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Chapter Seven

Against Ecological Kitsch
Derek Jarman’s Prospect Cottage Project

Guangchen Chen

Certain environmental discourse bases its critique of human beings’ exces-
sively destructive activities against nature on the idea that the latter is an
inherently undisturbed, balanced, well-organized, and hence ideal state. Hu-
man activities deviate from this state, and returning to it is called for as a
solution of environmental problems,

This basic assumption about nature has been challenged by some theorists
as being purely constructed. With the slogan “ecology without nature,” Tim-
othy Morton asserts that the task of ecocritique is to “thoroughly [examine]
how nature is set up as a transcendental, unified, independent category. Eco-
critique does not think that it is paradoxical to say, in the name of ecology
itself: ‘down with nature!””! Zi¥ek seems to have taken a step further, not
only upholding the more radical banner “ecology against nature,” but urging
us to accept what he calls “second nature” that accommodates human inter-
vention and even the potential massive ecological catastrophe as a basis, an a
priori for future discussions and actions.? Queer ecocriticism, on the other
hand, attempts to subvert any categorization that pins down the order of
things. Noreen Giffney and Myra Hird define it as putting an emphasis “on
fluidity, tiber-inclusivity, indeterminacy, indefinability, unknowability, the
preposterous, impossibility, unthinkability, unintelligibility, meaninglessness
and that which is unrepresentable is an attempt to undo normative entangle-
ments and fashion alternative imaginaries.”3 In Greg Garrard’s words, it
“represents and encapsulates a kind of intellectual Maoism, a perpetual revo-
lution of categories and types.” In a certain sense, Garrard’s formulation
captures a tendency not only in queer ecocriticism, but also common in these
critics. For them “nature” is a conceptualization, an ideology, or at its worst a
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distortion that misinterprets the real state of things and covers its own inner
discontent. But this can potentially be much more than merely a misrepresen-
tation of the true face of nature; it can be misappropriated to be a means of
manipulation. For ZiZek, the conceptualization of ecology is a form of ideol-
ogy that directs our attention away from the real problem and ensures the
perpetuation of nothing other than crimes against nature.

In this sense, concepts like ecology and nature become a comfort zone for
contemporary individuals who can no longer do away with the awareness of
possible ecological catastrophes. They use these concepts as an excuse for
not making any real change; they use them to shield themselves not just from
the academic tendency toward perpetual deconstruction, but also some un-
comfortable aspects of nature. Though I do not mean to justify these concep-
tualizations, 1 do want to stress that the aversion to these aspects arises from
very basic needs, and are commonsensical. That is why intellectual (and
indeed any other kind of) Maoism can never be put into practice without
forcing people to give up their common sense.

I would like to suggest that some of these aversions can be defined as an
ecological kitsch. It analyzes certain characteristics of kitsch as an aesthetic
(and originally exclusively human) category, and by transferring it onto the
sphere of ecology, demonstrates how it can also (mis)represent aspects of
nature in the way it does to human experiences, so as to fulfill ideological
agendas. I hope to show that the language of ecological kitsch mirrors ten-
dencies in people’s attitude toward his or her own body, and that this lan-
guage affects human emotions in a similar way when one positions himself
or herself in today’s environmental issues. As a counterexample, I will dis-
cuss the British film director and artist Derek Jarman’s Prospect Cottage
garden project. By analyzing his work, this chapter explains possible ways of
overcoming ecological kitsch, how a more realistic image can be exposed,
and how a candid but sensible, practical, and not too cruel attitude can be
adopted. 1t also discusses the scope, affect, and limit of representation of
today’s environment, its nuanced relationship with its audience against the
backdrop of wider social and political issues.

