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To what extent does repetition in artwork help us understand the vast amount of people affected
within human disaster and can art itself become a healing purpose for those affected?

Human Disaster is one of the many faults within our world, with this type of disaster occurring
because of the actions caused by humans. Examples of human disaster are; Terrorism & Wars.
Natural disaster also contributes to the problems within our environment, with; Earthquakes and
Tsunami’s creating equal amount of damage to our society. This type of disaster leaves severe
trauma and damage not only to the environment but also to those affected around the world. | have
found through my research that artwork has created great comfort to people, not only to those
artists creating the work but also those viewing the artwork. It has brought people together at great
times of struggle. When researching, | gained a particular interest in the common use of repetition
used throughout artwork related to human disaster which made me question was there a particular
reason for the use of repetition and has it added to the emotional effect of the artwork in any way.
In addition this | wanted to explore whether artwork in response of human disaster brings comfort
to those affected. This is what | will be exploring throughout this essay when looking at my chosen
artists; Ai WeiWei, Doris Salcedo and Banksy.

Doris Salcedo is a Columbian born sculpture born in 1958. Salcedo completed a Bachelor of Fine Arts
at New York University. Salcedo’s work has elements of loss, pain and trauma. Her work has been
influenced by her own family trauma, in which family members disappeared in Columbia. ‘Istanbul’
is an art installation made up of 1500 chairs stacked between two urban buildings which was created
in 2003. In 2002, Salcedo placed 280 chairs at the palace of Justice in Bogata “to pay homage to
those killed here in a failed guerrilla coup, seventeen years earlier. As a result of this, in 2003,
Salcedo decided to create the installation ‘Istanbul’ almost acting as a memorial piece. ‘The
installation was designed to represent the war in general rather than specifically a historical event”.
Salcedo also goes on to say that it “reminds me of mass grave yards, of anonymous victims”. |
personally agree with Salcedo’s thoughts on Istanbul, as the chairs
have an aimost eerie feel about it perhaps because of the way that
the chairs are a very dark shade of brown and black, almost having
the effect of burnt chairs stacked up. The piece definitely leaves you
with a lot of unanswered questions, such as, ‘why did Salcedo use
the chairs in particular?’ In an online interview, Salcedo mentioned
that the reason for her using chairs was because ‘it was something
that was really inscribed in everyday life and even though it was
referring to a real life experience, it intertwined the everyday life and
the work life.” A reference from an art based website says ¥’Chairs
are an intriguing choice because they have the power to
communicate both absence and human connection. Amassing them
in huge quantities is not only visually spectacular, but also conveys
individual experience, as well as the collective” This quote suggests
that the combination of the enormity of the installation and the
choice of using chairs as the key component allows the audience to
have their own individual connection with the artwork. Another
observation regarding the chairs as objects could be the fact that

t http://www.gwarlingo.com/2012/artist—doris-saIcedo-i-began-to-conceive-of—works—based-on-nothing/




they represent each person individually, with some characteristics of a person similar in regard with
having arms and legs, with chairs holding the same silhouette as when a
person sits.

Similarly to ‘Istanbul’ Salcedo used chairs to create an installation called
‘Noviembre 6y 7 (2002)' in which she had made an installation to
commemorate the seventeenth anniversary of the violent seizing of the
Supreme Court, Bogotd on 6 and 7 November, 1985. Salcedo had decided
to set her installation at the site of the new Palace of Justice. The
installation took 53 hours to set up, the same duration of time that the
original siege happened. Chairs were slowly lowered from the roof of the
building in varying heights and positions to be an ‘act of memory’ to rein
habit this space of forgetting. Salcedo has once again used chairs as the
main structure of her installation. This work is very effective because; as R
said earlier, chairs have the power to communicate both absence and human connection, almost
bringing the artwork to life.

On the other hand, Ai WeiWei has recycled materials from a particular human disaster to give the
audience an emotional connection with the artwork, with the repetition helping us understand the
huge amount of people affected by the devastation.

