Behind most of these fragments of narrative there lies the repeated and deep engagement with the power struggles enacted within human relationships as a protection against loss, and in the year or so that followed this exhibition I began to develop a greater focus on the significance in cultural life of archaic artefacts, which in many ways are designed to assist in this process of protection.

As a ceramicist I never experienced a strong connection with the late-twentieth-century contemporary abstract vessel movement or the decorative history of functional pottery, but a growing awareness of the range and meaning of clay artefacts in burial sites presented me with an area of the discipline that carried deep significance. Ceramic artefacts occur in large numbers of graves from many different countries (for example, Mexico, Japan, and China) and were almost certainly carriers of deep meaning in their time. They often formed part of a complex cultural mourning ritual relating to a transitional journey into the afterlife and affirming relationships with the ancestors which could be vital to the continuity of the society. In contemporary culture these transitional rituals can be seen to have a parallel with psychoanalysis and the need for transformation through that process. 

I am attracted to these objects partly because of their age and their worn aesthetic and partly because of their connection to a history about which we know very little. We share a common interest in people from the past, whether our immediate ancestors or people from long ago, because we need continuity. This is demonstrated by the popularity of exhibitions about past cultures and the current interest in archaeology, a discipline that has undergone many changes since it developed from early natural history into a more disciplined science. 

The word ‘archaeology’ comes from the Greek arkhaiologica, meaning ‘discourse about ancient things’, and in first-century Greece archaeologists were actually a category of actors who re-created ancient legends on stage through dramatic mimes. Today archaeology is about studying human past through material traces of it that have survived, though only a tiny fraction of these traces exist and only a minute proportion of them are correctly identified or interpreted. As many archaeologists will confirm, they really only uncover the tip of the iceberg.

But its popularity and fascination is historic and enduring. During the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries this interest was the domain of antiquarians and natural historians who collected large numbers of objects, both natural and man made, and placed them in settings of display referred to as Wunderkammer or cabinets of curiosities. The Wunderkammer offered a microcosm of the world within a defined space. It had a creative quality, presenting diverse objects which inspired wonder and stimulated creative thought in what James Putnam has described as a ‘quest to explore the rational and the irrational’.5 A Wunderkammer, he writes, was ‘a very private and devotional space specially created with the profound belief that nature was linked with art’. These rooms pre-empted our contemporary museums, and the treasure hunters can be seen as the forerunners of modern archaeologists.

But despite our need to fill the gaps in history, what we invariably get is an incomplete picture, an episode, a glimpse – and it is this fragmentary nature of the narrative that I find so fascinating. Despite a need to find solutions it’s the half-known story that is ultimately more intellectually stimulating and challenging.
My interest in this incomplete narrative connects directly to psychoanalysis. In Archaeology and Modernity Julian Thomas describes how the historical emergence of archaeology was connected with the development of the structural thought of late modernity, whilst providing a metaphor through which that thought could articulate itself. This was particularly evident in the case of Sigmund Freud. Freud was an avid collector of antiquities and compared his practice to that of an archaeologist, clearing away debris to reveal the hidden treasures of the past. Thomas writes:

it is clear that Freud took his own metaphor quite seriously and believed the unconscious to be literally stratified, the deeper layers of the psychic apparatus relating both to the early experiences of the person and the prehistoric experiences of the human race.6
Thomas points out that archaeology evokes ‘notions of the repressed, the lost and the forgotten and of the drama of discovery which are often spatialised in terms of the relationship between depth and surface’. He suggests that this dichotomy developed out of a post-Reformation concern for human interiority and other separations, such as above and below, inside and outside, which contributed to modern thought. Archaeology, Thomas argues,

has found itself with the burden of being a source of many of the metaphors through which the modern imagination has sought to understand the world. For our culture it is firmly connected with a movement from the present to the past, from superficiality to profundity, from individual to the mythic, from the known to the mysterious.

He considers this to be counterproductive for archaeologists, who seek to demonstrate that the ‘remains of the past are all around us’, but it goes some way to explaining the contemporary fascination for the discipline.
Writing in 1995 for the Tate Gallery’s end of millenium exhibition, ‘Rites of Passage’, curator Stuart Morgan 7 quotes the anthropologist Arnold van Gennep, who proposed that important rites of passage in society are defined by three stages. The first is one of separation from normal daily life, the second is being on a limen or a threshold in a transitional space, and finally the third stage is reintegration into society at a different level. The liminal stage is a vital part of a ritual journey that results in transformation.

