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Experiences and the Passage of Time: How They Influence Queer Art
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 “We’re going to use and appreciate this present moment.” (A Smith, 2012)

The queer experience and the passage of time are two complexities that are closely and uniquely connected. They work alongside each other, and dictate the art made by creators that identify with the term queer. It is argued that queer lives are notable for their lack of “chrononormativity” within a heteronormative world, and that this trend begins in childhood (P Aronson, 2008). Traditional markers for adulthood – employment, marriage, children – become a reality that is not linear. Repression and discrimination, as well as other factors such as class, race and gender, all contribute to the queer timeline being an ever-evolving phenomenon that differs person to person. In recent decades, it has therefore become increasingly more prominent and accepted for queer artists to produce work that crosses the line into being autoethnographic. They are able to utilise their own experiences, memories and personal milestones in order to speak to wider cultural, political and social understandings (C Ellis, 2004). This essay shall aim to explore, consider and asses how writer Ali Smith, in addition to visual artists Alex Baczynski-Jenkins and Louis Fratino apply their own experiences within their respective contemporary practices, and the impact this has on their work. 

In her 2012 novel Artful, Scottish born author, playwright, academic and journalist Ali smith (1962-present) embarks on a discourse of time, loss, love and reflection, all from a queer perspective. Originally delivered as a series of four lectures given for the Weidenfeld Visiting Professorship in European Comparative Literature at St Anne’s College, oxford, Artful now exists at the crossroad between poignant academia and heart wrenching poetry. Smith takes the role of a woman mourning the death of her lover and is haunted by a fictitious imagination of her; she steals and misplaces belongings around the home they formerly shared and speaks to her in perplexing Greek (J Myerson, 2012).

Through each section of the novel – On time, On form, On edge, On offer and on reflection – Smith, through her character, contemplates how time can be both restrictive and healing. She writes from a viewpoint that is inherently and explicitly queer, despite writer and reviewer Lydia Davies boiling the narrative down to “the return of a dear departed friend” (L Davies, 2012). Smith draws on her own experience as an openly queer woman and her relationship with filmmaker Sarah wood, to traverse through a thirty-year time period that commences before the two women meet (J Winterson, 2003). The novel begins ‘twelvemonth and a day’ after the characters loss, and Smith is quick to establish that the healing process is slow and tumultuous, despite improving with time. “There, I thought. I’m okay… and thought of something other than you. Time heals all wounds,” Smith writes on pp9. 

It could be argued here that through Smith’s own life experiences, she is able to portray the bereavement in a way that someone non-queer identifying could not. Fellow writer Lev Rosen can be quoted saying:

 “When a straight person is telling a gay story, they're almost always telling that for a straight audience through the ‘straight gaze’" (L Rosen & A Kheraj, 2018). 

Queer-academic Joe Parslow’s idea of ‘the queer side-eye’ could also be important to note here. In his 2019 thesis, titled When The Lights Are Shining On Them: Drag Performance and Queer Communities in London, Parslow proposes that a queer side-eye is “an overarching methodological framework and tactic that recognises the complex and contingent ways in which the researcher is imbricated in the research”. Though written in the context of drag performers, it could easily be argued that this could also be applied to both queer art and literature due to the universal queer experience (J Parslow, 2019).

Smith being a queer woman is integral to the authenticity of Artful, in how she navigates the difficult joy and sorrow written as well as the frank discussions of intimacy. Within the section ‘On time’, Smith’s character lays out details of almost sleeping with another woman following the death of her partner, out of supposed loneliness. She recalls a purposefully misspelt tattoo, influenced by her deceased partners adoration for the lesser known Jane Austen novel Jack & Alice, and how the other woman had not bothered to read down far enough to come to that conclusion herself. Smith describes her character leaving hastily following that and succeeds the section with a further link back to the passage of time and the resulting progress. Towards the end of the novel (pp189-192) Smith comes to her conclusion. She mulls over how with patience and time, “the sky will become more blue” and “a lemon tree will bloom in the neighbourhood”, by quoting a song titled Ypomoni (the Greek translation of patience) written by Stavros Xarhakos and Alekos Sakellarios. Despite this, Smith also acknowledges that said things wouldn’t happen until summer, and instead, poetically decides to focus on the now. We can therefore connect this back to Aronson’s idea of “chrononormativity” and assume that Smith – a queer woman – is recognising the importance of embracing a grieving process that is neither expected nor linear. 

