Shock art: How far is too far?
Recently, I have been interested in how art can be seen as controversial and have questioned where the line should be drawn, if at all, when creating pieces that can be seen as particularly disturbing or even distasteful. This essay will outline some of my findings, as well as look into specific artists who have caused outrage amongst critics for their work. 
Marina Abramovic, a Serbian artist born in 1946, is well known for her "Rhythm" series. The five performance pieces, Rhythm 10 (1973), Rhythm 5 (1973), Rhythm 2 (1974), Rhythm 4 (1974) and Rhythm 0 (1974) were set to display the limitations of the body and psyche. While all these performances posed a risk to Abramovic, Rhythm 0 was by far the most dangerous, as the performance had consisted of some potentially deadly objects, and control had been handed over to the audience. For this performance, Marina laid out a seventy-two-object spread across a table. Her instructions for this piece were as follows:
“Instructions.
There are 72 objects on the table that one can use on me as desired.
Performance
I am the object.
During this period, I take full responsibility.
1974
Duration: 6 hours (8pm–2am.)
Studio Morra, Naples
(Reproduced in Biesenbach 2009, p.74.)" (Catherine Wood, p.1).
The table consisted of objects varying from perfume, sugar, lipstick, and a feather, to more bleak objects that could be used for pain, such as razor blades, wire, a pocketknife, a gun, and a single bullet. At the start of this performance piece, the reluctant audience did simple actions on Abramovic’s body, such as raising her arm and drawing on her with lipstick. As time went on, however, the audience increasingly became more aggressive. Her clothes were cut off, one person cut her neck with a razorblade and drank her blood, another wrapped a thorned rose around her neck. It was only when the gun with a loaded bullet was placed in her hand and pointed at her chest (picture 1) that people started to defend Abramovic. From there, the performance stopped.
After the performance, Marina stated: ‘the experience I drew from this work was that in your own performances you can go very far, but if you leave decisions to the public, you can be killed’ (quoted in Ward 2009, p.132) (Catherine Wood, p.2).
(picture 1) Marina Abramović, Rhythm 0, 1974.
[image: ]Zhu Yu, born 1970, is also a performative artist who made a name for himself in the early 2000’s. While Marina Abramovic used her performances to show the levels of morality within the audience, Yu took a different approach which led to rumors and speculation about him being an alleged cannibal. In 2000, Zhu Yu had an installation called ’Eating People’ which consisted of photographs of him eating a human foetus, though it’s not been confirmed as to whether or not it was real or constructed for the piece. Then, in 2002 he created a video called ’Sacrifice’ where the artist negotiated with a prostitute, asking her to bear his child for him to then have her abort the unborn to include it in artwork. He then showed the foetus being fed to a dog (Colin Siyuan Chinnery, p1).
[bookmark: _Int_j3RH93qb][bookmark: _Int_oX3w53zj][bookmark: _Int_bbwC4alW]Zhu Yu was a shock artist, and given the nature of these two performances alone, it was expected that he would get a lot of criticism and backlash. It would be easy to assume that this was a malicious attempt to upset the viewers for the sake of notoriety, however, in my research I have found that a lot more time, care and intent went into these works. According to C. Chinnery of Kontenjner, “At the core of his work was a basic need to explore one of the fundamental themes of art throughout the ages – mortality.” While Yu was hated amongst audiences, the fact of the matter is that cannibalism is not illegal. Morality would prohibit the majority of us from eating the flesh of other humans, however the law in a lot of places, such as China (where Zhu Yu is from) does not prohibit such acts. Even in the UK the laws around cannibalism are not specific. Sacrifice and Eating People, in essence, show how legality and morality can and often do greatly differ from one another. 
Today, the art we view is more accessible with social media and the digital era. Most anyone can post their art online and create a widespread audience, allowing them to profit from their work. While this seems like an all-around positive, the fact that art can reach a large amount of people overnight can cause some issues for the artist and the audience. You can now scroll through social media and be subjected to seeing art that you personally find disturbing or upsetting. While there are algorithms in place to show you media that you’ll enjoy, it is still not as easy to filter out art that you don’t want to see. 