Ai WeWei is a contemporary Chinese artist, who specializes in varying types of art, such as sculpture,
photographs, videos and architecture. WeiWei’s work is seen to be very controversial, because of his
provocative and politically outspoken nature.

WeiWei’s work ‘Straight’ was one of the works that | had foun
firsthand at Ai WeiWei's exhibition was very enthralling, in |
which the large scale of the installation allowed you to see
just how many people were affected by the tragic
disaster, and the extreme amount of material that had
fallen upon the injured victims. A quote from an online
article says "It's a beautiful piece," says Helen Dickerson.
"And it's also that sense of helplessness. Because here you
have all this material, and what did it do? It caused no
protection for anybody. It's frightening when you look at it
that way." He uses the idea of repetition to show the
amount of people affected within the disaster through the
vast amount of material/medium used. To create this
piece, WeiWei had straightened 150 tons of steel rebar
varying in diameter recovered from a school in the
Sichuan earthquake. He then arranged the rebar into stacks, creating some dense areas and others
less dense with some saying this was intentional to look like a Richter scale, with each piece of
rebar being placed carefully to get an accurate representation of a Richter scale. Opinions from an
online article say, "If you looked at it from the side, it would look like a Richter scale graph of an
earthquake," Tom Carter adds. "There's sort of this seam down the middle that really looks a fault
line in the earth." In addition to this, others may say that each individual piece of rebar represents a
life that was lost within the earthquake. WeiWei’s work is so successful because he leaves room for
others to interperate their own opinions but also leaving subtle clues about his artwork. The process
in which WeiWei has used to create this piece has a great significance over the message being put
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across by the artist, by recycling used materials as a memorial. The medium of metal could
symbolize strength and sturdiness of the country and those effected by the
disaster.

Another installation of WeiWei’s is called “Names of student earthquake
victims found by the citizens'. The scale and enormity of his artwork shows his
passion towards helping family and friends of the victims who have been left
with the after effects of human disaster and how he wants to show his
enthusiasm through his emotive work. This piece of work is a dedication to

those who died in the 2008 Sichuan earthquake, S :
in which thousands of children perished in S i i~
shoddily built schools. WeiWei was determined to - SR

gather all 5000 citizens’ names and display them

and went to extreme lengths to get those, and hired investigators to do
this.

WeiWei published the list of names onto a popular blog site, in which the
Chinese government decided to take the post down. The names of each
person were placed within his exhibition on the wall, with other details
such as their gender and date of birth. This artwork In particular could
have possibly acted as a healing process to those family members who
were mourning for their family. WeiWei’s artworks ‘Remembrance (2010)’ and ‘Names of the
Student Earthquake Victims Found by the Citizen Investigation (2008-11)’ originally brought together
thousands of community volunteers to gather and record an archive of the names of the Sichuan
school children who were killed when their government-constructed schools collapsed.’

Ai WeiWei had used his artwork has a memorial/remembrance to bring people together to mourn
and pay their respects. In this sense, Ai WeiWei has used his artwork to help family and friends heal
from their loss and embrace the remembrance of the victim'’s lives through his artwork.

