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The Macabre/Uncanny

Some people may wonder why I have chosen the macabre as my art genre of focus, due to it being unsettling for most. However, to me, the macabre is so much more than just some disturbing pieces of art. To me it is about producing a piece of art that can be used to shine light onto dark topics within society that would usually just be swept under the rug and ignored. I have a long standing interest in the macabre from films like sala Samobójców, a dark polish film which translates into suicide room, to interests in taxidermy like pinning butterflies. The macabre represents a darker twist on the every day, a separate sort of perspective to the usual aesthetics in media we all encounter and consume from day to day.

When I started to dig deeper into the macabre and uncanny artists, one of the first artists that stood out to me was Lim Qixuan, a woman from Singapore also known as Qimmyshimmy. She’s a sculptor who creates small pieces including specific body parts embodying popular foods such as brain dumplings or heart pie. However, one of her pieces that stands out most to me is her sardine tin filled with ceramic sculptures of body parts of babies.

During an interview she was asked about how she comes up with the creations that she makes and this is what she had to say, 

‘My works have always been about finding that sweet spot between beauty and horror. I achieve a sense of visual surrealism by taking the familiar and turning it into something strange and surprising.’
Lee, W. (2021) Meet qimmyshimmy, one of Singapore’s most intriguing sculptors, Tatler Asia. Available at: https://www.tatlerasia.com/lifestyle/arts/meet-singapore-sculptor-qimmyshimmy-lim-qixuan

When it comes to the semiotics behind her work, they can be interpreted in multiple different ways. My first thought when looking at her pieces, especially the tin canned baby pieces, made me think about the mistreatment of animals in the food industry. People are more than happy to kill an animal and put it in a can, but as soon as they see this piece of art where the roles have been reversed, and babies are now within the cans, it’s grotesque and challenges the morality of purchasing canned goods. You could also argue that these pieces refer to humans now becoming a commodity. A people we used to sell food to make a living but now there’s people who sell others information to companies, creating things such as personalised ads to make a profit.

When she was asked if there was any meaning behind her work this is what she has to say,

‘I have no fixed answer for this because I work rather intuitively and playfully. I pick out objects           from the everyday, and find ways to create an element of surprise.’
Kim, Y. (2020) Meet qimmyshimmy, the artist creating dim sum sculptures with miniature baby heads, Hypebae.
Available at: http://hypebae.com/2020/5/qimmyshimmy-qixuan-lim-singapore-artist-art-clay-sculptures-human-body-food-iinterview

This leaves her work to be interpreted in multiple different ways by each person individually. A quality of her work that helps the macabre to come through even stronger, by contrasting the soft and innocent aesthetic against the dark undertones of her practice.


The second artist I researched was an American photographer named Summer Wagner. Her pieces stood out to me due to how relevant they are to nowadays. Especially her pieces known as ‘Devoted to the screen’. These pieces consist of multiple different scenarios including people staring into their phones. They show how people nowadays live their everyday lives through a phone screen. Posting everything they do to social media craving likes and comments from people they may not even know, like its what gives their lives any meaning or purpose. 

[image: ]One of the images within ‘Devoted to the screen’ shows four individuals either recording or capturing a photo of the viewer. To me this depicts how people nowadays during most situations such as acts of violence for example, grab their phones out to record something for social media to gain views, rather than lending a helping hand to whomever is in need. This happens not just with violence but even videos seen on YouTube where people record themselves helping the homeless saying its a selfless act, but is it really selfless if you’re using a person’s vulnerability to gain views or go viral on a social media?
Devoted to the screen (no date) Aesthetica Magazine. Available at: https://aestheticamagazine.com/devoted-to-the-screen/ 

Another one of these images shows two people, whom I assume are a couple, embracing each other but on their phones behind each others backs. This could refer to many different things. One being that they may be hiding things from each other , shown through the phones being behind the others back hidden from view. It could also refer to how people are losing time with their loved ones due to living through a screen rather than embracing that moment together. Because you can look at your phone any time but moments like that with loved ones don’t last forever so should be appreciated. Berger says ‘it is seeing which establishes our place in the surrounding world’ Berger, J. (1972) Ways of seeing (page 7). Summer argues that by spending so much time with a virtual world through our phone screens, we are all slowly disengaging from the reality that Berger speaks of.
[image: ] Devoted to the screen (no date) Aesthetica Magazine. Available at:     https://aestheticamagazine.com/devoted-to-the-screen/ 


Summer Wagner stated in an interview that she draws inspiration from tarot card decks, which within themselves are quite mystical and draw from the macabre, being used to predict fates such as death. She stated, 

‘When you shuffle a deck and pull a handful of cards, you’re creating an emotional story and you could read the cards as this emotional story and then you could project that story onto circumstances in your life. It is a framework to help you work through you. This world is absolute chaos.’
O’eth, G. (2023) An exploration of Summer Wagner’s Fantastical Wonderland, AOTM. Available at: https://aotm.gallery/an-exploration-of-summer-wagners-fantastical-wonderland/ (Accessed: 11 December 2023).

This is an interesting insight into the ways she works to develop her photography due to her letting the cards determine the fate of her pieces. Just like people use tarot cards to decide their own fate.

While researching these artists as well as others, I found multiple similarities between their work and my own. I realised that many artists who create pieces of art within the macabre create these pieces to highlight dark topics and make them poetic in some way which is what I try to achieve within my own work. Multiple pieces of my work include topics such as death but I depict them in a way to make death seem peaceful rather than the dark reality it really is. That is why I can look at works by qimmyshimmy and see what she is trying to say through her work,  because even though her pieces seem grotesque and wrong in a way, she’s made them to look innocent and sweet.
Within my own practice I mostly illustrate dramatized skulls and ghosts allowing me to approach macabre subjects through a stylised lens rather than realistic imagery, similar to qimmyshimmy who’s sculptures are also quite dramatized. However even though my illustrations may come across cartoony I contrast that with the dark colour palettes that I decide to use, giving my cartoon-like drawings a dark touch to them to put across the macabre meaning behind each of my pieces. This is similar to Summer Wagner’s work, her colour palettes of choice which are usually a blue hue over each of her photographs, give them a dark sinister feeling to each one you look at.
Like Summer Wagner’s work, I like to keep my pieces simple with both composition and colour palette, but usually with a message behind them which can be interpreted in anyway the viewer wishes to interpret it.
I feel like my art fits into the genre of the macabre perfectly due to how I like to try and find the beauty within the darker subjects within the world, unlike many other people. There is beauty within everything but sometimes it just needs to be pointed out to people and that is what I want to do through my artwork, in the hopes that maybe people will also find the beauty within subjects such as death. Sometimes it just takes one piece of art to make someone stop and look into it just a little bit deeper to find the true meaning as well as the true beauty behind thing in life.
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