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Materiality and metamorphosis

Kathy Temin in New Plymouth

The most immediately striking thing about Kathy Temin's exhibition Wall
drawings, objects and videos: made in New Plymouth is the overwhelming
physicality of her wall drawings — their huge scale, the tautness of the
cord elements that extend out on to the floor, the tactility of the bedraggled
furry “parts” and, more subtle, the faintly pencilled outlines and rectilinear
markings. This experience is counterpointed and inverted by the equally
physical process of subtraction involved in Temin's dismantling of a similar
drawing, which forms part of each of the three films included in this
installation. Added to this are the metaphorical bodies of, in and about the
two cabinets which share the space and complicate our experience of

the installation

To go beyond the work's instant appeal, it helps to understand something
of Temin's context and her artistic concerns. Her work — like that of artists
such as Hany Armanious and Mikala Dwyer — can be located in the
“grunge” movement that's so visible in Australia’s art scene at present
and which, it's been suggested, is characterised by "constant referencing
to other art, to popular culture, to film, to the dynamics of exhibition and
display ... recasting artifice and trash, the surfaces of a mass and popular
culture as key references even for 'serious’ work ...."" Temin's wares are
typically made of low-rent materials like synthetic fur and chip board.
They're deliberately scruffy, with crooked seams, dangling threads, gaping
joints and rough edges; and, in her Super-8 films, grainy images and wonky
hand-held camera work. Works or bits of works present themselves like
soft toys in a nightmare — distorted, threatening to disintegrate or to

metamorphose from everyone’s favourite stuffed rabbit or teddy into
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something unspeakable. Yet the menacing and potentially disgusting is

made bearable by the banality and sentimentality of her images (fubsy

ducks, cute owls and penguins, fluffy rabbits), by her homey dressmaking

aesthetic and by her use of soft, decorative and invitingly tactile materials.

Temin's work can also be seen as part of an international feminist
interrogation of the "official version” of American minimalist art of the
sixties.? Her parodic reconstructions of works by Frank Stella (re-cast in
synthetic fur or overlaid with upholstery cord drawings of stylised ducks)
parallel Rachel Lachowicz's cast lipstick versions of Carl Andre's floor pieces
and grid "paintings” constructed from palettes of eyeshadow, or Lucy
Pul's restyling of Donald Judd's metal stacks, (dis)figured with superfluous

hair.

Temin has focused on Stella's striped paintings, exploiting the connotations
of their pinstriped business-suit look. Her use of upholstery cord and
images of cute ducks, derived from found haberdashery items, sets up a
confrontation between Stella’s "impersonal and inflexible composition of
stripes”?, and a range of awkwardly curvaceous forms which are imbued
with the kind of soppy sentimentality that serious art isn't supposed to
tangle with. She's also recycled his stripes in the various furry “parts”,
such as owls" eyes and ducks’ wings. In these works Temin deliberately
constructs a collision of the infantile feminine with the authoritative

masculine.

| have been interested in reworking minimalism so it takes on
the appearance of what it represses — the body, sentiment and

memory.*

The work she's used in her wall drawings — in Made in New Plymouth as
elsewhere — is Tomlinson Court Park. She's turned it through 90 degrees

on to a vertical axis, so that its Chinese box arrangement of rectangles
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may be read as a geometricised and masculine version of central core
imagery. For Temin, however, the appropriation of Stella’s images to her
own project goes beyond their recuperation into the feminine. Her initial
interest was triggered by her discovery that a number of his titles and
notations specifically for his black striped paintings — relate to the
Holocaust (for instance, one work is titled Arbeit macht frei — "work makes
you free” — which was the inscription over the gates of Auschwitz). As
Temin and others have pointed out®, this seems strangely at odds with
his insistence (and the readings of contemporary commentators) that his
painting is "based on the fact that only what can be seen there is there ...

what you see is what you see”"

Die Fahne hoch!, for instance (or The Banner High!, so-called
for its reference to Jasper Johns' flags), contains four quadrants
of stripes in mirror reversals of each other. The paintings are
about nothing but relations, orderly relations, embodied in an
impersonal and inflexible composition of stripes. Like numbers,

they are morally and metaphsically neutral

Temin takes exception to the denial of history and meaning typified by

Lippard's extraordinary reading (Die Fahne hoch! is, in fact, the first line of

a famous Nazi marching song) — and with good reason. Although

persecution of the Jewish race stretches back centuries, itis hard to believe
that modernism's attempts to erase history in the pursuit of the hygienically
new did not in some way facilitate the scale and thoroughness of the
Holocaust.® Temin's reinvention of Stella’s images uses the refusal of
certain kinds of abstract art (Minimalism included) to overtly acknowledge
meaning or representation as a metaphor for the attempt to obliterate

Jewish history and experience.

