OUTSIDE IN

(Review of Out Art 2001 by Brendan O’Connell, Project, East Essex Street 29 June – 28 July 2001 admission free)

When confronted by the OutArt exhibits at the Project in Temple Bar two main major thoughts occur. First is a sense of disjunction between what are clearly radical political origins in AIDS activism and what the artists now seek to challenge. Second is the sense of threat and in some instances, menace.

Had you been able to approach Marlene McCarty’s work from a greater distance, the subtle changes that take place in the ink drawing of a group of young women lifting a friend would be more powerful. Each wear strange expressions - a combination of shyness and glee. After a minute or so, the clothes they wear become transparent, revealing their bodies in more direct detail. On the wall next to the drawing is an accompanying text which describes a murder of a young women by her friends. It’s a disturbing document and makes the artist’s point about women’s capacity for violence: a view which is underlined when we learn that all of the subjects in the drawing are in fact portraits of young women who have murdered their mothers.

A different sense of menace pervades Virgil Marti’s work Bully Wall Paper (1992). The fluorescent faces from Marti’s elementary school yearbook are repeated around a small room. Some look blankly, some leer, others gawk. ‘How would you like this crew for company’ Marti seems to be saying. It would be interesting if any of the bullies have been identified and asked how they now feel about being the subject of queer art.

Carrie Moyer’s four mixed media works explore the related theme of her growing up in hippie communes. In contrast to the usual way in which the subjects of this era are presented Moyer compacts fragments of the 60s and 70s on top of symbols of female identity, as if to emphasize that all these worthy causes (Patti Hearst, rent strikes) and fantastical experiences (taking to the road, Tibetan mysticism, cannabis) simply smothered her.

 Zoe Leonard’s photographs of rude nature asserting itself against the urban fabric, whether of trees distorting fences or just sexual graffiti, tell a familiar story of estrangement. After all is said and done, in the city, nature still insists we return to it. And looking at the accompanying work of her trip to Alaska she appears to have done just that.

Many of these artists who started on the outside in the streets are now established and successful. But it is an uneasy sense of freedom that they share. As Donald Moffet’s series of minimalist objects attest - gay artists do not have to produce art with a gay subject matter to be valued.

 But as Nathan Blake reports in his catalogue essay it would be wrong to conclude that ‘identity politics and the work informed by them are ‘over’’.  The benefits of activism were and are real enough - our lives would be a lot worse if we had kept or keep quiet. Wit and artistic disruption have been gay strategies since Wilde, however, watching Blake’s video celebration of gluttony was politically obscene. The disjunction continues. 
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