-

View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you byf’f CORE

provided by Greenwich Academic Literature Archive

UNIVERSITY

GREENWICH

Greenwich Academic Literature Archive (GALA)

- the University of Greenwich open access repository
http:/lgala.gre.ac.uk

Citation for published version:

Jones, Emrys (2014) [Review] Ruin Lust at Tate Britain. BSECS Criticks Website.

Publisher’s version available at:
https://www.bsecs.org.uk/criticks/ReviewDetails.aspx?id=211&type=2

Please note that where the full text version provided on GALA is not the final published
version, the version made available will be the most up-to-date full-text (post-print) version as
provided by the author(s). Where possible, or if citing, it is recommended that the publisher’s
(definitive) version be consulted to ensure any subsequent changes to the text are noted.

Citation for this version held on GALA:
Jones, Emrys (2014) [Review] Ruin Lust at Tate Britain. London: Greenwich Academic Literature

Archive.
Available at: http://gala.gre.ac.uk/13788/

Contact: gala@gre.ac.uk


https://core.ac.uk/display/42391331?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://gala.gre.ac.uk/
mailto:gala@gre.ac.uk

Ruin Lust Review

The ruinlies in ruins. Brian Dillon, caurator of Tate Britain’®uin Lustexhibition, admits
as much at the start of his accompanying book: “It seems that the hardenkneotbut
destruction and decay [...] and the further we exploeevery idea of ruin itself, the less the
whole category holds together.” So while book and exhibition offer numerous valuable
thoughts on what the rutan meanwhy it rose to prominence in art amting of the
eighteenth century, and how it persistshi@ modern imagination, a systematial unified
appreciation of the topic is bound to remain oute#eh.lt is tempting to imagine that things
were na always this way, and that for writers and artists of the lgteeenth centurthe
signification of decay wasn altogethesimpler businesdt is to the credit of this exbition
that it does not advance such a nostaigicative If our currenfascination withruinis

shown to be fraught with contradiction and irony, ttlesame was also truethe

eighteentkcentury inception of tlsidistinctively modern infatuation

This is an exhibition that has provoked a remarkebbgeeof critical controversy, perhaps
preciselybecause it refuses to provide eagplanations for the ruie’endurance,ut also
because it does not privilege the past over the present in quite the way that cétdasn vis
expect andlemand.n a recent tirade against the gallery’s diveeind directionywaldemar
Januszczakauses Tate Britain of wanting to bate Modernrandomlyshowcasing
contemporary art when it should be upholding its reputation as “a treasury of the nation’s
character”. He singlesud Ruin Lust asn exhibition without “thematic coherence” or a
“proper sense of development”. Not for Januszczak the argument that ruaheftesiboth
coherence and propriety. One senses that his own exploration of the theme would be an
impeccably welbehaved affair, carefully sealing off the eighteerghtury works from any
contact or dialogue with more recent &md lust would get lost along the way, of course.

There is little room for desire in Januszczak’s visibiiate Britain and its purpose.

Thereare desires-strange and compelling onesrought to the surface throughout this
exhibition. Not just théust of the viewer for the ruied landscapdyut the desire of the ruins
themselves to mean more or less than they do, to bridggatts between their diverse
inertias The first room of the exhibition contains Jane and Lowigson’s impressive
photographAzeville(2006), a daunting blackndwhite image of a NaZurker. It relates

with a mixture of longing andhastisemenbttheworks of nineteentlzentury aron either



side of it. John Martin’§he Destruction of Pompei and Herculane{irf@22) looks more
flamboyant and fantasticéttan ever thanks toithjuxtapositionConstable’s oil sketch for
Hadleigh Castlgc. 1829) offers what the Wilsons’ close-up firmly denies us: a natural

world, of cloud and water, within which to view the ruin.

