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Family Dynamics

 
Artists who have family members with mental illness reveal the experience in their work, whether or not they choose to name or acknowledge it. These complex relationships affect everyone. This term, I wanted to specifically examine schizophrenia and borderline personality disorders, to better understand my family dynamics and the effect it had on me growing up.  

These kinds of behavioral relationships within the family are often invisible to the outside viewer. I needed to know how I could look at my family dynamics in a way that would allow me to portray these things. I wanted to analyze the undercurrents, what was behind the visible, and what became of physical and emotional scars. By beginning to define what these meanings were for me, I hope to better communicate them to others. I also wanted to find other artists who dealt with family dysfunction, and see how it is revealed in their art. 
There are numerous contemporary artists that are affected by mental illness or family dysfunction. Tierney Gearon, a photographer who documents her schizophrenic mother, along with her own children, reveals the absences and isolation, the intimate histories within her family relationships. She recently completed a DVD The Mother Project and companion book Daddy, where are you? Interviews with Tierney in The Mother Project reflect some of the family dysfunction I am examining. Revealed in her film is the inability to understand familial boundaries. As we watch a scene where Tierney is setting up a shot of her mother naked with her infant child in a low-lit barn, her son wants to come in and watch. Tierney’s first instinct is to keep her son out of view of this shot, and appropriateness is questioned. In the end, her son watches. Even more unsettling to me is a photo of Tierney and her mother on the grass. Her mother is sitting up, with Tierney sitting astride on her; Tierney is holding her mothers face and kissing her on the mouth. This embrace is what one expects of lovers, not family members. What is normal, what becomes normal in a family with mental illness? I believe our larger society would see as outside the norm behaviors that Tierney accepted as normal in her childhood.

In her book, Daddy, where are you? Tierney is quoted as saying: “I love my mother. I wanted to fix her. It was hard to be able to let go of that, because my mother is like one of my children. I wanted her to be okay. At the same time, I wanted her to take care of me. But I realized that would never happen. So I learned how to take care of myself.” (Kirschbaum) The images in her book are full of contrast, strong shadows, and saturated with color. There is uneasiness about them, an imbalance. When I look at these images, I am drawn into the photo, I look for clues in body language, posture, and in the environment, the piecing together of evidence of the moment when reality slips and everything changes. In four consecutive images, portraits of Tierney’s mother, you can see that shift in her mother’s personality disclosed in her facial expressions. More intriguing to me is another of Tierney’s photographs: her mother sits in the grass in the shadow of a tree, surrounded by an over-stuffed bag, duct tape, shoes, clothing, and perhaps a bottle of Gatorade, all of which I assume she has carried with her. Her mother is looking intently into a white leather boot, while a very young baby, dressed in a white onesie, is laying on the grass outside the shadow in full sun. It is this juxtaposition and the inattentiveness of the mother that is so disturbing. These are the hints and suggestions that indicate to me the possibility of harm for the baby and the inability of the mother to recognize and protect the baby from danger. I see this photograph as confirmation of Tierney’s childhood, and I surmise that she did indeed raised herself. 


Louise Bourgeois is another artist whose work is underpinned by psychology and family relationships. She writes, “All my work in the past fifty years, all my subjects, have found their inspiration in my childhood.” (Morris 81) She is an amazing artist whose work has utilized a wide variety of materials, focusing on sculptural forms. Her work recalls her childhood memories, but she is not documenting or recreating her childhood as Tierney does, nor creating a specific narrative; rather, she asks us to feel the emotion that she felt in the past and is now expressing through the form and subject matter. The focus in her art is “ the portraiture of a relationship, how a relationship can be twisted, the effect people have on one another.” (Crone 49) This concept is most clearly manifested in her cloth sculpture. The use of fabric as a material is culturally woven into her family’s history of repairing French tapestries. These sculptures are created from her clothes that she has saved for years. The fact that these clothes have been a part of her and been in intimate contact with her body is vital to her as an artist. In this process, she takes her clothing, cutting them apart and them recreating them in their new form, to be undone and then redone again. In Rejection, “Bourgeois uses fabric as if it were a gauze bandage over bleeding wounds or guillotined heads with hollow eyes, reminiscent of Edvard Munch's The Scream. Each work screams incision, scarring, shearing, cutting, dilation and curettage.” (Sonnenberg 38) In Seven in Bed, there are seven figures made of pink cloth that are laying in a row on a white mattress. The cloth is rough and sewn together in a piecemeal fashion, reminding me of Frankenstein’s monster. This grouping has seven bodies but ten heads, some bodies with more that one head. The presentation of this piece feels bare, a statement for us to inspect. Using the bed as the framework in which we interpret this piece and by putting seven figures embracing, some positions strongly implying sexual relations, Louise has created a place where intimacy has been skewed. 

In order to have a stronger voice in conveying my own experiences, I’ve gone from interacting with and documenting my family—as Tiereny does—to trying to create art that represents how I felt as a child, expressing those feelings and emotions as Louise does in her more abstract work. I’ve moved away from using my family as my subjects, to myself and others, and have begun to work with objects. In my Missing Me image, which spurred my movement toward the use of objects, of using things my family has discarded—here, leftover targets from family shooting practice—I put myself in the holes left by the shot.

I think by understanding how the complex the inner workings of the family dynamics—especially when considering mental illness—affect everyone, and having to become more aware of ways of seeing these relationships, one realizes that nothing stands in isolation. In order for me to be a better observer, I want to open my vision to see the behaviors as Tierney does, where she can be in her family environment and find the hidden and make it visible. At the same time, I want to take what I have observed and recreate work as Louise does, which allows the viewer to feel what she felt as a child. My goal is to be more aware of those subtle underpinnings of what happens, to use my new awareness to better express through my imagery my futile attempt as a child, holding together people and relationships that were continually falling apart. To clarify my voice in expressing what I felt as a child, growing up with mental illness in my family.
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