KITSCH AND ABJECTION

Kitsch is a tricky concept. It belongs to a curious family of elusive aesthetic
categories (other examples include camp, cursileria, and even chic). Almost
any discussion of such categories has to begin with a search for definition.
What exactly do we mean by kitsch? Oxford English Dictionary’s definition
“art, objects, or design considered to be in poor taste because of excessive
garishness or sentimentality, but sometimes appreciated in an ironic or know-
ing way”¢ follows the line of descriptive criticism but focuses on the inten-
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tions involved. Hermann Broch starts with analysis of kitsch’s stylistic pre-
tension but goes on to highlight its evil morality by comparing it to Anti-
Christ, who “appears like Christ, acts and speaks like Christ but is neverthe-
less Lucifer” (“sieht wie der Christ aus, handelt und spricht wie der Christ
und ist trotzdem Luzifer”).” Theodor Adorno puts his emphasis on ideology

and social function by declaring that kitsch “deceive people about their true.

situation, to transfigure their existence, to allow intentions that suit some
powers or other to appear to them in a fairy-tale glow.”® Many of these
explanations direct us to different fields that do not always link to each other,
and need at least as much explanation for themselves. The diversified ways
of using the term show its exceptionally high degree of evasiveness in mean-
ing. But people in general seem to understand what others are talking about
when the term is mentioned. One seldom provides a distinct abstraction of it,
but instead always enumerates endless examples that allegedly “represent” it.
This fact perfectly fits into Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later theory of language
and meaning: “[f]or a large class of cases—though not for all—in which we
employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is
its use in the language. . . . And the meaning of a name is sometimes
explained by pointing to its bearer.”® In other words, the meaning is condi-
tioned by its use. It is the signified of the name “kitsch” that shapes the
meaning of the word, not the other way round. The word’s intention is
constantly redefined and enlarged, the development of its meaning a dynamic
response to the development of reality, instead of a static reflection of a
norm. In this sense, its etymology—even if one can ever discover it at all—
does not matter anymore,

But one can certainly contradict this line of thinking and argue that in any
case, there must be something immanent in the concept that justifies the
many uses. In this paper I am restricting my use of the word to two meanings.
The first one is the covering of corporeality and mortality, or a deliberate
avoidance of representing the abject. The second is certain kinds of manipu-
lation by the application not only of sensational effects, but also mechanisms
that predict, control, and dictate the audience’s reactions. These two aspects
might not have a coherent, logical link between themselves under the rubric
of kitsch, nor are they necessarily confined to kitsch. Kitsch can still desig-
nate products of consumerism, cheap miniatures of famous touristic sites,
John Martin’s dramatic landscape paintings, or even Gianlorenzo Bernini’s
Ecstasy of Saint Teresa. After all, “the meaning of a word is its use in the
language.”

The first trajectory, the abject, finds a powerful expression in Milan Kun-
dera’s novel The Unbearable Lightness of Being: here the abject is represent-
ed by an object that is both intensely immediate and highly symbolic—
excretion:
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Behind all the European faiths, religious and political, we find the first chapter
of Genesis, which tells us that the world was created properly, that human
existence is good. . . . Let us call this basic faith a categorical agreement with
being, The fact that until recently the word “shit” appeared in print as s--- has
nothing to do with moral considerations, You can’t claim that shit is immoral,
after alll The objection to shit is a metaphysical ong. The daily defecation
session is daily proof of the unacceptability of Creation, Either/or: either shit is
acceptable (in which case don’t lock yourself in the bathroom!) or we are
created in an unacceptable manner. It follows, then, that the aesthetic ideal of
the categorical agreement with being is a world in which shit is denied and
everyone acts as though it did not exist. This aesthetic ideal is called kitsch. 1°

Behind Kundera’s ruthless irony and cruel humor (by juxtaposing relig-
ion, metaphysics and shit) is the emphasis on human beings’ attitude toward
the lower stratum of the body. By extension, the denial of shit as an aesthetic
gesture basically follows the same track as the refusal to accept human mor-
tality: “kitsch is a folding screen set up to curtain off death.”!! This is an
attitude James S. Hans rightly associates with Nietzsche’s statement that
“[w]e possess art lest we perish of the truth,”!2 whereas its opposite is the
attitude to confront/embrace the unacceptable, which is again voiced by
Nietzsche through the motto “amor fati.” 13 Death, when bluntly displayed (as
far as it can be displayed), unveils the abjectness of human existence just like
excretion does; both are about corporeality and its gradual decay and ultimate
decomposition. They point to a common state of human existence that one
feels obliged to cover up in representation, and keep away from everyday
life, so that one does not have to endure the daily reminder of his or her
mortality.

