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THE MUSEUM OF PATHETICNESS

A Power-point presentation for Matt’s Gallery,

London,2009.

It has been a long held ambition of mine to establish a Museum of Patheticness.
My interest in the idea of patheticness was kindled by my sightings and
subsequent collection of ‘Pathetic Graffiti’ — that is, graffiti that makes you scratch
your head and wonder why anybody bothered to make such a mark on the wall.
This graffiti becomes special by its sheer pointlessness. Anybody interested in

seeing some examples, is welcome to look at my short pamphlet on the subject

called ‘Fucking Buses are Crap’.

Or ruder still:

SUCK ME OF

{acknally mayhe that's just agually soda) Please send examples*
Anyway, if you are a coonoiaseur of the Of Pathe‘:ic graffiti FUCKING BUSES
rude y=t pointless sub-apecies of to:
‘graffito pathetico’ then parhaps the -
following ia for you: The Musalm Of ARE CR‘A‘P
Patheticnesgs

c/o

sadiehennessy@hotmail . com

NRAFERT,

A=Y TR *A somewhat pathetic prize 2 Short Essay on
will be given to the best tes
I will end my disgourege with a favourite tri Eatlios & drsifict
photograph frem my collectlon isee back ERELIE 2. by
of leaflet). This fios and Einal sxanple Sadie Captain Hennessy

encompas=es everything that I hawvs

hesn gelebrating in my lietle pamphlet.
The feeblenes:z of the messags iz truly
pathetic, yet it's spirit is magnificent-
1y humbling, .
www, sadiehennegay.co.uk

Hurzah!




Pathog ig a Graek word, defined by tha
dictiomary a=Z: that guality in apeech,
wrlting,mueic cor artietic representaticn
which sxoites a fssliag of pity, of sad-
nesa - Pathoz2 has the power of atirring
tender or melancholy emoticom. It i a
pathebic expression or utkberance. In
Bncient Graece the pathetic arta were
the trangient or emoticnal ones rathes
than the permanent or ideal.

There ig 0o more brangient (oz emotionall
art than graffiti, which is the subject
of my litcle eezay today.

My zpecialiszst area le purpeosely narrow.
I am not examining hers political
grafficti, aa carved by Gresk mercenarisa
on the sgtones of Atheng. I am nok
turning my gaze towards ‘tagging’
hip-hop grafficti as =esn on the subways
aof New York snd Loandon. I aw aot
referring to romantic graffiti as seen
on lavatory walls and carved in the
bark of tzses, No, those categoriss

of graffiti ars dictated by & force of
paesion, which although impregegive ig
nok the subject of my specialism. The
graffiti that capturee my attentiom ie
that which makes you woonder why anyhody
ever bothered to write it. I zall it:

Pathetic Graffiti!

My interest in pathetic graffiti dates
batk to a zainy bug shelter in Waymouth
in the sarly 15B0°=. BAcrawled cn that
desultory buz stop were the words that
gave birth ko my passion:

i.e.

Fucking Buges Are Crap

There's a degperation implizit in that
sentence that inspires the truly path-
etical respconese; & feeling of pity is
inwoked. What a melancholy place that
Weet Dporaet bue atop must have been.

Tha desolate wrban wasteland ig the
natural habitat of pathetic graffiti,as
evineed in this once seen;, and never
forgotten exampls, in a Bermendsesy 1ift:

Hitler is a
Scag-Head Cunt

Curing & sktaggeringly protracted road-
widsning exercise on a Ladbroke Grove
bridge, a plece of graffite {(ainguizr!
stocd eut for it'z simplicity and it's
hopeleesneen

Why is thig bridge
taking go long?

s..it pled to blind eyes.

Over in Ielington I often wondered whe
Sarah Tittle was. & block of flats
named after her had been patheticiaed.
The ‘H' af the word ‘House' on the gign
outside the block had been graffitied to
leck like an 'M*:

Sarah Tittle Mouse

That waz a classically pointlesez and
complately lncffenaive act of grafficd-
ing and as such, ona I adnired wery much.

Btreat and rocad signe offer a rich
palatte to the pathetic graffiti arkisgt.
One Dewvon example wae =20 obwioue that ik
bepame amusing just trying te imagine
why anycae would stizr themselves to olimb
up 3 aigopoet with a black marker pen and
white paint ko trangform Buckfagtleigh
inteo a ruder bub totally pathetic invers-
ion of itaelf:

FUCKBASTLEIGH

Ferhaps it was the pame prankater whe
painted cut the 'L on *Dogpool’ tuzoding
Dogpool Lane inkte a far less plesaant
place to liva.