Temin's noted that Stella’'s “impersonal” stripes remind her of prison

uniforms®, and those of the Jewish concentration camps come inevitably
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to mind. In this context, the juxtaposition of her ducks, owls and penguins
with Stella's sparse geometries invests these bird couples with a wilful
and poignant anthropomorphism. Her use of animals to reference human
emotion and sentiment in relation to this particular subject brings to mind
Art Spiegelman's Maus comix, in which the character Art draws out his
father’'s recollections of life as a Polish Jew during Hitler's reign.
Spiegelman’s Jews are rendered as mice; a sombre transmogrification of
Micky and Minnie, devoid of the buttonnose appeal of Disney's comic
pair, their mouseness is the mark of their Jewishness, the outward sign
of their difference. (Non-Jewish Poles are represented as pigs, Americans

as dogs and the Nazis as cats.)

Spiegelman doesn’t invest animals with human characteristics in an
attempt to reduce their behaviours to human codes of social functioning
and understanding; rather, he uses animal "actors” in order to tell a horrific
human story in @ medium and context that could not otherwise
accommodate it. Temin's approach is more oblique, but there are a number
of connections between her take and Spiegelman’s. One thread that runs
through Spiegelman’s tale is Art's lament over the destruction of his

mother’s diaries. Though Art has his father's memory to draw on, the

disappearance of even a part of the picture is deeply disturbing for him. It

is, of course, the woman's story that has been excised. As well, there's a
correspondence between the inconsistencies of scale we see in Temin's
installation and those in Maus. Here, mice, cats and pigs are all the same
size; and at one point, when Vladek and Anja are in hiding, Vladek reassures
Anja: "Those aren’t rats. They've very small. One ran over my hand before.

They're just mice!”

In Made in New Plymouth the comparisons Temin draws between what
we do to animals and what we do to one another are clear. She sets up

recurrent disjunctions which operate to derange the space and the
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Spearmint problem (New Plymouth)

Home dis-play with legs

relationships of the things in it. Time is unsettled: in Temin's three films
we see her dismantling a wall drawing that could be the one that surrounds
us in the present. Scale and function are unsettled too. For instance, the
giant birds on the walls occupy the same space as standard sized birdboxes
(several of which aren’t birdboxes at all — one's a letterbox, another's a
mouse house). Surprisingly, some of these are housed inside Home dis-
play with legs, where we might expect instead to find stuffed birds. And
is this a display cabinet for one's home — a china cabinet or trophy
cupboard gone seriously awry — or a display of various "homes” which

mimics a museum collection?

Home dis-play with legs is a complex construction. As well as the
birdboxes, it contains a spearmint green fur "Stella”, and a number of other
furred objects, including a strangely ghostly bird head, crested with straggly
white hair. But the things Temin displays aren't simply or easily contained.
They colonise the top of the cabinet, poke messily out through its joints,
are parked underneath. To complicate things even more, she interferes
with our view of her “exhibits” by painting brown biomorphic forms on
the perspex walls of the case. These painted shapes suggest animal

markings and, along with its rickety legs, configure the cabinet as a kind

of body, within which the various objects are accumulated for consumption

of a kind.

Any inclination to see the inhabitants of Home dis-play with legs or
Spearmint problem (New Plymouth) as quirky cuddly toys is swiftly
dispelled by viewing A bird film. The rupture and disorder which infects
the playful candyfloss aspects of Temin's work and which is signalled by
her use of the word "dis-play” is most tellingly explored here. As in her
earlier Art films, images of Temin dismantling a wall drawing of ducks
suggest unravelling, disintegration, peeling skin. This footage is juxtaposed

with images of birds jammed together on perches in an aviary, stuffed




birds in museum displays and storage cupboards, and bins of pet food in
New Plymouth supermarkets. A bird film reminds us of the ways in which
we seek to govern and access to our own interest animal behaviours and
appearances. We're reminded that a stuffed bird in a case is not only a
representation of the living, absent creature but also a corpse. In this
context Temin's fluffy objects and furry "parts” suggest, more than ever,

a kind of soft toy taxidermy.

Temin's work, however, is not polemical art. Nor does it posit art as a
problem-solving device. Its relationship to the matters it touches upon
hovers uneasily and intriguingly between complicity and resistance; and
this is mirrored in our own ambivalent responses to its compelling

materiality
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LIST OF WORKS

Wall drawing with parts 1990-95

haberdashery cord, pencil, synthetic fur, dac

Home o'.'s-pia y with legs 1995

fur, acrylic paint, cord, felt, perspex

Spearmint problem (New Plymouth) 1995

WO

ood, acrylic paint, felt

Anart film 1991-93

black and white Super-8 transferred to video. 7 min

filmed by Kathy Temin and Melissa Rymer

An art film Il 1993
black and white Super-8 transferred to vide

filmed by Kathy Temin and Hany Armanious

A bird film 1995

black and white Super-8 transferred to video. 5 min 30 sec

efrred

filmed by Kathy Temin and Nici von Senger
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