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Fig. 1,2 JLAY~U— (A TFAHOERE) 20035, B8, H101x54cm, £iR21HHE5E#78ERE, Courtesy: Artist / Victoria Miro Gallery

Fig. 6

Grayson Perry, Plight of the Sensitive Child, 2003, Glazed Ceramic, H101X54cm, Collection of 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa

Fig. 3, 4, 5 (BUBLTHDERE) &89 Plight of the Sensitive Child (detail)
Fig. 6 Ya>- Hi—H—Y 1M (IRT—R-D-RADIRASE) 18824, 221.9X222 6¢m, KRR E AT ERREL
John Singer Sargent, Daughters of Edward D.Boit, 1882, 221.9%X222.6¢cm, Collection of Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Fig. 7 (BUBAFHOER) 545
Plight of the Sensitive Child (detail)
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Grayson Perry’s Plight of the Sensitive Child
(2003, Fig. 1, 2) owned by 21st Century
Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa
is a work of a nearly 100cm-high pot in
classic form, on which various images are
drawn all over. On first viewing, the work
has a pleasant atmosphere with figures of
playing girls overlapped with patterns such
as flowers. Looking at it closely, however,
we find the girls sucking drug with weapons
in their hands, a child wearing bloodstained
clothes, damaged cars on the road, and a
streetlight at which a bouquet of flowers are
offered as if it were a spot of accident. What
is put into the composition with a neatly
shaped pot and colorful decoration is not only
the presentation or satire of today’s social
issues, but also it indicates a device that
triggers a chain reaction of images so that
our senses and awareness are shaken and
the basis for our value judgments becomes
doubtful.

After graduating from Portsmouth
Polytechnic, Grayson Perry(1960-) was
mostly engaged in film production and
performance activities in his early years in
the first half of the 1980s. He began to make
ceramic works after attending a course on
ceramics in the middle of the 1980s. The
special feature of Perry’s ceramic works
is its visual multi-layered quality, which is
made possible by copying images from the
photos that he took or magazines as well as
decorative patterns commonly used for the
mass-produced earthenware on the surface
of a pot to make them look lying on top of

A Study on

one another, in addition to depicting various
contemporary subjects, such as violence,
prejudice, sexual suppression, popular culture,
and religious faith, on the forms borrowed
from Greek, Chinese, or Japanese classic
pots. Besides ceramics, he makes works
using a variety of media—sculpture, photos,
prints, quilts, and dress design—exceeding
specific genres. In this text, however, | take
out some prominent elements of Plight of the
Sensitive Child in particular, to find a clue to
Perry’s world of expression.

Multiple meanings of girls

Perry has often depicted boys and girls
in his works. In many cases, flaming-up
houses, weapons, fighter planes, and coffins
are drawn against a background of children
playing innocently. Thus, the dark side of
children’s surroundings was expressed as
metaphors for violence, abuse, and death.
In Plight of the Sensitive Child, however, the
artist employs a style in which about ten-year-
old children themselves are saddled with the
image of such a dark side.

The scene is a vacant plot of land on a street
corner in the suburbs, by the roadside, or on
a bridge, and depicted there are about ten
girls. First directing our attention to a group
of children gathering around the graffiti
drawn on the walls, we see that the girls are
handling knives, pistols, sticks, and hatchets
just like toys. (Fig. 3) In the background, a
girl poses as if she were about to throw a
stone beside a car that already has a broken

windshield. On the opposite side of the place
are two girls sucking drugs, and a girl hiding
a hammer behind her back. (Fig. 4) On the
right-hand side is a child who is standing
in a puff-sleeved blouse and with ribbons
on her hair. As the child is naked from the
hip down, it is noticeable that it is actually
a boy. (Fig. 5) Following the boy’s eyes, we
reach a photo of Grayson Perry’s face, who
disguises himself as a woman and is tied to a
streetlight pole next to the boy, together with
bunches of flowers and a stuffed animal. In
a range of the same nightmarish images,
Perry’s appearance as Clair (his name as a
transvestite) jumps into our eyes. Clair in the
photo looks at us fixedly as we are pulled
back to reality.