The “denial of shit” makes perfect sense in the context of the abject. In
her reading of Dostoyevsky in Black Sun, Julia Kristeva provides another
helpful clue. Both the characters in The Idiot, and Dostoyevsky himself,
when viewing Holbein’s The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb, experi-
ence a shock that leads to doubts as to Resurrection. In the writer’s own
words, “[e]verything thus depends on this: does one accept saying that every-
thing depends on one’s faith in Christ. If one believes in Christ one also
believes in life eternal.” 14 According to Kristeva, “[alnd yet what forgiveness
can there be, what salvation in the face of the irremediable void of the lifeless
flesh, the absolute solitude of Holbein’s picture? The writer is disturbed, as
he was before the corpse of his first wife in 1864.”15 In this sense, excretion,
the body and death all bear the same name—the “abject” “[t]hese body
fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life withstands, hardly and with
difficulty, on the part of death. There, I am at the border of my condition as a
living being. My body extricates itself, as being alive, from that border.”16
The corpse is unapproachable because it is sacred and at the same time in
need of being separated from our everyday life.
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In this formulation, the beliefs in Christ and life eternal, namely, what
Kundera calls “categorical agreement of being,” have a fundamental incom-
patibility with the body. Religious beliefs need not concern us here, but when
they are transformed into an aesthetic attitude, they become kitsch. It reso-
nates not only in artistic judgment, but also on a social and political dimen-
sion which I will discuss later in the paper. But now I would like to transfer
the abject as a trope to the sphere of nature by following the common prac-
tice of comparing the ecological system to the human body. If excretion
poses a challenge to the philosophical, religious, political, and aesthetic val-
ues for human beings, then by analogy the problem of trash and recycling
also causes a similar challenge for the values we have read into nature. It can
serve as an effective attack on what Zizek calls the “ideological investment”
of ecology. 7 One of the mechanisms he identifies in this investment is “the
temptation of meaning.” It is a tendency to make sense of natural events that
are often cruel and chaotic, defying any possible rationale conceivable by
humans. By so doing, we are forcefully bringing nature into our own system
of signification,

Excretion is a powerful tool that helps disturb the universe of kitsch
because of two reasons. First, it is devoid of meaning in any philosophical or
religious system. Second, it causes a repulsive effect on us that is both
physical and psychological, both having been explained by the idea of the
abject. It is reminiscent of the sheer physicality and bodily decomposition. It
tears an embarrassing hole in our ongoing quest for meaning. Analogously,
trash can be regarded as excretion in the ecological system. Fossils that are
turned into oil are themselves a result of inconceivable and meaningless
natural catastrophe. Were it not because of industrialization, oil would have
meant something totally different or nothing at all. Nature produces surplus
and indigestible materials that do not necessarily fit into an overarching
scheme sanctioned by an industrial society.

Were there an agency, a perceiving subject that governs the ecological
system, it may or may not have a similar “abject” aversion to these natural
excretions—this we do not know. Now thanks to capitalism as a driving
force behind mass human intervention in the ecological system, the defini-
tion of nature is no longer what it used to be. Now we have to take into
consideration the excessive production that disturbs the pre-industrial chain
of distributions in nature. Trash is indigestible excess; even with its origin in
human activities, it has become part of the updated version of nature. Being
part of this system, we live side by side with nature’s “excretion” as such.

