Beautiful Terrors
The artists in this group exhibition are living and dealing with a world engaged in an epic
struggle. Overpopulation, rampant consumption, peak oil, global warming, and savvy
terrorists, all seem to have a finger on the doomsday button, while we all hold our breath.
These artists hopefully break the ice; after all, civilisation may hang in a delicate balance, yet
everyone still needs to do the laundry, read about the latest Britney fiasco, and buy more cat
food.
Paranoia and a state of terror can hold a fascinating appeal – the spectacle of a
culture gripped in the what if and what could circumstances of a world seemingly at the
precipice of self-detonation, places society on a hair-splitting continuum that swings wildly
from one extreme to the other. This pedantic and collective urge to find safety and balance
has ironically the opposite effect, often archived and disseminated through ludicrous press
headlines and politicians passing shoddy legislation. Slowly, but surely,
everyday life begins to transform, weighted by the burden of suspicions, fears, and official
requests for heightened awareness.
Recent manifestations of this ‘spectacle of terror’ include the New Zealand
government’s employment of the Terrorism Suppression Act1 to investigate and raid the
remote Maori community of Tuhoe, under the suspicion of terrorist activities2. In Singapore
recently, the escape of terrorist suspect Mas Selamat bin Kastari from a maximum security
prison prompted the city-state’s largest manhunt in history. An official narrative emerged
about the ‘danger of complacency.’ Having put the population on high alert, numerous false
leads poured in, with the country’s main newspaper’s headline reading: “I Think I Saw Mas
Selamat.”3
In retrospect, one has to find the humour in oxymoronic situations such as this
dramatic game of Where’s Wally. Yes, the stakes are very real, but in dealing with tragic and
frightening events, one goes through the compulsory stages of denial, anger, bargaining,
depression, and eventually, acceptance. As a collective society, this process happens much
slower, but there are always individuals looking forward and responding to the moment, as if
the impact of the present has already passed. Generally speaking, they are the people who
crack the first joke at a party.
Theodor Adorno wrote that ‘writing poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,’ and
the interpretation and application of this statement has been vigorously debated.4 The
acceptance of this quote as a basic truth leads to other implied statements, which may be
harder to swallow. For example, that ‘poetry’ (a metonym for literature and the arts) fails in its
functions to convey and transform social reality. It may be argued that a certain kind of poetry
may be barbaric or self-indulgent: one that closes an eye to the world, while painting with the
other.
Yet, a contradiction lingers in this narrow reading of Adorno’s statement – that art cannot
come close to describing the horrors of Auschwitz (here another substitute for genocide,
disaster, etc), but isn’t art a tool to speak about the unspeakable? By implying that art as a
language fails to adequately transpose reality, we are left culturally voiceless in attempts to
remember history and avoid repeating it.
This brings up the issue of how artists and political artworks confront and respond to reality,
and the responsibilities and expectations attached to those artists. Many strategies employed
by politically and socially motivated artists are stuck in the grieving stage of anger and blame:
they highlight an issue and obstinately state what’s wrong with it. The problem with this
strategy is bound in the emotional intensity of didactic work, which fades with time. This work
can also be guilty of preaching to the choir. Perhaps the character of an artist would be
revealed, if faced with the end of the world: would she scream or laugh? The latter option
leads to more creative responses. Following the dropping of atomic bombs on Japan during
WWII, a culture of Apocalyptic fantasies in anime, manga, film, and pop culture spread like
wildfire, its influence still visible in contemporary Japanese art (Takashi Murakami and

Katsuhiro Otomo’s feature film, Akira, immediately come to mind). Whether the visions of
these artists are closer to the realm of screaming or laughing depends on the individual artist,
but one thing is certain: the idea of the world’s obliteration is at once horrifying and engaging.
Terrible and beautiful.
The artists in this group exhibition do not seek to romanticize or indulge in the
aesthetics of terror, yet they are also not afraid to point out inconsistencies, revel in the
foibles, and have a good time. Their responses come from their own views and biases,
offering many particular truths in a personal context, rather than trying to conceive a narrative
of one universal Truth. The exhibition does not seek to heal or simply provide pragmatic
answers. After all, this is an art exhibition – not a peace conference. As Albert Einstein once
said, The fairest thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion
which stands at the cradle of true art and true science.5
Young Sun Han
1 This bill was initially introduced as the Terrorism Bill in April,
2001. Following The 11 September, 2001 attacks on the United States,
it was re-named and heavily altered before officially going into effect on
22 October, 2007.
http://www.police.govt.nz/operation/national/act-info.html
2 This story broke nearly 5 years to the date of the passing of the
controversial Terrorism Suppression Act: ‘Exclusive: Hunters alerted
police to alleged terror camps’ The New Zealand Herald, 15 October,
2005
3 ‘I think I saw Mas Selamat’ The Straits Times, 13 March, 2008
‘Singapore widens hunt for inmate’ Al Jazeera 29 February, 2008
4 Actually, this quote is usually taken out of its full context from its
original publication in Prisms, 1955, MIT Press. (Reprinted London,
1967). Nonetheless, it has offered an interesting point of debate for
many artists and philosophers.
The full excerpt reads:
‘The critique of culture is confronted with the last stage in the dialectic of culture
and barbarism: to write a poem after Auschwitz is barbaric, and that corrodes also
the knowledge which expresses why it has become impossible to write poetry today.’
5 Einstein, Albert. The World as I See It, Secaucus,
New Jersy: The Citadel Press, 1999, p. 5.
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