While Smith works with words, performance artist Baczynski-Jenkins (1987-present) provides a visual perspective. Born in London, Baczynski-Jenkins works between his hometown and Warsaw, Poland. A choreographer first and foremost, Baczynski-Jenkins is overt with his intentions of using movement, touch and space in order to produce art that speaks to his experience living and creating as a queer individual. In conversation with artist and collaborator Eliel Jones, Jones writes that:

“working closely with collaborators, he mediates relationality and the politics of desire, producing experiences of queer time and space” (A Baczynski-Jenkins & E Jones, 2018). 

In his 2018 pieces Until a thousand roses bloom (with Warsaw in the background) as well as Untitled (Holding Horizon), we are able to decipher more about his creative process, and how it revolves around queerness; an act which he views as resistance. In an article with Eli Hill, Baczynski-Jenkins discusses the impact that experiencing queer nightlife in LGBTQIA+ clubs and spaces in Warsaw has had on his practice. He considers the themes of indeterminacy, adaptations depending on time and space, in addition to collaboration (A Baczynski-Jenkins & E Hill, 2019). 
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In the above piece Untitled (Holding Horizon) – shown at the Venice Biennale – Baczynski-Jenkins reflects on the sheer act of bodies moving together. His aim was to explore how sharing pleasure can create a queer safe space, in the same way that it provides a comforting “collectivity”. He confesses that each rendition of the performance differs from the last, due to the sound and lighting being mixed live. The structures that the performers move through can also be altered, and thus subjectivity becomes progressively more present in the work. As they dance, the performers follow captivatingly subtle choreography. They repeat the box step – a movement derived from a number of popular dances – and juggle a simple intimacy alongside dynamic community. When he discusses his inspiration behind aforementioned pieces – Until a thousand roses bloom (with Warsaw in the background) and Untitled (Holding Horizon) – we become unable to deny their autoethnographic natures. Untitled (Holding Horizon) was developed during the summer of 2018, in the same quarters that a series of parties titled Dragana Bar were held. Ran by a queer feminist collective that he was a part of – named Kem – Baczynski-Jenkin’s can be quoted saying:

“This experience of running the night with the collective had a direct impact on making Untitled (Holding Horizon)” (A Baczynski-Jenkins & E Hill, 2019). 

Through acknowledging Baczynski-Jenkins’ intentions, we are able to draw comparisons with Smith. In the same way that Smith writes from her own experiences as a queer woman, Baczynski-Jenkins produces visual art from his. Though their mediums diverge from one another’s, their outcomes are mirrored in symbolism and in purpose. Artful is a direct result of Smith’s interactions and relationships with women, as are Baczynski-Jenkins’ community charged performances. Baczynski-Jenkins states that his goal when he works with his materials is that he “queerly fabricates the real, producing an intensified queer experience” (A Baczynski-Jenkins & E Jones, 2018), and it could be argued that through Artful, Smith has sought to do the same. 