Generally speaking, when we see flowers,
stuffed animals, and photos offered at the
foot of a streetlight or electric pole, we
assume that it is a spot of tragedy such as
a traffic accident. The scene in this work,
howeuver, is filled with atmosphere that is too
extraordinary for viewers to feel sentimental.
When we see a boy who exposes his lower
half of the body while holding his finger
in his mouth, that is probably Perry’s own
reflection, and a message “OUR LITTLE
DEVIL” (not “our little angel”) attached to the
bouquet, which is fixed to a fence behind the
streetlight, we feel that we have a nightmare
that we will not wake from.

The scene unfolded by children in Plight
of the Sensitive Child does not describe

such real social issues as minor crimes

Plight of the Sensitive Child by Grayson PERRY

YOSHIOKA Emiko

Curator
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committed by juvenile delinquents that
might be happening in a certain town in the
suburbs or it is not simple criticism. On the
contrary, we should note that it structurally
involves the point to shake our stereotypes.
It goes against such attributes of “girls” as
“cute,” “innocent,”or “pure,”and instead, the
betrayal is expressed in things like weapons,
drugs, and girls’ acts involved there. We also
feel that there is incompatibility between a
kind of sentiments aroused by the scene of a
site suggestive of an accident or suicide, and
violence by children that is about to start at
the side, both of which are expressed on the
same stage. What is more, complex feelings
we have when we notice that one who is
dressed like a girl is actually a boy with his
naked hip, confuses viewer's interpretation.
“Bad fellows” who commit violence or
crimes (for instance, adults) do not appear,
but little children are involved. That wavers
our senses. Usually nobody imagines in
the first place that such a motif would be
depicted on a pot that has a very classic
form. Nevertheless, it has actually been done
to damage premises.

As one of his inspiration sources for
producing this work, Perry named Daughters
of Edward D. Boit (1882, Fig. 6) by John
Singer Sargent, a painter who was active
from the latter half of the 19th century to the
beginning of the 20th century.’ In this
painting, Sargent, who is known by the
works that describe the life of the upper class
and fashionable circles in the latter half of the
19th century, depicts four daughters of Boit,

one of his artist friends. While describing four
girls wearing apron dresses at home, this
painting makes us feel a slight distance in
their looks and positions to each other for a
painting describing a friend’s little daughters.
Two girls behind in particular are described as
if they were sinking into the shade, and there
is some blank left in the painting. Because of
those, the painting lacks intimacy somehow,
and cold atmosphere is created. If this picture
provided Perry with a chance to lead him to
express Plight of the Sensitive Child, it was
probably because he felt intuitively that girls,
who are usually thought pure and innocent,
have a complex and, at times, warped mind, and
some shady parts that lurk in the environment
surrounding them. Perry’s viewpoint, which has
made blots of suppression and violence next
to our daily life surface in all different styles,
can be recognized here.

At the time when Sargent painted this
portrait, the Boits’ girls were from four to
fourteen years old. Children in Plight of the
Sensitive Child are also around ten. In the
comment concerning this work, Perry says, ‘I
was thinking about how we often view
children in a pure and sentimental way or as
young thugs and that the truth is somewhere
in between.” When considering that girls
who are at a difficult age bracket between
childhood and adolescent are used as a
theme, we think that it is perhaps no accident
that Perry’s daughter was ten years old at the

time of the production of this work.

32 A Study on Plight of the Sensitive Child by Grayson PERRY / YOSHIOKA Emiko

Metaphor for both the ordinary and
barbarity: the suburbs

When we turn our eyes to the background
part of this work, we find that shabby town
streets in the suburbs are carefully painted.
(Fig.7) There is a street scattered with
garbage bins, a range of stretched electric
wires, and a roadside where there is a car
with its windshield broken. In the inner part
of the street is a factory chimney emitting
smoke, and in a site across the highway are
a camping car and a truck, and some people
seem to live there as laundry is dried on a
rope. There are obscene graffiti on the wall,
and a streetlight on the bridge suggests a
spot of an accident or suicide.