(picture 2) UrbanSlug, In The Walls, 2022
[bookmark: _Int_bFhqQhKl]On November 3rd, 2022, an artist with the online alias ‘UrbanSlug’ posted a video to YouTube called ‘ANALOG HORROR- FACES' (UrbanSPOOK, 2022). This would be the first of a ten-part VHS style horror series that would spark up controversy for the artist amongst social media.  UrbanSlug (real name not known to the public) was already an established horror artist before creating the series, but putting their art into these videos and creating what could have been a compelling story out of them is what drew in a large audience, as it hadn’t been done before. The story is called ‘The Painter’ and it follows old police investigations of a string of murders. These murders were increasingly gruesome as each video went on, and each victim had a painting made of them portraying their final moments, often symbolically. This was an interesting concept as most online horror series tend to follow the supernatural route. However, this series soon became[image: ] infamous with the topics it presented, but more so with the artist themselves. It starts with the third episode, ‘In The Walls’. This episode follows the death of twins, with only one painting to portray the victims. While the painting (picture 2) is not explicit, it’s implied by the title of the painting that the male victim was subjected to sexual assault before he died. It is then revealed that this victim was only 11 years old. This is of course a very disturbing topic of discussion; however, it isn’t what most people had an issue with. After the release, UrbanSlug went on to sell this particular image on t-shirts. This made a lot of people question the morality of the series, with critiques often suggesting that UrbanSlug was using these topics in an exploitative manner. While the topics discussed in the series are true to life, they are also extremely sensitive, and UrbanSlug doesn’t use them to develop the story, but rather to shock the audience (UrbanSPOOK, 2022).
This is where I started to question: where should the line be drawn when creating art?
All art is subjective and can make you think about its subject and leave you with questions about your own worldview. But in terms of ethics, how far is too far? Why is it that Marina Abramovic is applauded for her Rhythm series, where she continuously puts herself in harm's way, but UrbanSlug is considered an artist with a flawed sense of morality? 
[bookmark: _Int_6UC0Yj4N]After asking other artists this question, the general consensus is that it’s not about the art, but the intentions behind the piece. For example, Zhu Yu’s performance pieces disturb the viewer, but leave them questioning the difference between morality and legality, and how there are grey areas in the laws we live by. Marina Abramovic challenges the human body and psyche in her series, and in Rhythm 0 she takes it further by introducing the audience's control. This put the morale of the viewers on show, leaving many to question why someone would hurt another stranger that they had no prior animosity with, simply because they were given permission to. There were opportunities to learn for both the audience and the artist, and the shock aspect was used to guide the viewers to ask questions. However, UrbanSlug with ‘The Painter’ uses sensitive and shocking subjects to gain notoriety and money from his work, making him seem exploitative. There was seemingly no message behind his work, and if there was it was completely lost to the viewer. 
[bookmark: _Int_Pfollmb0]To conclude, I think that it’s a difficult question to answer objectively, as it all depends on a person-to-person basis whether they like the type of content or not. However, I believe that ‘shock art’ can be tasteful and share important messages, if that is what the artist sets out to do, in which case, the audience finding the artwork disturbing would be more of a rewarding outcome for the artist. The overall message can have a long-lasting effect on the audience. Overall, all art has a right to exist, however it may be within an artist’s best interest to be as respectful as they can be in their work, as not to have the viewers lose sight of the message portrayed. Using shock value for the sake of viewership can often lead to a disrespectful portrayal of reality, and it’s difficult for viewers to appreciate the art when they feel as though their individual experiences are being used for selfish purposes.
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Picture 1. Marina Abramovic, Rhythm 0 (1974), available at: https://delphiangallery.com/marina-abramovic-rhythm-0/screen-shot-2018-12-24-at-17-16-30/ 
Picture 2. UrbanSlug, UrbanSPOOK- IN THE WALLS (2022), available at: https://youtu.be/p45-aM5hOJU?si=sMZsVssxCfFYvbpA
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