蟎 Man Insect
The following is a response to Catherine Clover's 蟎 Man Insect installation and provides some reflections on the nature of the human/ insect dialogue. 

The artist is there “to point out what already exists” (Annette Messager, Word for Word 2006); and by thus framing life to shake us awake to the normally unnoticed, the background noise; to eradicate the banal. As beckoned by Duchamp's readymades nearly a century ago, finally the grandiose or romantic, historical epic in art has been overcome and artists such as Clover reflect on society from the minutiae up, close to the ground, as intimate a history as one could hope for. 

Academic exploration into concepts of the everyday, since the writing of Lefebvre in France in the 1950s has revealed the extraordinary nature of the ordinary; what to one culture is unremarkable and routine, in another time or another context can become marvelous, extraordinary and unthinkable. In the heat of the social criticism of the 1950 and 1960s intellectual arena, pumped by the political writings of Marcuse, Althusser and Gramsci, it was thought that if a society could see its everyday culture to be rooted in the soil of class inequalities or ideological fantasies, the old societal ways would be thrown off and a less exploitative and a new, more authentic “everyday” could occur. By the 1980s notions of revolution or final authentic positions had slid into a postmodern relativist blur and the remaining French theorists became fecund (to the point of hysteria) in their abundant deconstructions of  a contemporary world that seemed to them a thinly veneered fascist regime in its presiding customs and values.  In contrast to France, the pluralistic nature of Australia  makes the notion of the everyday too unconsolidated to position oneself in either agreement or disagreement with its norms and assumptions. China similarly reels from massive cultural changes of the last 60 years which leaves its relationships with its cultural traditions unpredictable. Where the French were writing about cultural revolution, the Chinese were undergoing it. Clover’s work is a probe sent out to Australia and China to pluck a single thread of two societys, to isolate it and let it resonate; the sound of singing insects. Clover's work begins with what appears universal, the sound of singing insects in two urban settings, natural recordings made with highly sensitive sound recording equipment in the streets; unaltered and uncommented on. 
Mono no aware:  a Japanese term, adopted in art criticism in the Eighteenth century in Japan, that is used to describe the awareness of the transience of all things and the bittersweet sadness at their passing. The word is derived from the Japanese word mono, which means "things" and aware which was an exclamation of moderate surprise, like “Oh!” in English. Mono-no-aware has been translated as a sigh of sadness in response to the truth of impermanence. 

Lacrimae rerum: a Latin term for “tears for things”. It is taken from Virgil's The Aeneid (c25BC). Aeneas speaks the following words in response to considering a mural of the slaughter of the Trojan War: "sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt". Translated this says, "These are tears for events and mortal things touch the soul." 

Mono no aware has been said to be at the heart of Japanese art philosophy. But this sadness is universal, Virgil encapsulates it, and the Chinese speak of it endlessly in the form of the cricket and the cicada.

There is a blessing in Chinese to “have as many children as the katydids.”
 It refers to the insect's ability to lay hundreds of eggs and comes from a time when it was viewed in China as the apogee of a successful life to have bountiful numbers of children. But where katydids were kept as symbols of luck and virtue, the cricket and the cicada were shackled with more melancholic associations in Chinese culture; with sadness, loneliness and the inevitability of the passing of all things. 

Whereas the crickets that are bred to fight in China
 are referred to as “soldiers”, the crickets and other singing insects sold today on the streets in Beijing are referred to more affectionately as “Jiao Ge-Ge” (singing brothers) and “Jie-Er” (singing sisters). Today the Chinese fondness for singing insects remains a presence in contemporary China. Just as the singing insects reflect transience in one sense, they also represent extraordinary historical endurance. Visited and recorded by Clover during her residency, there exists in Beijing an insect market, which continues to sell crickets and cicadas woven into bamboo cages just as they are recorded to have been sold in the literature of the Tang Dynasty (618-906AD). In addition to the commerce of insects, cages for the little “brothers and sisters” enjoy equal popularity in the market as well as feeding bowls. The Chinese Cricket Culture represents a link with the past.