The nexttwo rooms of the exhibitioallow for further contrastssome more obvious than
others. Two views of Tintern Abbey, Turner’s by daylight (1794) and Peter vaargbidis

by moonlight (18@), emphasise the opposing pleasures to be derived from ruin toihem.
nocturnal image is actually the less melancholic and less solitary of the twob#yefidlbd
with visitors and gaining an almost festive atmosplasrseveral groups exploreThe
significance of the touriss furtherhighlighted by the presenoé William Gilpin’s
Observations on the River Wye, and Several Parts of South {¥ak3), a bok credited

with the popularisation of Tintern Abbey apicturesque desttion andvith the Romantic
interest inruins more generallyOne could argue that this book is not incorporated within the
exhibition very sensitivelyDespite a modern response to it included several rooms later —
Keith Arnatt’'sA.O.N.B. (Area of Outstanding Natural Beauti/9824) — it still occupies a
rather too privileged space, both physically and figuratively. It seems toorcenve
enshrine Gilpin as a prophet of ruin lust, and | would have liked to see the text and its

influenceinterrogated further.

Moving on to Room 3, one finds Joseph Gandy’s spleAdrthl Cutaway View of the Bank
of England from the SoutBast(1830). It will bea familiar sight for frequent visitors to Sir
John Soane’s Museum, but it benefitam the additional spaceig given here. Despite the
wilderness at its fringes, its conversioihSoanes archiecture into classical ruin is full of
veneration and precision. These are qualities noticeably and purposefully absent in the
contemporary work that dominates the opposite side of the room. Laura Oldfield Ford’
TQ3382: Tweed House, Teviot Stré112) portrays a squalid urban interior, all lurid pinks
and littered floors, with two young women seated on a badly-made bed. It is notrsalotje i
sense, quite garish actually, but if one’s first impulse is to turn back and findr¢@mf
Gandys more politeruin, then one is likely to be frustrated. Again, the exhibition does not
promote simple nostalgia of that sort. When you look back at Gandy’s Bank of England, you
notice that it too has peculiar hints of pink, that though detailed and respectfliketise

not a straightforwardlyasteful composition



From this point in the exhibition onwards, eighteenth- and nineteemty art gets left

behind somewhat. A section devoted to the work of Tacita Dean encourages valuable
reflection on the relationghbetween modern technology and decay. Photogravures from her
seriesThe Russian Endingepict shipwrecks, scenes of battle and other bleak historical
moments Each is hauntingly annotated with scribbled commefiisn difficult to deciper,

which expose botlthe artifice of tiese viewpoints anthe futility of historical reconstruction.

It seems that the ruin can only be ruined further through such processes of ercavati

investigation and renactment.

There are some missed opportunities in the second half of the exhibition. Its redhms ar
most thematicalhfocused spaces heraledicated to topics likdhe ruination of war and the
ruined city — but individual paintings from the seventeenth and eighteenth centeneads
to carrytoo much histogal weightwithin the exploration of these themes. Henry Gibbs’s
Aeneas and his Family Fleeing Burning Ta$54) is enlisted as the ordxample of older
‘war ruin’ art; given that it predates most of the historicatrative delivered by the
exhiltion, its presence here and the lack of eighteemtimineteentteentury pieces seem
difficult to justify. Similarly, in examining urban ruins, the exhibition offers Richard
Wilson’s The Inner Temple after the Fire of 4 January 1{B737). It is an attractive and
detailed painting, which interestingly might be seen as adopting a particutesgbstance
through its depictionf Frederick, Prince of Wales heroic leader modéiowever, it does

seem unfortunately isolated here, crowded out by photogrfapimymore recent years

Onthe whole though, this is a wide-ranging and important exhibition, one which should not
have to carry the whole reputation of Tate Britain on its shoulders but wiaikés a strong
case for viewing the past and the present aloegsadh other. It does notovide simplistic
explanations, nor does it seek to provide them. It gtgessitors a glimpse, at least, of those

unruly and unpalatable lusts which drive great art to ruin.

Ruin Lustis at Tate Britain until May 18 It is accompanied by Brian Dillon’s publication,
Ruin Lust: Artists’ Fascination with Ruins, from Turner to the Present(Datg Publishing,
2014).



