The Rings of Saturn

Depression, spleen, melancholy appear to be some kind of anti-values for the contemporary artist. These concepts definitely seem relegated to a very old-school vision of the creative outburst. The 20th century has set its own priorities, all very remote to the narcissistic introspection typical of the 19th century. The

very logical and anti-romantic ambitions of the modernist project, the analytic articulation of the postmodern discourse, the stuffing of gender and political questions straight into art, the efficiency of the 90’s punchy cynical attitude all seem to result in making melancholy look like a decorative pose, an accessory,

useless to any authentic hardcore art making.  Becoming more and more structured, the art world could not hamper itself with states of mind such as

anxiety, sadness and feverishness, altogether vague and sharp, confusing and concise, hypersensitive and unspeakable. On the contrary, provided that communicating to a wider scope implied being close to transparency, everything had to be synthesised and communal, easy to share on the basis of a more

common and popular culture.

Robbie Williams claimed he was happy to live in a country (the United States) where ‘depression’ had been invented and raised to the status of a ‘key’ word. This was in an interview he gave in the late 90s, in which he meticulously described each of his mental disorders. His predecessor, Damien Hirst, was also

very comfortable in revealing his personal deviances to the press, but his work was never melancholic or depressed, in spite of its morbid themes.  Despite these loud confessions and depression becoming, as a topic, a favourite in French talk shows, I haven’t detected any decisive signs that melancholy was to be fashionable again in art. It seems to be quite repressed these days. Apart from this bunch of guys in Stirling. They are an essential material researching

the extreme mutability of this feeling called depression.

In 1981, Catherine Deneuve was iconic as a depressed and abandoned woman staring at her garden.  The words of the song Serge Gainsbourg had written especially for her would soon be revealed as true:  “Dépression au dessus du jardin / J’ai l’impression que c’est la fin / Je te sens soudain / Tellement

lointain”. It is not only the premonitory aspect of these lyrics (Serge Gainsbourg left her soon after) that make her interpretation so striking, but her low, nearly extinguished voice, singing (pronouncing would be a more appropriate term) the words as if she had forgotten their initial meaning. Nothing is really emphasised in her interpretation, but nothing is repressed either; it is just truly sad, with no effects. And you suspect she will be contemplating her garden season after season, until the end of time. Misery.

Maurice Doherty’s focus on a Hula Hoop performance seems motivated by a similar type of mood: being truly absorbed by the cyclic nature of a movement, contemplating it as a very passive viewer and enjoying this particular position. Unlike Deneuve, who is looking at some unavoidable and extremely slow natural

process, Doherty is examining something that could be interrupted at any moment and is very quick, despite the performer’s extraordinary capacities. Deneuve and Doherty are both nodding at something quite abstract, but loaded with melancholy. This way of being sunk into the viewing of a generic movement, along with the fascination it can raise in a troubled soul, soon degenerates into a feeling close to spleen. Unsurprisingly if you consider Gainsbourg’s poetical in. uences - the great trio Baudelaire-Rimbaud-Verlaine - many of his songs are imbued with a typically Baudelairian spleen. But it is also funny to remember how trendy this word: spleen, along with a large amount of English words such as Hula Hoop, G-I and smart, was in France during the fifties and the Nouvelle Vague years (Gainsbourg also paid tribute to this linguistic phenomenon with Comic Strip, for instance). Spleen at this time, was a chic and intelligent

melancholia, the kind of melancholia Anna Karina has to face when walking on the beach in Pierrot Le Fou, and yelling: “Qu’est ce je peux faire? Chais pas quoi faire!” It was also during the 50s and 60s that Europe became familiar with valium and anti depressants. And the Hula Hoop, of course.

The most interesting among all of the depressed and hypochondriac characters in XIXth century French literature has to be the Duc Des Esseintes. Depicted by Belgian writer JK Huyssmans in the novel A rebours (Against Nature in the English version), Des Esseintes is a young and loaded aristocrat, bored to death and disgusted by society, who decides to leave Paris for an austere life in a deserted hamlet. His mental disorder, compared to the nostalgic, contemplative spleen we examined just before, is of a drastically different nature.  Des Esseintes’ hypochondria drives him to periods of dangerous over activity alternated with stages of total aphasia. As a remedy, he throws himself into the highly sophisticated decoration of his country house, but no one apart from himself will admire the magnificent result of the undertaking. Even his servants are persona non grata in the house, and obliged to pass him food through hatches and underground tunnels.

