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Beautified Afflictions:
Pinning Misery down in a Moment of Transient Beauty

In Brazil, live glowworms used to be pinned onto ladies’ outfits as a
decorative ornament. “Fame is a fine thing, but to the artist it is what the
hairpin is to the insects”. So writes Thomas Carlyle, whom Vincent Van
Gogh quotes in a passage found in one of his letters. At the time, the Dutch-
born painter had been living in southern France, pouring his energy into a
series of paintings that depict a wide variety of different botanical subjects,
using the flower-and-bird motifs found in Japanese ukiyo-e woodblock
prints as a model.

What exactly does the act of piercing a flower with a pin signify?
Sometimes, the clutch of flower petals takes on the appearance of an ornate
hairpin that visualizes the human impulse to extract beautiful forms from
our surroundings. At other times, however, pinning down a flower in this
way instead gives us the impression of brutality — an inorganic metallic
shard piercing through an organic, living thing. The act of brandishing a
cold, impassive surgical tool brings the precarious and transient existence of
this living organism into sharp relief. The pins that climb slowly up the stalk
seem to mimic the form of a spiral staircase as it creeps upwards from the
base of the flower just above the ground, and winds its way towards the petals
at the very top. Upon seeing this, the viewer instantly shrinks down to the
size of an ant, enticed into scaling the peak by following the trail of these
silver steps, just like an insect would.

These pins, used to put the glory of flower petals on display, are just like
those that are used to spread the wings of a butterfly on a setting block: they
demonstrate the fine line between honoring beauty and desecrating it. The
process quite literally and physically “pierces” the reality of their existence in
order to show them to us. Namiko Kitaura’s photographs create a permanent
record of the “incidents” inflicted upon these flower petals. What has also
been superimposed and projected onto their surface is the voyeuristic desire
to document the site of the assault with her camera. This sadistic impulse,
however, makes no attempt to conceal the origins of its indivisible relation-
ship to masochism: the torture endured by the subject is a sort of projection
of the trauma suffered by the photographer herself, as well as a proxy target
for it. Photography offers Kitaura a substitute and replacement for her own
tendencies toward self-mutilation.
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Kitaura binds frail, tender buds tightly together and leaves behind scars
and puncture marks on some of their petals. She even causes entire petals to
become discolored, and subjects them to the terrifying ordeal of deep-frying
in smoking oil. Are these all metaphors for bodily modification and physical
injury? If so, what appears to be a beautiful photograph at first glance also
sends a shudder of terror through the viewer’s spine. The subjects of these
photos have become the victims of Kitaura’s violent impulses. What attracts
the viewer to these works is the appearance of something dark and ineffable
seen in the wounds that have been inflicted on their subjects. At the same
time, however, we realize that the photographer’s violent impulses represent
her attempt at transferring the trauma that she has suffered herself. The
violence and complicity of Kitaura’s gaze infect our own, drawing the
photographer, viewer and subject together into a vicious circle. Quite
unexpectedly, the pursuit of glory is revealed to be nothing but the act of
licking each other’s wounds, the self-cannibalization of fellow comrades — in
short, a veritable banquet of anthropophagi.

Although artists are symbiotic creatures who belong to a global ecosys-
tem where one has to “eat or be eaten’, they are also privileged victims, as it
were, charged with the obligation — or torment — of exposing the truths that
emerge onto its surface. To be exposed in all one’s “glory” is to endure the
disgrace of flaunting one’s own wounds and putting them on display. Perhaps
this, then, is the vocation of what we call art — the certification of the artist’s
right to take pains to expose aspects of everyday life that should otherwise
have been hidden away and passed over, offering up to the public eye all the
unpleasant sensations, uncanny feelings and terrifying spectacles that make
us want to avert our gaze.

Photography offers us a transcription of desires that ought to be kept
hidden. The tragically ephemeral existences of the flowers depicted in these
photos are beautiful reflections of this transient world — a badge of honor
testifying to the brutality and cruelty that beauty embodies.

Prof. Shigemi Inaga
Research Department, International Research Center for Japanese Studies
Pebruary 12,2011 (the day after Japan’s National Foundation Day)
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