Looking at trash as manmade objects that were once in our everyday life
and that now become residues in the environment can produce an uncomfort-
ably uncanny sensation. They are both familiar and strange. They used to be
so much part of our lives that we paid barely any attention to them. Now
what makes them seem uncanny is their being out of context. They still retain




122 Against Ecological Kitsch

their familiar appearances, but do not belong to anywhere, and cannot be
assimilated by any system, Just like excretion for human beings, trash plays
the embarrassing role in the environment that renders any quest for a mean-
ing futile. It becomes the new reality of nature; thus Zizek rightly says that
“[c]oming to terms with trash is our problem today.” 18

Despite ZiZek’s well-grounded pessimism in the unrepentant nature of
capitalism, his proposal in the filmed interview Ecology might seem politi-
cally regressive. But his point is well taken in the realm of aesthetics, which
does not always immediately turn to activism.

DEREK JARMAN AND HIS GARDEN

The practice of making art with ready-made objects goes back not only to
Marcel Duchamp, but at least to cabinets of curiosities. More recent incarna-
tions include Pop art and Bricolage. Derek Jarman’s garden sculpture is
another example. What makes it especially relevant in the present discussion
is its ecological awareness and its mode of expression with which Jarman
manages to elude a kitsch artistic language.

Jarman was born in 1942 in Northwood, Middlesex. He studied English,
History, and History of Art at King’s College London, then painting and
stage design at the Slade School of Fine Art, University College London, in
the 1960s. He started making films in the 1970s, debuting with the already
mature masterpiece Sebastiane, His other feature films include Jubilee
(1977), The Tempest (1979), The Angelic Conversation (1985), Caravaggio
(1986), The Last of England (1988), War Requiem (1989), The Garden
(1990), Edward II (1991), Wittgenstein (1993) (based on a script written by
Tetry Eagleton but heavily revised by Jarman), and Blue (1993). Besides his
career as a film director, Jarman was also a painter, designer, writer, outspok-
en gay rights activist, and a diligent gardener.

Jarman’s brilliant career as a filmmaker and designer was impaired by
illness. In December 1986, he was diagnosed as HIV positive. In 1994, at the
age of 52, he died of an AIDS-related illness in London. Around the time
when he became aware of his illness, he purchased the Prospect Cottage in
Dungeness, Kent, England, and began to cultivate the garden. The activity
was to last until his death, In the meantime, he wrote journals documenting
his public life as a prominent filmmaker, as well as intimate details of his
private life. The journals from January 1, 1989, to September 3, 1990, are
collectively published as Modern Nature. Alongside the chronicle of the
author’s painstaking efforts in building the garden was his acute and undis-
guised awareness of the ever developing illness and approaching death. Il1-
ness seems to have forced him to be unusually attentive to his corporeality,
which in turn heightens, but never distorts, his experience of nature, The
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growth of the garden and the deterioration his health unfold themselves vis-
a-vis each other, in the very same intriguing setting. Just as one can read the
book as an autobiography graced with nature writing, it is equally valid to
read it as nature writing with constant intervention of the author’s voice.

On the other hand, he also wrote a book entitled Derek Jarman’s Garden
with extensive illustrations alongside descriptions in diary style, concentrat-
ing on the garden and its plants, This book is mainly an account and com-
mentary of his gardening experience. Illness is mentioned only in passing
and almost euphemistically.

What heightens the ecological theme of these projects is Prospect Cot-
tage’s setting. Considering the fact that he lived here for eight years until his
death, he obviously regarded the place as ideal. But we can only speculate
the reason why Jarman chose this unlikely location. The fact that the journals
are full of humor and gentle irony, as is typical of Jarman’s style, makes it all
the more ambiguous.

In Jarman’s partner Keith Collins’s account, the encounter between Jar-
man and Prospect Cottage was somewhat arbitrary and accidental. The ac-
count barely explains why the entire romance between the filmmaker and the
garden happened at all. But the connection goes deeper than the seeming
arbitrariness this narrative seems to suggest. The January 1, 1989, entry in
the opening page of Modern Nature reads as follows,

There are no walls or fences. My garden’s boundaries are the horizon. In this
desolate landscape the silence is only broken by the wind, and the gulls squab-
bling round the fishermen bringing in the afternocn catch.