f
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In contrast to this ‘Banksy’ has not used repetition within his artwork, however it still conveys the
idea of a vast amount of people being affected, as well as the varying ages of those affected
presented by the young boy. Banksy is an English-
based graffiti artist, political activist and film
director, whose real identity is unknown. Banky’s
work is displayed on publicly visible surfaces such as
walls, and self-built physical prop pieces. This
particular piece of artwork is called ‘Crayola
Shooter’, it was one of the many works that went up
in Los Angeles leading up to the Academy Awards.
The piece was created as commentary against child
soldiers. The stencilled character is of a young boy,
firing ammunition, but in the form of crayons,
instead of bullets. Surrounding the young boy are drawings of birds and flowers, perhaps suggesting
that young children have been lost within our cruel world of war, and that the flowers represent
those young falling soldiers. The idea that Banksy has used a young boy within one of his work is very
interesting, as war and children juxtapose each other, with war being an inhumane and barbaric
thing, and children being, innocent and angelic. UCLA student Sara Tobin says "He's making a
commentary on children that are forced to participate in war. Banksy's a great artist." It is almost
suggesting that children have had to swap their own lifestyles, from being young children, to having
to become a child soldier to protect their country. Although ‘Crayola Shooter’ does not show the
vast amount of people affected by human disaster, it does show how human disaster/war has
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affected in a very emotive way. | personally think that this piece would have been too overwhelming
with more than one child soldier. Some may say that Banksy has purposely only used one child
within this artwork, for the audience to make a personal connection with the boy, and allows us to
think think of him as an individual rather than a boy within a large group of others. The work
personally makes me compare my family members of this age to this young boy, putting it into
perspective the two completely contrasting lives that they have. Most young boys of this age would
be playing with toys and crayons, not with guns and fighting wars. It puts it into perspective for the
audience and makes us realize just how much the disasters within our world effect those of all ages.

When looking at all three artists; Ai WeiWei, Doris Salcedo and Banksy, | found that all of the artists
looked at human disaster in very different and compelling ways. All three artists had a subtle way of
showing their own responses and opinions to the disasters that happen in our world, in which some
of the pieces may have brought comfort and peace to those affected. The idea that the family
members of the victims, now have something to go to as a way to mourn, creates a sense of closure
and comfort perhaps. However, the artists have definitely contrasted the usual traditional way to
remember those who have passed. Traditionally a place to mourn would be at a grave or perhaps a
memarial bench, however the artists have been very graphic in the way in which they show the
aftermath of the disasters, with artwork such as; chairs, rebar etc, which is hot usually deemed as
items of loss and memory and flowers being something that is more common. The artists have
challenged the disasters, for example; in WeiWei's work he has used recycled material which had
come from an area of the disaster. This would have been a controversial idea at the time, with the
idea that he is creating artwork from material that potentially killed people. Some would argue that
this is why this piece was so successful the idea that the installation was a representation of the
uncomfortable and harsh reality of disasters which raised awareness. WeiWei turned a negative
connotation of this material into something positive, that gave comfort and hope to many people. |
feel that | have explored the idea that perhaps repetition in artwork enhances the reality of disaster
to the audience. Factors such as the scale of the artwork puts the situation into perspective for the
audience, making their work more captivating, and allows us to get a sense of how many people
have been victims of human disasters. In addition to this, the artwork raises awareness within the
public, which may alert the governments and other political authorities that change must happen for
disasters like this to stop effecting millions of people from around the world.

Doris Salcedo’s main focus within her work was the use of repetition and particularly chairs. The
chair itself has some human characteristic about it, almost reminding me of a pile of bodies because
of the random positioning of the chairs and the obvious repetition used. WeiWei had used the
technique of repetition more intensely by physically using the materials that injured the victims
within his installation. | believe that WeiWei’s artwork worked so well because of the journey he
took to create it and its meaningful connection to the disaster itself. The scale of the installation
‘Straight’ is quite emotive, because of its major connection to the disaster, and the idea that all of
this material was a part of a devastation. Ai WeiWei’s ‘Straight’ was the piece of artwork that |
thought acted most like a memorial, as my interpretation was that each piece of rebar symbolized a
person, making this extremely personal to the devastation and those affected by this. WeiWei’s
piece ‘"Names of student earthquake victims found by the citizens' also had this very thought
provoking message, with every individual name having its own part within the artwork.

Banksy was an artist that particularly interested me because of the way he was quite brutal in the
way he expresses his opinions. | wanted to explore whether using no repetition within the work
made a human disaster based piece, more or less captivating and emotive. | had chosen to look at
‘Crayola Shooter’ because | wanted to explore not only the huge amount of people affected but also



who is affected within human disaster. Although | felt that Banksy’s work shows how young some of
the victims were, | definitely think that repetition within the other installations made the work more
meaningful and put it into perspective and the scale of the impact on people.
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