Juskt & ehort mopsd ride away from
Fuckbagkleigh (ag it ig snow cowncnly
known) lies my own alma mater, My
years of toil there were overshadowed
Ly & wagnificent graffite, painted

in blood red on the wall ouktaide the
dance studio:

The Situation
is Impossible

What could have proveoked such despair?
Running cut of Elzla papsrs? Torn legg-
ings? An ingrazss in the price of sorangy?
Whaktever the cause, we drama atudenta
weren’t contesting euch a perfectly
pathetic statement,

The pathetic graffiti-ist is not always
2o Hihilietioc, cr original of chought.
A regurring piece of pathebic Graffiti
can be found on any building site with
& TO LET board. How many *I‘a have been
ingarted into the gpace bebween tha *TOS
and the ‘LET'F Many thousands I should
guesa. Each *If planted a8 though for
the fizst bime in the pathebic balisi of
originality.

TOILET

Badly spelled graffitl hae a charm all of
its' own aad a good helpdiag of built-in
pathoe. &L common example, whizch you may
well have ppotted for yourself ig:

Piss Of

Whers the gecond £ hag been nigladd,
Other variations of this carelessness
include it's ruder ralatiwve:

Fuck O

Slide1: Pamphlet: Fucking Buses Are Crap 2006

Anyway, my plan for Matt’s Gallery is to turn Gallery 1 into The Museum of
Patheticness. The intention of the museum is to explore the changed meaning of
the word ‘pathetic’ and through that, the re-positioning of the idea of ‘pathetic’ in
our minds.

My old Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘pathetic’ as: Sensitive, liable to suffer,
producing an effect on the emotions, moving, stirring, affecting. Exciting pity,

sympathy or sadness. Full of pathos.



And for Pathos:
That quality in speech, writing, music or artistic representation which excites a

feeling of pity or sadness.

'Pathetic' Cameron attacked
over Euro policy

From 'The Evening Standard” 2010

Slide.2: Changing use of the word ‘Pathetic’

The Museum of Patheticness is dedicated to the abject, it celebrates losers,
also-rans and incompetents. It's objects embody a want of ambition and a failure
of realization. All the artefacts in the Museum of Patheticness are unheroic
(though not anti- heroic, that would be too revolutionary for true patheticness).
The Museum of Patheticness revels in the home-made, the ill-conceived and the
forgotton. The balsa- wood sandals that my ex-husband made for his mum
(when he was a boy) would find a home in the display cabinets of the Museum of

Patheticness - (except of course, that they are no longer with us as they broke).



They might be joined by a string of limp bunting, ripped and torn by the wind
some weeks after the village fete, or the football chant of Plymouth Argylle

supporters when they sing ‘We’re so crap it’s unbelievable’.

A Degraded Version of the Sublime

"“"When athing that is
sublirme in an intellectual
sense is alleged to tally
with something familiar
and inferior.. .then that
ahstract thing is itself
unmasked as something
egually inferior"

Sigmund Freud

Jokes and their Relation
to the Uncanscious'

Slide 3: A Degraded Version of the Sublime

My contextual starting point comes from a re-appraisal of an essay by Ralph
Rugoff, which accompanied an exhibition that he curated in 1990, called ‘Just
Pathetic’. Twenty years ago, he saw the art that he identified as ‘Pathetic Art’ as

an antidote to the pomp and grandiosity of the aspirational 80’s.



"By making imperfection
appear sympathetic and
laughahle, pathetic art
also pokesfun at a key
mechanisim of social

contral the social stigma
andfear sttached to the
idea of failure"

Falph Rugoff

Slide 4: CottonBud Snowman

I've made a list to help define what constitutes pathetic art — and by extension,

the everyday articles that will be in the Museum of Patheticness:

Pathetic Vs Non-Pathetic Art

= Without aspirgtion

= Anti-rhetorical

»  Unmonumertal
Unpalitical

»  hundane obzenations

*  hbodest Materials

= Little technique

= Lachking in ambition
Inspining pity
Often fanny

*  Informal

*  Provisional

»  Ofthe moment
Amateurish

«  Self-derisory

= BEmbracing ilure

Aepirgtional

Rhetarical

hdonumental (grand=anding)
Has agenda

Concemed with universal tuths
Expenswvely produced
rell-crafted

Ambitious

Inspinng awe

Faraly fanny

Farmal

Enduring

Timeless

Professional

Self-rezpectful

Strives for suczess

Slide 5: List



Examples of Pathetic Art
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Slide 6: Some Pathetic Art

As the so-called noughties draw to a close, with our financial institutions in
meltdown and our planet choking to death on capitalism’s farts, it seems to me to

be a good time to re-embrace the lo-fi.