The view from my kitchen at the back of the house is bounded to the left by the
old Dungeness lighthouse, and the iron grey bulk of the nuclear reactor—in
front of which dark green broom and gorse, bright with yellow flowers, have
formed little islands in the shingle, ending in a scrubby copse of sallow and
ash dwarfed and blasted by the gales.

In the middle of the copse is a barren pear tree that has straggled for a century
to reach ten feet, . . 19

It is clear from the start that he fully acknowledged the barrenness of the
land and its starkly contrasting symbolism. These passages’ opaque but ob-
jective tone, however, is somewhat in harmony with Jarman’s description of
Dungeness’s environment. He tended to withhold his own opinion and feel-
ing of the landscape. This is different from his often affectionate tone in
which he talked about the plants he so carefully looked after in his garden.
One could interpret such reservation and opaqueness as a well-disguised and
articulated implication of ecophobia,

However, he later revealed a bit more about his intention to justify his
decision:
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When I came to Dungeness in the mid-eighties, I had no thought of building a
garden. It looked impossible: shingle with no soil supported a sparse vegeta-
tion . ..

I decided to.stop there; after all, the bleakness of Prospect Cottage was what
had made me fall in love with it. At the back I planted a dog rose. Then I found
a curious piece of driftwood and used this, and one of the necklaces of holey
stones that I hung on the wall, to stake the rose. The garden had begun, 20

Indeed, Jarman built his Arcadia on a wonderland with a strange combi-
nation that was possible only in modern time. Although seemingly barren,
Dungeness is of enormous ecological significance. It has a large shingle
beach, nourishing a remarkable variety of plants, birds, and insects. It is
home to a diversity of plants, invertebrate communities, and birdlife. The
flooded gravel pits provide an important refuge for many migratory and
coastal bird species. But at the same time, the natural environment is supple-
mented by an industrial transformation on a very large scale to present an
almost post-apocalyptic picture. Here is the site of two nuclear power sta-
tions, two experimental military defense structures, and the world's first sub-
marine oil pipelines. As the Dungeness National Nature Reserve website puts
it, “Dungeness, a strange land of extremes, one of the most valuable and yet
vulnerable nature conservation sites in Great Britain,”?!

The location symbolizes a post-modern vision of nature. Perhaps the most
ironical phenomenon in Dungeness is an area known as “the patch”: the
waste hot water and sewage from the Dungeness nuclear power stations are
pumped into the sea through two outfall pipes, enriching the biological pro-
ductivity of the sea bed and attracting seabirds from miles around. The two
nuclear power stations were built in 1965 and 1983, respectively. They are
now within a wildlife reserve that is declared a “Site of Special Scientific
Interest.”

It was against such a setting that Prospect Cottage flourished under Jar-
man’s care, The deliberateness in his choice of the location seems to indicate
that he wanted to make the unfriendly envirenment an integral part of the
garden project. As his friend Howard Sooley notes, “You can't take life for
granted in Dungeness: every bloom that flowers through the shingle is a
miracle, a triumph of nature. Derek knew this more than anyone.”? And in
his own words, . . . after all, the bleakness of Prospect Cottage was what had
made me fall in love with it [...] I saw it as a therapy and a pharmaco-
poeia.” 23

Therefore, if anyone approaches Jarman’s project expecting something
like a Romantic version of nature, he or she would very likely be disap-
pointed. This was made clear by Jarman in a conversation with the sculptor
Maggi Hambling, from which the book derived its title:
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I was describing the garden to Maggi Hambling at a gallery opening. And said
Tintended to write a book about it.

She said: “Oh, you’ve finally discovered nature, Derek.”

“I don’t think it’s really quite like that,” I said, thinking of Constable and
Samuel Palmer’s Kent.