From the beginning of Chinese historical records there is evidence of an awareness of crickets’ tunes accompanied by this distinctive sadness. The following poem by Yi, from the Ming Dynasty (1360 -1640) provides some sense of the signification of the cricket in Chinese culture,



Cricket



What’s the matter with the crickets?



Their sad melodies fill the night



So few they are, yet so loud their song



It cuts through the breeze 



and coagulates in the drizzle.



No sleep in sight for the anxious lady



within her home

In the Chinese chronicle “Affairs of the Period of Tian Bao” written in around 750 AD
 it is recorded

“Whenever the autumn arrives, the ladies of the palace catch crickets and keep them in small golden cages, which were placed near their pillows so as to hear their songs during the night. This custom was also mirrored by the towns people”

In his 1987 article, Xing-Bao Jin writes that people started to keep crickets in cages and enjoy their song in around 600AD. With more poetic licence than his western scholarly peer may have ventured, Jin reflects that “the concubines, like captive crickets in their golden cages, rather than enjoying the sweet chirps heard a reflection of their own sadness and loneliness in the cricket’s song”
. The poignancy of the cicada is immediate when one comprehends its intensely complex lifecycle
; a creature that lives several years underground before it emerges from the earth, to sing and mate in the sunlight before it dies. Singing insects were well known to be popular with Buddhist monks; worn close to the body a caged crickets life may well be extended by the added warmth and food (though its quality of life is up for question). The caged and isolated insect became by human hand an expression of the human condition; the individual’s longing for union impeded by its imprisonment in a separate body. The song of the insect is its mating call; a call, which due to its inescapable context, is bound for failure. Akin to the contemporary zoo, the tradition of pets or the hiving of bees, what can appear at first as refined, as an art of an elegant culture, becomes simultaneously viewable as an act of cruelty, where animal’s natural lifecycles are interfered with and manipulated to satisfy human needs.  

Universally non-urban societies have known that insects make useful indicators for climactic change. Phenology is the study of the cycles of nature. Personal, often subconscious markers evolve in societies to signify the passing of time, some natural, such as the emergence of leaves and flowers, the appearance of migratory birds as well as insects; some created rituals, like festivals or rituals and some singular to an individual awkward wording?. In China, the phonological link of singing insect is explicit in the  written language; the primitive Chinese words of summer, “Xia”, take on the form of a cicada; while the autumn words “Qiu” take on the form of a cricket.    Here in Victoria, Australia the Indigenous culture uses the arrival of the female Common Brown butterfly to mark the commencement of the Biderap (“Dry Season”) in January and the Bhuatt Gharro (“Grass-Flowering” season) is marked by the arrival of their male counterparts in November. The honey-bee and the butterfly perhaps has equivalent status in European consciousness. For the English artist new to the Australian landscape the cicadas’ call was captivating in its strangeness; it is exotic and foreign.

Yet if the insects of Clover’s work represent the passing of time, the experience of the soundworks themselves is contrasting in their quality of “nowness” and the absence of anything except what is; the insect's song is stripped of cultural codification and represented in a context empty of past associations. There is an uncluttered, directness in Clover's work that links it to that of the environmentalist and writer, Tim Low, who urges society to realise that “nature is here and everywhere”
. Low suggests that the notion of “wildlife” and “wilderness” as elsewhere and far away causes people to feel unnecessarily alienated from nature to the detriment of personal environmental responsibility:


“I think a relationship with nature is the most powerful when it is there all the time, if a friend is right there all the time then the relationship deepens. So I place high value on the relationships I can have with the plants and animals around 
me… And I think the coming of the seasons, the comings and goings of the birds and the flowers – you can get a sense of place and a sense of kinship from that and I think that that sense of relationship with nature had been greatly undervalued with an emphasis on having a relationship with a wilderness which is conceived as a very large distance away”

Clover’s work makes no such value statements.  Her work takes one to a quiet place that comes from months of listening. 
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