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Destruction as Part of the Art Making Process

Recently, I have been taking into consideration the issues surrounding the destruction of art as I have been utilizing a shotgun to fragment images and destroy objects that relate to my childhood. With the fragmented pieces I recreate an image, while I reenact my childhood role. When using the shotgun and when talking about the destruction of my work I often get a visceral reaction from people. Researching the history of such acts in the creation of art as well as the thought processes of the artists have been critical in the development of my work this term. 

Gun ownership is a polarizing issue in America. Stereotypes and assumptions are internalized and not open for discussion. Gun prohibition advocates believe that “just owning a gun is analogous not to owning a car but to driving it while inebriated . . . . ‘The mere possession of a gun is, in itself, an urge to kill, not only by design, but by accident, by madness, by fright, by bravado.’” (Kates 31) Trying to have a discourse and expansive conversation on this subject is comparable to having a dialog on politics or religion. Guns, by their nature, carry a huge amount of symbolic weight. I have many friends who, once they know my images were made with guns, can’t believe I would own and use one. 
There are a wide variety of people who use guns to create. Whether it is art or not is another thing all together. Some seem to use the gun for shock value or as a publicity stunt. Like David Neff who uses high-speed photography to capture the bullet as it goes through various objects like cigarettes, pencils, and crayons. This is just a cool technical feat, I do not consider this art nor can I discern any conceptual idea in these images. Walton Creel, who uses guns to create works that are made with a .22 caliber rifle, stippling with a bullet into aluminum, making huge images of wildlife, supposedly to implicate the boundaries between the hunter and hunted. He is controlling the gun very precisely, ending up with images that look like a dot matrix printer could have printed them. Unfortunately once I see one of his images I feel like I have seen them all. There is no need for me to look further. 
I discovered artists who create art that self-destruct, such as Jean Tinguely, a Swiss sculptor whose Homage to New York, a kinetic sculpture, was supposed to completely destroy itself when set into motion. Varying from Jean Tinguely destruction, Max Dean’s work asks that those who view the art interact and participate in the outcome of the installation. “In As Yet Untitled, 1992-95, viewers could temporarily stop a robot from shredding old photographs.” (Mark 3) 

I have not found many artists who used guns in their work or to create their art. What I’m finding is that artists may use these unusual tools and materials a single body of work and then move on to other things. An artist using destructive materials in a highly controlled fashion is Cai Guo-Qiang, who makes gunpowder drawings. Control in his technique expands to the use of assistants cutting stencils, and using different grades of gunpowder, some custom made, and scoring fuse segments for more control. “The reason I cut lines on the surface . . . is to slow down the fuse. I spend so much time preplanning how to lay the fuses so as to have control and play against the powder and the fuses.” (Lubow) He uses materials traditional to his culture and childhood. Although Cia Guo-Qiangs gunpowder images produced from this process are beautiful and intriguing, his main interest in this destructive qualities of this process. “The day it no longer has that destructive power for me may be the point to exit the stage.” (Lubow)  
When we first start using a tool, we don’t have control over it; however, as we use it to produce our art, with time we become more precise. Using the shotgun as a tool, though, there are certain aspects I am learning to control; but in the end, the shot in its shell will always have a certain randomness and chaotic quality to its application. In using the shotgun as a tool in my work, when the shot penetrates paper, it actually starts not just to puncture, but destroys and breaks down the material that it’s hitting into fragments that are unrecognizable. 

I began working with the idea of using the gun as a tool when I visited my family and gathered up the white sheets of paper they were using as target practice. I brought them home with me, considering how I could use them in my art. Within each shot piece of paper, it held both the impression of beautiful lace and a sense of peace, and at the same time the gaping hole and the violence of its creation. When I scanned them for preservation, I ended up putting my face down, as a voice in my head whispered, “You missed me.” And it became a very powerful piece, making me think about what’s missing from my life, my childhood, and how that breaking down of the family life represented a huge part of the family culture—the opposition of the men and the women. So I began using a gun to express the things that are falling apart. This tool became a really powerful thing to me, both personally, and physically as what it could do for my artwork. 

I purchased a shotgun and started working with it as an art tool to destroy my work, make holes in my work. There were a number of elements I knew I could control. I’m a good shot, so I knew I could shoot within a certain area. I direct it, I can control the number of holes in a certain area, yet in the end, the result of these hundreds of shots coming out of the shell are completely random and there’s nothing I can do to control that. Yet, I wasn’t finished, I wanted to do more; I needed to put the broken pieces back together again.

In my research, I didn’t come across very many artists who wanted to destroy their work and put it back together. For me, this reenacts my childhood role in my family. This term I have found a connection with Louise Bourgeois, her life, processes, and thoughts supporting her work. In her book, Louise Bourgeois, I Do, I Undo, I Redo she writes, 

I DO is an active state. It’s a positive affirmation. I am in control, and I move forward towards a goal or a wish or a desire. There is no fear. In terms of a relationship, things are fine and peaceful. . . . The UNDO is the unraveling. The torment that things are not right and the anxiety of not knowing what to do. . . . One is immobile in the wake of the fear. It is the view from the bottom of the well. In terms of relationship to others, it is a total rejection and destruction. It is the return of the repressed. . . . It is the disappearance of the love object. . . .The REDO means that a solution is found to the problem. It may not be the final answer, but there is an attempt to go forward. You get terms of relationships to others, the reparations and reconciliation has been achieved. Things are back to normal. There is hope and love again. (Morris 158)

In this passage Louise eloquently describes the process of creating, destruction, and the recreation of art in association to the psychology of relationships.  


In my own work, I’m also looking to express this idea of destruction and recreation.  I’m trying to create art that reflects my experience, what I see looking at my family relationships and the environment of my childhood. It was my role as a child to take the chaos around me and keep it from falling apart, always helping to maintain the family secret of the illusion of the perfect, happy family. With the art I’m creating with my gun, I am taking objects that symbolize these supposedly perfect family events, what that perfection was supposed to be, and destroying them with the shot, and bringing them back together to create a new vision of what that experience was like for me.
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