“Ah, T understand completely. You’ve discovered modern nature.””24

Jarman was ready to open up his garden to admit the larger environment
into its picture, instead of taming, appropriating it, or fending it off. There is
a difference between the two gardens locating in front of and behind the
cottage, indicating a division of public and private life. The front garden was
organized in a symmetric, formal style, while the back garden was designed
in a free manner. Not having a fence, the back garden naturally fades into
wilderness, including rather than excluding the nuclear power stations in its
picture. This was indeed a highly realistic, albeit also symbolic, portrait of
the environment in which Jarman was living.

Furthermore, Jarman seemed to have taken into account the aforemen-
tioned “abjectness” of this modern version of nature. He allowed the environ-
ment to determine the style of the garden, which was by no means classical
or natural, but was unashamed of displaying its artificiality. Not without a
sense of irony, he took casually whatever he chanced upon in the area and
turned them into art, maybe as a tribute to Nietzsche’s “amor fati.” There was
no judgment passed onto whatever he came across. Instead, one only notices
humor and artistic sensitivity that dismantled the brutally apocalyptic image
of Dungeness:

In the Second World War they thought the Germans might land at Dungeness,
so the area was mined and anti-tank fencing put up. One day I found one of the
fence posts, its shaft curled into loops for threading barbed wire, with one end
twisted into a giant corkscrew to penetrate the shingle. Then I began to find
them all over, Turned upside-down and formed into pyramids, they make good
climbing frames for the plants, 23

Perhaps nothing better demonstrates how Jarman interpreted his modern
nature than the sculptures in the garden. They were almost entirely made of
recycled materials that he gathered from around the area. Rubbles, bricks,
broken tiles were converted into garden arts. Jarman first noticed that rubble
could become a friendly niche for the local plants: “[b]efore, the people who
cared took their rubbish home—now it is left to blow everywhere. But the
rubble and brick and broken tiles do introduce some flowers.”26 Then he
began to weave them into the texture of his garden and make them an artistic
whole. He collected stones of all shapes, many of which with holes, and
threaded them into necklaces, or put them together with irons and woods.
Christopher Lloyd notices the “[c]hains, anchors, a hook, wartime fence
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posts, with one end in a spiral for the threading of barbed wire.”?’ Jarman
also erected obelisk-like stones on sands, assembled garden forks in unex-
pected ways. In this way, he seemed to try to contain the abject, unharmoniz-
able and the fragmentary aspects of the environment.

These garden artifices also provided havens for all kinds of plants, which
indulged themselves in occupying any possible space and flourished uninhib-
itedly. It was a strange mixture of the natural and the industrial, which now
formed the most up-to-date version of “nature.” These sculptures connected
the garden with the landscape not only by integrating the plants that grew on
it, but also through the use of objects that were almost exclusively found in
the area. However, they also retained a sense of alienation in that these
materials were produced, used, and then abandoned, a symptom of industrial
society. They constantly reminded the viewer of the fact that nature had been
irreversibly altered, and the boundary between the natural and the artificial
was impossible to define, if not entirely dissolved. In this way Jarman put the
plants in a dynamic dialogue to these industrial objects rather than surrender-
ing one to another. To embrace the nature of modern time is to give up the
binary opposition between the natural and the artificial; to acknowledge the
true face of nature is to admit its very opposite—its negation,

On close examination, they displayed the very uncanny character that was
typical of the abject. With its objet trouvé style, they had no pretense of
covering up their materiality as used objects that had not been, or could not
be, recycled; they were excrements of the environment. Looking at them
would be like confronting, with disgust, some memento mori from our lives,
full of dirt and signs of decay, stigma of mortality of the body. What contrib-
uted most to their disturbingly uncanny effect was perhaps the fact that these
used objects had now lost all frames of reference. They were outcast that
could not be appropriated in any system of meaning. What made it worse was
that they helplessly remained in the environment, never having any hope of
getting out. ,

Zi%ek talks about treating trash as an aesthetic object on an elementary
level: “a true ecologist should not admire pure nature, trees and so on, which
are there before we use them and that can still be part of our technological
exploitative universe., The true spiritual change is to develop, if you want, a
kind of emotional attachment to, or to find meaning in, useless objects.”28
The example he gives is the Romantic ruins. But Jarman’s sculptures are
better examples than ZiZek could have envisioned.