This kind of suburban scenery that is
unknown and could be anywhere or nowhere
has often been depicted in Perry’s works.
The scenery is thought to be that in his
imagination with his fantastical flavor, based
on the images of some towns in Essex
where the artist used to live, and the area in
the suburbs of London where he currently
has his studio. As for Plight of the Sensitive
Child, the artist states that he made the work
with inspiration he got from the district of
Walthamstow where he has his studio. Perry
explained the background as follows.

“Plight of the Sensitive Child (was) made
when | was on one of those romantic
moments without inspiration so | went for a
walk. My studio is in Walthamstow, and |
walked around the North Circular Road and
found horrendous graffiti and it inspired me




to make this pot which is a kind of homage
to where my studio is really.”*

As shown in this episode, Perry includes
this obscene graffiti drawn on the wall by
the side of playing (fighting) girls depicted
on the pot. A condom thrown away on
the ground in the front intensifies a dreary
atmosphere of the suburbs. All towns in the
suburbs including Walthamstow are not as
rough and chilling in all aspects as the town
described on this pot. In fact, what appears
on the surface might be ordinary, peaceful
daily life that we can find everywhere. What
Perry is trying to communicate here is a
message that even in an ordinary town in the
suburbs or in the local people’s lives, though
they appear quiet at a glance, it is likely that
there are, for instance, domestic violence,
bullying, alcohol dependence, reality of social
disparities, and discrimination and prejudice
of different kinds.

What symbolically shows such shady parts
that coexist with people’s daily life are a
dying tree, and a bent and warped streetlight
that seem to divide the pot running from the
bottom up to the top. The tree has grown
winding like a pine tree, and its branch is
broken pitilessly as if lighting damaged it, and
what is more, on the top of the trunk is hung
an object that seems to be a bicycle wheel.
(Fig. 8) The streetlight is, as mentioned above,
a symbol of a tragic scene. The shadow of
violence associated with the existence of
both nature/tree and artificiality/streetlight
seems to link to the coldness shown in the
innocence of children, as well as the barbarity

and uneasiness in the daily life in the suburbs
that are described in this work.

Overlapped pictures: collage

In many Perry’s works including Plight of
the Sensitive Child, another group of images
that is not related to the theme depicted there
(or it is connected though no relation seems
to exist at a glance) is overlapped in a collage
style. They are, for instance, scenery that
Perry himself photographed, his self-portrait,
images copied from magazines and children’s
picture books, and fragmented icons such as
Madonna and Child. Dissimilation of meanings
and impressions through bringing image
fragments in from the outside of the context
has been shown by many artists who adopted
collage, including Dadaists. Perry himself had
made many works adopting a collage-style
method since the first stage of his activities,
including the time after he started making
ceramics.

In Plight of the Sensitive Child, the ratio of the
overlapped images to the framework is higher
than that in Perry’s other works. According to
a certain viewing angle, about eighty percent
of the surface is filled with images brought
in from the outside. In this work, decorative
flower patterns like wallpaper, a photo of
a damaged car, a picture of Madonna and
Child, and a girl’s photo are cut off from the
original sources, and stuck onto the surface
of the pot. Watching carefully the collage
arrangement, we notice that there are two

kinds of arrangement—the one is to put them

at random like floating clouds in the picture
while the other kind is to arrange rectangular
images so that they are connected to each
other without a space. The former is Perry’s
usual way of making layers, which is often
seen in his other works. The latter is, however,
a feature element in this work. (Fig. 9)

What is interesting in relation to this is that
Perry mentioned that he had got inspiration
from Sigmar Polke’s work using tea towels.*
It seems that he referred to Hand Towels
made and titled by Polke in 1994. (Fig.10) The
work is made up by joining together many
kinds of commercially available kitchen
towels, so it is nearly readymade. The only
one towel that Polke mixed in those arranged
towels has a design taken from a picture of a
rabbit painted by Albrecht Durer. As a result,
consumer products in daily life and an image
copied from the art history are arranged next
to each other in this work.