A further visual manifestation of the queer experience can be seen in the works of Louis Fratino (1993-present). Primarily a painter and occasional drawer, Fratino makes work harkening back to specific memories and recollections. He uses visual languages ranging from antiquity to modernism in order to produce works that depict the body, landscape and interior spaces. Much like Baczynski-Jenkins who focuses on the queer mundane, Fratino’s work explores queerness in the gestures of everyday life (L Fratino, 2019). Come Softly to Me, an exhibition which ran from April 18th to May 24th, 2019, was an autobiographical show, structured for Fratino to tell himself his own story. He did so by introducing himself through a series of painted self-portraits and compositions of his setting, New York City. Fratino claims that the series of works depict the most recent years of his life, and those he has encountered along the way; family, friends, lovers (L Fratino & E Hill, 2019). 
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Above, we can see one of the paintings from the series – titled Kissing Couple - featured in the exhibition Come Softly to Me. The painting portrays what we can safely assume is Fratino and a lover, entangled in an erotic embrace. Fratino makes use of wavering proportions and highlights the body with a backdrop of provocative red, encompassing the couple and echoing the shadows on their bodies. He keeps his imitation of faces and expressions somewhere between abstract and actual, though it could be suggested that the serenity that he succeeds in capturing only amplifies the pleasure that the painting exudes. “I paint people I love”, says Fratino, opening up to journalist Eli Hill about his modernist influences. He is brazen in declaring that memory has the biggest impact on his practice, claiming it to be the actual content of his work. Fratino states that it determines how he stylizes the body to further draw attention to something he may have fixated on, be it a mole or a hair on the back of someone’s neck. He morphs his paintings based on this, explaining that “I will redistribute the shapes of the body to highlight this element, the way a memory does. I think memory is an excellent beautician” (L Fratino & E Hill, 2019).

Following this, Fratino also discloses that through appropriately exploiting his own memories, he is able to make work that is both “fantastic” and autobiographical. We can therefore recognise that through making autobiographical work, Fratino is also delving into the previously discussed idea of autoethnography. Fratino himself – in conversation with actor and keen art collector Russell Tovey – acknowledges his modern-day privilege, expressing “I have the good fortune to live in a time where it makes sense for me to be out and open” regarding his identity as a queer man. Tovey seconds this by proclaiming “his work is proudly queer at a time when there seems to be a renaissance in queer art”, adding to the evidence that both Fratino and Tovey understand that the creation of queer art is in itself, an act of political resistance. This is a sentiment that he seems to share with Baczynski-Jenkins, and in the same line of conversation Fratino proceeds to honour the discrimination that queer artists have historically faced. Stating:

“Although queer artists have always made work, it wasn’t always allowed into the same venues that my work is shown in” (L Fratino & R Tovey, 2020). 

On the scale of his works, Fratino admits to the diminutiveness being a conscious choice that relates directly back to his identity as a queer man. He ponders the history of painting – his antique and modern inspirations – and his thoughts revolve around the queer gaze being an unknown gaze. Describing his journey to New York, he outlines how he would create small works from the confines of his apartment and comes to the conclusion that he believes his process is indicative of the queer mentality. On the topic, Fratino muses “The history of painting can feel so masculine and so monumental, so it felt like a queer thing to do—to make something small and ask you to give it legitimacy” (L Fratino & R Tovey, 2020). 

Much like both Smith and Baczynski-Jenkins, Fratino has an irrefutable ability to capture intimacy, be it tender and unspoken or glaringly obvious. Where Smith captures the physical intimacy between women in her novel Artful through the use of language, Baczynski-Jenkins makes use of movement, dance and space to convey closeness between people within community. Comparatively, Fratino mainly uses paint – though he has a sculpture show planned for 2021 in Paris – in order to visually manifest his memories and experiences. 

Through recalling on the past and amplifying the present, the three aforementioned creators – among an ever-growing cohort of queer practitioners – are imagining a new future. By sharing their experiences, they are in the eyes of many, dismantling the taboo surrounding queer love and community. What was once unseen in galleries is slowly making its way to the forefront of modern art, and in line with the philosophies and theories of Cuban American academic José Esteban Muñoz, what we have seen so far has barely scratched the surface. “Queerness is not yet here” he writes, recognising the progress that is still to be made, “but we can feel it as the warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality”. He further reiterates his point by claiming that queerness is “an insistence on potentiality for another world”, and through the works of the likes of Smith, Baczynski-Jenkins and Fratino – albeit gradually – we are likely to see that come to fruition. 
 
“The future is queerness’s domain” (J E Muñoz, 2009).
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