CURIOSITY VS. KITSCH

At the beginning of this essay I spoke of two meanings of kitsch. Now I
would like to tumn to the second meaning: a mechanism that aims at manipu-
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lating the viewer’s emotional reactions. I have interpreted Jarman’s sculp-
tures in the light of the abject. But there is a fundamental difference between
the abject in itself and the artistic representation of it. The representation as
such has a tendency to shock, upset, and offend the viewer. The offense can
be either political or religious, and depends heavily on its context. For exam-
ple, works like Piero Manzoni’s Merda d'artista that is (supposedly) made of
tins filled with feces, aim at disgusting the viewer, whereas the use of human
corpses and dead fetuses in artworks like Zhu Yu’s Pocket Theology is con-
sidered not only degenerate, obscene, and cruel, but also politically threaten-
ing. On the other hand, Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ, a photograph depicting
a small plastic crucifix submerged in a glass of the artist's urine, targets
religion. All these works share the common insulting language that produces
an effect very close to the aesthetic category of the sublime. It can be under-
stood as a reaction against another category—the beautiful.

In the classic formulation of these two concepts—Edmund Burke’s 4
Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beau-
tiful, we learn that Burke defines the beautiful in relation to pleasure, and the
sublime in relation to pain and fear. The sublime subordinates and overpow-
ers the subject by a disproportionate vastness that far exceeds the subject’s
grasp, and excites fear. This also plays a key role in art that conveys an
environmental concern, for example, Hollywood disaster movies, or art-
works that bluntly expose environmental traumas caused by irresponsible
human activities. And now we can also add artworks that focus on the abject-
ness of the ecological system.

The beautiful is the opposite. It is characterized by balanced proportion
and scale between the perceiving subject and the object. The subject is in a
somewhat privileged position where it can comfortably accommodate and
appropriate the object within its own scale, and enjoy a familiar, homely,
secure, and stable feeling, In environmental art, it comes close to that kind of
touristic vignettes which reduce nature to cozy objects of commodification.

But the ecological sublime or abject approach may not be a better alterna-
tive. These artworks are not only deliberately shocking and disgusting, but
also carry a very strong expression that directly engages the viewer on a
psychological and even physical level; both are the most private aspect of
one’s experience. In this way the “appreciation” of these artworks becomes
pathological. The viewer’s reaction would be inevitably predictable. This is
the sublime at its most abject moment. The artist who utilizes such a lan-
guage occupies a position similar to the inspection house of a panopticon. He
or she can observe and predict the viewer’s feelings, then effectively direct
him or her to a certain ideology; they are manipulators of feelings, inspectors
of our private lives, and potentially dangerous tyrants. Kitsch is no stranger
to totalitarianisms from Nazism to Communism, who are all great manipula-
tors of this kind. And if we accept the fact that emotional manipulation is
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another facet of kitsch, then these sublime and shocking artworks, by chal-
lenging the beautiful, fall from one type of kitsch into another.

A third altemative is found again in Burke’s treatise. In the opening
chapter, Burke picks up “novelty” and “curiosity” as a step toward what for
him are obviously the more significant aesthetic categories. But I would like
to contest the valorization of the beautiful and the sublime over the curious in
the context of the abject—kitsch and environmental art.

In Burke’s account,

[t)he first and the simplest emotion which we discover in the human mind, is
Curiosity. By curiosity, I mean whatever desire we have for, or whatever
pleasure we take in, novelty, [...] curiosity is the most superficial of all the
affections; it changes its object perpetually, it has an appetite which is very
sharp, but very easily satisfied; and it has always an appearance of giddiness,
restlessness, and anxiety, Curiosity, from its nature, is a very active principle;
it quickly runs over the greatest part of its objects, and soon exhausts the
variety which is commonly to be met with in nature; the same things make
frequent returns, and they return with less and less of any agreeable effect. In
short, the occurrences of life, by the time we come to know it a little, would be
incapable of affecting the mind with any other sensations than those of loath-
ing and weariness, if many things were not adapted to affect the mind by
means of other powers besides novelty in them, and of other passions besides
curiosity in ourselves,2?

