HYSTERIA, LAUGHTER AND A SENSE OF SERIOUSNESS

With: Monika Baer – Anne-Lise Coste – Ann Craven – Nicole Eisenman – Ida Ekblad – Gabríela Fridriksdóttir – Ellen Gronemeyer – Elke Krystufek – Dawn Mellor – Lucy Stein – Michelle Ussher

An exhibition project in two parts conceived by Mareike Dittmer and Raphael Gygax / Realized by Karma International and Galerie Gregor Staiger, Zurich

Memories of a conversation in winter of 2009, which lead to this beautiful exhibition. 

We were talking about painting. Terms like sarcasm, hysteria, “Bad Painting” came up; we discussed the relationship between painting and tradition. There were keywords like expectations, material, abstraction and image structure. The market was another important topic. First artists that came to mind: Dawn Mellor and Monika Baer. More names joined in: Anne-Lise Coste, Ann Craven, Nicole Eisenman, Ida Ekblad, Gabriela Fridriksdottir, Ellen Gronemeyer, Elke Krystufek, Lucy Stein, Michelle Ussher. In alphabetical order, of course. Why are there only female painters involved? Coincidence? Hardly. Has anyone ever questioned it when there were only men featured in an exhibition? Rarely. Our intention was not to distribute labels, but to find common approaches, questions and points of reference. Painting as a means to break rules, using doubt as a form of understanding the world, and using humor as the rapier of the paint-box. Also: painting as an open act of aggression, brandishing the pallet knife and showing teeth. Complicated and diverging in depiction and thought, then again in deceptive simplicity. At times drifting into the grotesque. Sketching a counter world to truth and beauty, a world of the strange, the other, beyond order and borders. As Maria Lassnig writes in her diary: “The pictures should rather be penetrating than elegant.”

Keyword hysteria. Is it not the clinical picture of “much-ado-about-nothing”, the constant regeneration of symptoms in an infinite loop that is happening in a void of air? Are we indeed pathologizing a number of women artists here? Well. In her study The Knotted Subject: Hysteria and Its Discontents (1998), Elisabeth Bronfen suggests taking this “nothing” and the flexible self-images very seriously, and understanding them as a language that allows the subject to express personal as well as cultural discomfort.
 It is not about a gender-specific term of hysteria, either, that understands all symptoms as an expression of an unsatisfied female sexual desire, but brings to mind that Freud initially defined traumatic, not sexual causes for hysteria; that way this conversion of mental anxiety can be interpreted into a somatic system as the staging of a coded message. The hysterical person declares his or her vulnerability – the vulnerability of the symbolic (the fallibility of the paternal law and social bonds); the vulnerability of identity (the insecurity of gender, ethnic or class affiliations); and – possibly most of all – the vulnerability of the body in light of one’s own alterability and mortality.

The conversation continues, and therefore its references and points of reference endure as well. The exhibition depicts an intermediate result, gives no ready-made answers but provokes questions on the subject of painting and the painter, on the importance of tradition and rupture, on role models and their absence, on what humor can do in a sideways movement, and where it changes direction to a full frontal attack.
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