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No, Drown.

No, Drown is the title of my exhibition within which I intend to explore the relationship between the youth and older generations, in particular paying attention to the blame and rage felt on both sides and the feelings of abandonment and increased apathy with growing reluctance for conversation and rescue. I will hold the exhibition in an abandoned church as to show the modern artworks in a place intertwined so concretely with tradition and age and allow the viewer to explore the relationship between the works and the space. 

Tension and conflict between generations is nothing new.  It has existed through the ages.  Socrates wrote “Children are now tyrants, not the servants of their households.” (Bartleby, 2015). The youth have always sought independence from the expectations of elders throughout history, with current times being no different. The specific points of conflict in each generation may change, but the theme of conflict between generations is a constant through history.  

Generations are not the same thing as age groups.   (Mannheim, 1923) A generation is a specific social unit which has people with a set of norms and ideals and shared values, whereas an age group does not necessarily share anything more than a set of birthdates.  (Wuthnow, 1976)  So conflict arises between these groups as they have ideas and norms that are not aligned with other generations.  I believe with the current climate (environmental, financial and social) at a turning point it is essential we allow spaces to explore the divides we create within society. Without the exploration we can never move forwards effectively  and Moxey suggests that art can be influential in society and actually create an approach to anthropological constructs, which can create a powerful dialogue across the generation divide. (Moxey, 2008)
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With this in mind, I have selected a number of pieces of art to depict, demonstrate and inspire thought about the conflicts experienced in today’s generational divide.  
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The first piece can be described as an academic paper enclosed within a glass box, displayed on an ornate pedestal.  The glass box has a locking mechanism which will only allow the box to be opened on the insertion of the correct amount of money.  The artist is myself, created at this time in my life as a student artist and is a depiction of the barriers that the economy and our current financial climate place between younger people and access to education.   In previous generations, there have been similar barriers to education, especially barriers designed to prevent women from entering education.  An example of this is Angelica Kauffman who was born in 1741, and who was only able to overcome the obstacles placed before her because her father was an artist and taught her informally.   She was one of very few women of her generation to access formal art education.  (Wall, 2011). These days, women are well represented in art, but education remains within the reach only of the relatively privileged and this is a source of frustration for younger generations today.  More millennial people are attending further education in the western world now, and approximately 40% of people aged between 25 and 29 had a bachelor’s degree in 2018 compared with 26% of people of that age in 1985.  However, the financial burden of that education is heavy and the cost has risen by 213% during that time.  In addition, modern students juggle more stress and other factors, and nearly 40% of modern students work more than 30 hours a week on top of their education. (Hoffower, 2018). This can lead to frustration among younger generations as there is a feeling that older generations do not understand the impact of this.  In “The Gaslighting of the Millenial Generation”, Caitlin Fisher states that “Millenials have faced extraordinary levels of student loan debt only to be told that they need to take unpaid internships or cobble together a living wage with part time work, and when we dare to complain, the boomers tell us that in their day, they put in their time and we have to pull ourselves up by our bootstraps.”

The second exhibit will be Chris Riddel’s Five years: sketch book of political drawings.  Chris Riddel is part of an older generation yet shares many issues through his work that are of importance to current younger generations.  His work depicts a feeling of unease within communities through its striking lines and cartoon depictions of politicians. Riddel often depicts those in power as foolish, naïve and selfish with illustrations and dialogue intertwined with a personification of institutions and concepts like the European Union, Nature, and Brexit. Turning these concepts and events into humans allows a different relationship with them, often allowing for a more sympathetic view of them and a free dialogue about the concepts and how we treat them. 
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The third piece will be a large cube within which videos of ecological disasters are projected through an atmosphere of fog.  This piece communicates concern about the difficulties of communicating environmental and social impacts of consumerism, pollution, waste and ignorance between younger and older generations.  It will be a piece created by myself to portray my own fear and frustration at my inability to influence older people to behave more environmentally responsibly.  I want to get a message to viewers that these impacts are inarguable, but there does not seem to be enough horror in older people to make them change how they live.  There is apathy that seems to override attempts by the younger generation to create behaviour change in older generations more set in their ways.  I took inspiration from Chris Jordan for this piece, as he works to create awareness of consumerist culture.  His work is often photographic in nature, combined with technology to create pieces that he describes as “slow motion apocalypse”.  (Jordan, 2005)
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The exhibition will have an emphasis on hope and the courage that can be found in individuals who are brave enough to challenge the status quo and help to create a culture of change.  I have been inspired by some of these people and will include photographs in the exhibition to illustrate this courage.  The fourth piece in the exhibition will be two portrait photographs.  The first will be of Saffiyah Khan, a young muslim woman photographed calmly facing an EDL protester with dignity, unflinching and smiling in the face of his military strength while standing up for another.  This photograph is extremely powerful because it captures the spirit of youth and the bravery shown in the small moments. There are racial connotations in the piece as Khan is a young woman of colour and the protester is an older white male, in a society that favours the white man in politics and justice, standing up for another on inherently uneven footing makes her all the more brave.  
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The other photograph will be of a girl scout shrugging at a nazi activist. Her nonchalance in the face of extremism is an example of calm resistance to unacceptable values of disenfranchised groups such as extremists, and is an inspiration as a young woman refusing to be cowed into submission by a show of might. Here clear dismissal of his shouting and rage are iconic, as young girls are taught to cower at the sight of shouting men yet she does not. She simply shrugs and dismisses his taunts and hollers. Another example of exceptional bravery in the face of those she is taught to fear. 
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The final piece in the exhibition is a painting by Oman Rayyan of a young and innocent child, caring for a monstrous demon.  The picture is shocking because of the juxtaposition of evil and innocence, and can be interpreted as an illustration of today’s youth trying to nurture the earth through evil consumerism that has damaged the environment and created a society where privilege and wealth encourages fortunate individuals to exploit the less fortunate and the earth to their own advantage. 
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The exhibition will be designed to create a journey of thought through the exhibits, depicting the inequality of access to education, environmental awareness and consumerism, and the rifts between generations and people of differing political and social standpoints.  It will be thought-provoking, and challenge viewers to examine their own bias and prejudices, hopefully inspiring courage to stand up for their own values and beliefs, whatever those might be. 
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