This passage outlines some interesting characteristics of curiosity as a
particular state of mind. Stumbling upon the ready-made curiosities in nature,
our minds become active, exhaustive, indiscriminate, fleeting, changeable,
giddy, and restless. When repeated, curious objects cease to be novel, and
become their own negation. They would soon 'weary and ultimately numb
our minds, thus exhausting its power. For Burke, curiosity is not only a
preliminary step, but a primitive stage; we seek new types of curiosities for a
while, but ultimately we will need to use pain or pleasure to sustain our
passions. -

But for me curiosity is a state of in-betweenness that we do not have to
leave. It is suspension, undecidedness, middle ground. It is not quite grasp-
able not because of its vastness, but because of its instability and elusiveness.
It can be found in nature, but it either is in constant transition, or slightly
deviates from the norm that one would expect of nature, thus making itself
uncanny. In terms of emotional response, curious artworks make it possible
for us to avoid the perils of both the beautiful and the sublime.

Here lies the significance of Jarman’s sculptures and his garden project.
There is a sense of arbitrariness, playfulness, and irony in these works. They
defy both traps precisely by following the vein of curiosity. There is indeed
abjectness here, but no strong expression that incites pathological disgust.
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His project suspends judgment, and helps us do the same. His approach can
be regarded as a combination of abject art and curiosity. Its abjectness blunt-
ly exposes the reality of today’s environment; but its language of curiosity
eludes the temptation of emotional manipulation.

CONCLUSION: THE LIMIT OF REPRESENTATION

Art that aims at shocking the audience no longer retains the effect it used to
have. A democratic, market-oriented society has picked all its thorns, and
safely secured this type of art’s place within its system. Ironically, the very
fact that such a challenge as Merda d’artista and Piss Christ is possible at all,
that such a provocative act is not banned, but allowed to come into being so
as to cause controversy and be criticized, already diminishes its power. This
is especially the case in today’s democratic society: Piss Christ might indeed
hurt certain people’s feelings. But it is not dangerous; it would never lead to a
coup d'état or any profound and radical change, no matter socially or politi-
cally because in a society that acknowledges free speech, art takes up far less
burden than in a totalitarian society. The democratic society already has an
effective built-in mechanism to ensure that certain “scandalous art” exists,
yet poses no threat to the system, but actually contributes to the overall
impression that this system really encourages free speech. We also should
not forget that such artworks have a ruthless and persistent moral imperative
that requires their viewers to conceptually leave the comfort zone. And by so
doing they become as cruel and unrealistic as Maoism, and will end up being
highbrow, idealizing, and narcissistic solipsism.

At worst, both a democratic and a totalitarian state would still be happy to
make use of it for their own sake when necessary, because it always has its
impacts that can help—to borrow Adorno’s formulation again—“deceive
people about their true situation, to transfigure their existence, to allow inten-
tions that suit some powers or other to appear to them in a fairy-tale glow,”30
and delay any real change in, for example, the way we deal with the environ-
ment.

This is at least one of the reasons why neither touristic miniatures of
nature, nor disaster movies, nor abject art manages to stage a coup and cause
real changes in environmental issues. The politics of representation becomes
a problem that we need to consider before proceeding to talk about what kind
of art can help us bring forth changes. Jarman’s garden project certainly has
not achieved this goal, either, No one would believe that his art can effect
any practical change. And indeed it is highly unlikely that this was Jarman’s
intention. But at least it questions, unsettles, and dismantles the status quo in
a gentle way, treats the viewers as individuals, respects their individual abil-
ities to sense rather than imposing a predetermined stimulus-response struc-




130 Against Ecological Kitsch

ture, and leaves them with ample space to reflect. By refraining from manip-
ulation, Jarman’s work reminds us that even with good intention, environ-
mental art should not allow itself to fall victim to kitsch.
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