Mick Peter’s charisma has a lot to do with Des Esseintes’ manic-depressive personality. Peter’s creativity and spontaneous ability to go far beyond the frontiers of bourgeois good taste resembles Des Esseintes’ taste for the peculiar and sublime, and his violent rejection of the middle classes’ fashions and trends. Peter’s brutal and rude sculptural methods connect him to the likes of Martin Kippenberger and Franz West, who I always imagined as some deviant and egocentric country squires. Peter’s identity is divided, torn between the psyche of an urbane aristocrat and that of a bumpkin. He shows similar symptoms of a scattered state in his relation to time. His figurative creations often emerge from contradictory time layers, as if erected from some underground museum of random objects. This might be the sign of a healthy disrespect towards

objects and anything too static. If forced to keep still, Peter would quickly plunge into complete apathy.  In his case fidgeting is a recovery method and should be encouraged.

There is a Kierkegaardian vibe in Owen Piper’s work and it probably has to do with the way he endorses his own melancholy. He is never complaisant towards it. On the contrary, with his morose moods, Piper experiences the type of culpability only derisive minds can be capable of, and turns them into something

restrained and significant, if not logical.  His use of simplified procedures, his rejection of effects, his taste for simple, even innocuous materials and neutral colours (there’s hardly any colour in Piper’s works) make his approach altogether diabolically synthetic and sympathetic towards its audience. Figuration disappears in Piper’s work, but in any case it is to favour a neat formalism. His works are like minimal experiences, albeit pretty mental, too. In my opinion,

this is the sign of a very deep depression. Piper’s work certainly engages the body, (and this might be an encouraging point in the process of his recovery) but only on a very tenuous basis. Kierkegaard wrote:  “I feel like doing nothing. I don’t feel like riding. It’s too much movement. I don’t feel like walking. It is too tiring.”

His Saloon Doors, for instance, are not suggesting much more than an eventual passage from one point to another, and the arrival point is actually very close to the departure point, in particular when you can clearly see the arrival point from the departure point, if you see what I mean. The absence of surprise or novelty is one of the slightly pessimistic aspects of this piece. Of course there can be a lot of entertainment in the way a man, after tethering his horse, spectacularly walks through some nicely decorated saloons doors. But still. There was never any hint of true optimism in John Wayne’s eyes. My favourite westerns are sad. Monty Cliff is beautifully moving in The Red River, the most melancholic western of all.

When Johnny Knoxville dashes from the top of a Californian hill, his feet roped to a skateboard, he is executing a Sisyphean figure of great classicism. David Sherry was far less sportive when he repeatedly and vainly tried to catch his bus, only to change his mind immediately after, but the spirit was identical. Buster

Keaton’s repeated or endless falls are other examples of this inclination. Or Bruce Nauman’s loop videoTorture Clown, showing three clowns inde. nitely repeating the same dialogue: “the night was dark and stormy, three men were sitting around a fire, one of the men says: tell us a story, Jack”. The difference with Bruce Nauman is he never meant to be entertaining, despite his use of clowns. I’m not quite sure what David Sherry’s intentions were. But I’m convinced all these absurd enterprises are symptomatic of an intense nihilism.  Nevertheless, if a superficial examination might conclude David’s case is the most preoccupying of all, he is in fact making very constructive efforts to fight his depression. His engagement toward the everyday and the urban fabric, his revisiting of simple gestures seems to be proving its efficiency in the recovery process.  In his work, David incorporates a sense of humanity that contradicts his nihilist intuitions. His videos and drawings are fragile and clumsy, not quite funny, engaging. They have an interesting and ambiguous relation to the efficiency usually found in comical effects.

Bourvil was a French comedy actor and singer, very popular during the 60s. He had a long nose, big feet and a drawling and chaotic voice. In his films, he was the sort of guy who would bump into everything, blush to excess, and fall in love very easily. His British equivalent could be Rodney in Only Fools And Horses, though Rodney is a bit too young. Bourvil has always been more moving than hilarious. His very sweet sense of humour can make you feel like crying and laughing at the same time. His last role was in a French thriller, directed by Jean Pierre Melville, Le cercle rouge. It is probably the darkest film of the Nouvelle Vague, and it is Bourvil’s darkest role. He is fascinating as a taciturn and lonely cop, depressed to death. Le cercle rouge is a desperate film, in which characters are exclusively men who rarely talk to each other and have no issue and no hope. Soon after this film, in which he perfectly played his unique “serious”

role (much better, some said, that any of his comic interpretations) Bourvil died. It is a sad story, like this strange thing with The Misfits actors, Marylin Monroe, Clark Gable and Montgommery Cliff, who died or collapsed after the shooting of the film, all in a very bad mental state. Thankfully, The Rings of Saturn is an art exhibition.
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