Will it bloom?

Cindy Wright

 11 December 2016 – 14 January 2017

 “ (…) That corpse you planted last year in your garden,

“Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year?

“Or has the sudden frost disturbed its bed?

“Oh keep the Dog far hence, that’s friend to men,

“Or with his nails he’ll dig it up again! (…)”

In his epic poem ‘The Waste Land’, written in 1922, T.S. Eliot reflects on the crisis that came with the loss of moral and cultural identity after the first world war. The themes of trauma, death, disillusionment and societal degeneration are structured around a timeless story: that of the vegetation and fertility myth, linked to seasonal cycles and the regeneration of plant, animal, and human life. For Eliot’s protagonist, any rebirth reminds him of death and vice versa; in the end, is not the soil out of which the spring plants grow composed of the decayed leaves of earlier plants? 

Cindy Wright’s (°1972, lives and works in Antwerp) large-scale oil-paintings and charcoal drawings play at exactly this intersection between beauty and decay. Her moody still lifes place themselves in the vanitas tradition of the Flemish and Dutch Old Masters of the 16th century, as she often selects inanimate objects from the natural world as her subjects. Still, Wright merely ‘experiments with history’ and her compositions include, besides archetypical, dense symbols such as the human skull, references to contemporary mass consumption and modern lifestyle. The beautifully morbid images result from tangible studies and experiments with rotting vegetables and fruits, amateur taxidermy and photography. Wright does not bare the intention to shock the viewer, nor does she wish to moralize on ‘the worthless nature of all earthly goods and pursuits’, as was the common underlying motif in traditional vanitas paintings. Just as T.S. Eliot managed to capture degeneration, life and death in strong, direct and equally mysterious sentences, Wright seeks to portray decay in all of its aesthetic splendour and glamour. As death is not only inevitable, but also necessary: it’s a fuel for life, a spark for evolution. 

Why, then, are we so afraid of (seeing) it? Is that what is depicted truly as disgusting as societal norms teach us, or does our resistance to look have more to do with the difficulty of accepting our human fragility? Can we find beauty in that what we deem to be atrocious? Are we able to drop our judgments and simply look, past fixed connotations and associations? How objective is perception anyway? Wright ponders on these questions, not only with respect to the content of her work, but also regarding its formal qualities. Whilst the monumental paintings appear to be photo-realistic at first sight, upon closer inspection it becomes clear that Wright is not predominantly interested in a smooth, ‘realer than real’ depiction of reality. First and foremost, Wright remains a painter: her brushstrokes are visbible at all times; in the depth, texture and tactility of the paint she occassionally even seems to give a playful painterly interpretation of Impressionism. Following the example given by T.S. Eliot, who with his poem aspired to provide consolation at grey and desperate times, Wright does exactly the same in paintings and drawings that comfort our sight- and our soul. 
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