In the use of the mould – a positive object containing negative space that can be read as symbolic of the liminal stage – and the technique of casting and press moulding to produce repeated objects, my clay practice embodies transformation, and my most recent series is developing under the broad title Between the Dog and the Wolf, which refers to this transitional threshold and is a translation of the French phrase for twilight when the safety of daylight gives way to the unknown forces of the night.

In a work in progress group, Entre Chien et Loup (fig. 14), (fig. 15), a metamorphoses or transformation begins to be played out as the female figures manifest change through stance and the sprouting growth of animal features. These are the first five of several, cast from the same mould and my intention is to develop a crowd or a herd as the human takes on the attributes of the animal as a way of relating to the world at large and as a metaphor for growth and change. 

In making this work I am exploring the boundary between our rational and instinctive selves as well as an interest in zoomorphic representation. Alun Graves writes about this piece: ‘the suggestion that dark forces are at work is evident yet there is also a playfulness in the group, something magical and dreamlike’,8 and the work is clearly influenced by my recent studies at the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology of a culture in which the animal world played a hugely significant role.

Drawing on the practices of taxonomy and conservation that accompanies museum culture, the vitrine, for example, can magically transform the most humble or mundane object into something special, unique, and attractive. The objects are preserved and contained, set aside, frozen in time, and we the viewers are voyeurs, unable to touch or engage with them except at one remove. In my work The Problem of Communication (fig. 16), (fig. 17) I am using the vitrine to comment on my observation of human relationships at both a personal and universal level. Here the frustrations of communication that often seem to be deliberately acted out between us are expressed and emphasized as poignant misunderstanding. The ceramic heads come from four moulds that refer to our basic similarities and essential differences but all vary in expression and finish, emphasizing the sameness and difference within humanity. The vitrine encases and protects them. It separates them from the viewer but the eye-level display allows an attempt at engagement.

Another recent work, Ex Votos, (fig. 18), (fig. 19) from the series Between the Dog and the Wolf, resembles an archaeological dig or a burial site. Shards, those pottery fragments that provide archaeologists with scraps of information about the past, fill up the male and female heads with information, history, and memories. These shards come from previous artworks of my own that have been rejected or damaged. The broken fragment of fired clay was once part of a whole form that has been lost, yet the fired fragment remains indestructible and permanent. Each head is documented with a number in reference to museum classification systems, and some numbers are prefixed by dollar and yen signs to demonstrate their timeless, priceless status.

Referring to both the embodied gift as a way of finding redemption and to the recent discipline of archaeology that developed from the practice of natural historians and antiquarians, the wall relief entitled Insignificance (fig. 20) developed from a significant work at Wapping, The Transformers. In Insignificance the bodies are laid out like a map or a dig, reflecting the power and indifference of the natural landscape. The formal relationship refers to the fifteenth-century transi-tombs in which an ornamental representation of the aristocratic deceased is echoed by the cadaver below, reminding the viewer of physical mortality, to which even kings and princesses must succumb.
At the same time the hanging body parts make reference both to the practice of ex-votos and to ancient fragments as a source of knowledge, and this mix of nature and learning offers hope. In her review about the work in progress exhibition of this work, Babette Martini writes that my figures

become more like ‘essays’ on a particular experience, they no longer only look incomplete but they are incomplete or unfinished in the same sense that man keeps developing, even over centuries, adjusting mind and body to new environments and challenges. Thus the fragmented figure becomes a sign for healing and in a sense the disjointed body regains completeness, the limbs become re-attached.9
I am fundamentally a maker of things first and a theorist second. Making objects requires skill and time, and so I do not deeply engage with the demanding level of theoretical discourse that informs many areas of art practice. Perhaps I can compare myself with Baudelaire’s flaneur. I wander through the world of theory and pick up scraps which may be useful to me as a way of extending and developing my practice. 

Through archaeology I am exploring a connection with aspects of ceramic history and imbuing my practice with a level of meaning through psychoanalysis. My interest in the archaic objects that were used in rites of passage connects to contemporary ideas of transformation and individuation through psychoanalytic process.

Because my work is both formed and informed by the ability of the mould to receive an imprint and the interface between negative mould and positive artefact can be seen as a symbol of liminal space, and because I use historic artefacts that are embodiments of ancient social rites as references, I am suggesting that the objects I create can be seen as embodiments of transition and transformation. 

It also seems appropriate that I work in a medium that is not only a transformative material involving the process of firing but also one that occupies a transitional position within contemporary visual culture.
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