This ‘time is right’ feeling was reinforced for me by a trip to New York in 2008. |
went to the newly opened New Museum, where their first show was entitled
‘Unmonumental. It seemed ironic that they should be setting out their stall for ‘a
new modesty in the creation of art’ (as they put it) in such a swanky new building
— (but 'm guessing there isn’t much call for ‘Pathetic Architecture’ ?) The

New Museum'’s blurb stated the following:



“ Unmonumental is a show that is less interested in expanding the definitions of a
particular medium or technique than it is on zeroing in on a way that visual art
can help define the moment in which we are living”

It continues:

“The opening of this new century seems defined by the disappearance of
monuments and the erasure of symbols, marked by indelible images of
destruction and ruin, from the fall of the Twin Towers to the obliteration of the
Bamayan Buddhas, and the toppling of the statue of Saddam Hussein. It comes
as no surprise that this first decade of the 21%' Century has produced an artistic
language of fragments and of debased, precarious, and trembling forms, sounds
and pictures. This millennium appears more concerned with iconoclasm than

with creating new, empty and shiny icons.”

No self-respecting (or even self-abasing!) Museum of Patheticness could ignore
John Ruskin’s essay on the ‘Pathetic Fallacy’. For those that don’t know, this is
the idea that inanimate objects are in possession of human feelings and this
forms the basis of much romantic poetry. | suspect that many objects in the
Museum of Patheticness will fall into that category. In the taxonomy of the

Museum ‘Abject Plush’ may well fill a large cabinet.



The Pathetic Fallacy

Slide 7: Abject Plush

It's hard to know how the rest of the Museum will be classified as the objects
displayed there, are to be donated by invitation. | shall be canvassing a wide
range of people, (in the months of pre-production before the museum is built) and
inviting them to contribute items that embody, for them, the notion of
patheticness. Often the patheticness is to be found in the enterprise or idea of
the object, rather than the object itself. Iltems will be selected from the donations
if the curator/s agree that they either capture an historical sense of patheticness
or further our understanding of the shifting notion of it. Any items that are not

selected will be put into a large pile, outside the entrance of the Museum.



Practically speaking, in order to turn Gallery 1 into a museum, | shall be filling all
available wallspace with cabinets and shelves (materials to be decided
depending on budget) — based on the interior of a small regional museum. A
long glass topped table will run through the centre of the gallery. Under the glass
there will be paper-based exhibits. It will also double up as a dining table for the

Pathetic Symposium.

The Pathetic Symposium

= Ralph Rugoff an re-ewaluating
"Just P athetic’

= Jeremy Millar on P athos We
B athos'

= Dwuncan McClaren on Ruskin's
'P athetic F allacy’
Ennin W urm on making
F athetic art
Cr Mina Poweer on Julia
Fristewd's writings on the
ahbject
Billie W hitelaw on Bed: et and
F athos

= John Shuttleworth on the
poaver of minor chords

Slide 8: Speakers at The Pathetic Symposium

Guest will be invited to speak at the symposium and their contributions will be
published in the accompanying catalogue, which will also document some of the
museum’s most important exhibits. Apart from the guest speakers, the rest of
the guests will be selected by lottery, from tickets that they receive on donating

an item or items, to the museum.



| shall end by showing you a few items that | think could make it into the
museum. It's important to stress that this is not a celebration of kitsch or an
exercise in sniggering at other people’s poor taste, it is a genuine attempt to
capture a mood of our times. A trip to the Museum of Patheticness will be a
humanizing experience. To poach the words of one critic ( writing about the ‘Less
is less’ approach of Richard Tuttle): It'll be ‘the liberating experience of zero

expectations’

Why should we celebrate The
Pathetic?

» Because the pathetic TS
embraces failure, and [
the possibility of
failure is good for art.

« Because patheticness
touches our emotions
and feeling things is
qood.

Slide 9: Why?



Samuel Beckett — Master of Pathos

Slide 10: Last page of Waiting for Godot

Camoulflage Bible

Slide 11: Army issue bible



Fan Mail
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Slide 12: Half-hearted fan mail
Slide 13: Faded Photographs

Faded photographs




Pet Heroics

Slide 14: Dog on treadmill

Floral Tributes in Novelty Shapes

Slide 15: Cigarette-shaped floral tribute



The Eternal Optimism of the
Jehovah's Withess

e ey

Would You
7 Like 1o Know More

About the Bible?

Slide 16: Jehovah’s Witness Pamphlet

The Touching Pride of a Handsome
Man for his Somewhat Plain Baby.

Slide 17: Me and my Dad



Bald Dolls

Slide 18: Doll that has lost its hair

Pig hair left on bacon rashers

Slide 19: Hairy bacon