In the rectangular parts of the collage style
in Plight of the Sensitive Child, photos of a
damaged car and street scenes were put in
among the motifs such as wallpaper and tea
towels. While dissimilation had already been
caused in the collages, Perry overlapped
them over the pot fully covered with his own
drawings. Thus, he tries to give this work
further meanings and visual multi-layered
qualities.

Meaning of the pot form

| stated that Perry adopted mostly Greek,
Chinese, and Japanese classic pot forms for
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his pot works. The artist owns a lot of ceramic
catalogues of various countries and ages. His
production style is to consult those illustrations,
as he plans a work, and starts up kneading and
coiling clay. It differs from the style of many
contemporary ceramic artists creating vessels,
in that they search their unique expressions and
originality in the form itself, while Perry does not
seek originality in the form. It is because Perry
simply wishes that his pot works carry a form
from which people can have an impression of
“pot.” Perry told me in an interview as follows.

“I look at what would be the most archetypal,
most classic version of anything. | don’t want to
make unusual shaped pots. | make copies of
shapes because they are like a frame to my
paintings. | just want the frame to be invisible.
Then people are not looking at the shape, they
are looking at what is on the pot.”™

In the case of Plight of the Sensitive Child,
the form with a gradually swelling body with
sloping shoulders, a thin, firm neck, and a
wide, level opening can be rightly regarded
as a kind of the most archetypal that exceeds
features in a specific region and age. In fact,
the reference source concerning the form of
this work by Perry is Daughters of Edward D.
Boit by Sargent. He referred to a pair of pots
drawn in the painting: one pot against which
a girl in the rear is leaning, and the other
drawn on the right side of the picture.® A pair
of porcelain pots with underglaze blue
decoration is taller than the girls, and its
elegant volume stands up vertically.
Compared with Perry’s Plight of the Sensitive
Child, the swelling of its body and the size of

notes

the opening going outwards are somehow
softened. Those pots used to be owned by
Edward Boit, but later, they were donated to
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston as well as the
painting, and exhibited beside it. According to
the information on the said work in Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston, the pots are 188cm high
Arita ware produced during the period
between the end of Edo era and the beginning
of Meiji era. Perry’s work that is 101cm in
height with 54cm in diameter comes under
the category of large works among his
ceramic works. Those pots in the picture
might have prompted him to work on such a
scale.

It is not confirmed whether Perry saw
Sargent’s painting and the pots in Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston, or he only saw them in
a catalogue. Considering his usual practice
of studying the form of pots in books of
artworks, we incline to think that the latter
might be the case. In either case, what is
interesting is that the relation between girls
and pots in the background in the painting is
converted, in Perry’s work, into girls drawn on
the pot, and sharply feeling the atmosphere
and qualities that Sargent’s painting created,
and Perry developed them further in his own
work in a bold and skillful way.

In this text, | have tried some analyses
concerning Plight of the Sensitive Child, tracing
the artist’s words. As the artist repeated that it
is more important to understand that there is a
gray zone that is neither black nor white than
to find black and white of things. This work
is not intended to present a simple moralistic

1. From Perry’s statement submitted when the museum bought the work in 2004.

Sargent’s painting is currently in the collection of Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

2. the same as note 1

3. “Grayson Perry: Collection Intervention,” Tate St. lves, 2004

4. From Perry’s statement submitted when the museum bought the work in 2004

5. From an interview with Perry at his studio in London in November 2006

6. From Perry’s statement submitted when the museum bought the work in 2004
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lesson or an answer to his view of the world.
The world of children unfolded in this work,
while relating to various image fragments
taken into the pictures and involving viewers’
mentality and senses, consequently throws
a question “what is human nature?” at us.
This work is a weapon though it is a pot, and
aggressive though decorative. It is one of
the realities though it is a fantasy, and it can

become our own reality.

(translated by NISHIZAWA Miki)






