Hi everyone. So I would like to use the work of Syracuse, New York-based Canadian artists Emily Vey Duke and Cooper Battersby as a kind of case study for the ideas behind Creatures in the Night, and how their use of animation and of animals is central to the political and philosophical themes they so smartly, beautifully and entertainingly explore. To put it in a very small nutshell, Duke and Battersby wrestle with the problem of being human. At the core of their practice is a very provocative, ambiguous worldview that finds nobility within the most abject gestures, ugliness within the most splendid ones. And animation is just one of the many strategies they use in their videos, from original songs to found footage to performance.

So here are a range of the animal characters we have in their work, from the mouthy cats in their first tape Rapt and Happy from 1998 and the vulgar half-man, half-dogs in their 2001 tape Being Fucked Up, to the majestic scenes painted by Toronto artist Shary Boyle in their 2003 scrolling animation Perfect Nature World. And I should point out that the artists often provide the voices of the animals they feature, but their voices are manipulated according to who or what they are ventriloquizing. 

Now in Sergei Eisenstein’s writings on Walt Disney, he praised what he called the Disney cartoon’s “freedom from ossification,” a “revolt” against “stagnation,” and a “triumph over all fetters, over everything that binds.” The defining trait of animation is its kinetic capacity for mutation, its refusal to stay still. In the dynamic shifts of one form to another, Eisenstein finds a liberating “departure from one’s self. From once and forever prescribed norms of nomenclature, form and behaviour.” Theorist Sean Cubitt has latched onto the term “vector” from digital imaging to describe the essential quality of the animated image: it is “always open to alteration, a motion without destination, open to every distraction…” The animated image is about the process of becoming and about the infinite possibilities for change the future holds.

So animation presents this very open playing field, a world of potential and process rather than permanence and stability. Duke and Battersby are very much interested in this state of entropy, where anything is possible. They see disorder as our existential fate even though we try to do all we can to deny it.  [Definition] 
       For example their 2003 video Curious About Existence centres on the first law of thermodynamics, which finds all energy not created or destroyed, but rather transformed. A classroom filled with pimply students attend a lecture describing how the death of a nut brown mouse converts his or her “energy and order” into “fungus,” “bacteria” and “grief” among other elements. The video strives to negate the idea that “total order = total goodness” by embracing flux and uncertainty. 

Animals in their work also represent a refusal of order and fixedness. Animals are intriguing for Duke and Battersby because they lack the internal conflict between base desire, and morality and self-control that haunt two-legged grown-ups. They are shameless, which is a kind of state of grace for the artists, as they aspire to total emotional expressivity without self-censorship. Cubitt has commented, “Human desire is founded on loss and lack, while animal instinct is presumably ordered by presence and fullness, since it is never mediated by those prohibitions that shape humanity.” In Curious About Existence, an otter reads from Wagner’s wife’s letters to Nietzsche, offering good advice to us humans: “Treat your impulses as a comedy… not a doctrine.” The tension between our animal desires and our social regulations of them is the dynamic of being human, so we might as well start embracing it.

In Songs of Praise for the Heart Beyond Cure (2006), which I think of as a road map for all of their work, the finale is a song for four voices, all originating from animated characters that span adult, child, animal and vegetable. They unite in a chorus that transcends biology through their shared struggle to survive, to grow, to change. [Clip] In the natural world and its dependable cycles, the artists find profound evidence for the future redemption of humanity from our vanity and our tyranny. Birds, for example, “come back” each year despite our not deserving them. 

At the end of their most recent video, Beauty Plus Pity: A Movie in 7 Parts (2008), a chorus of animal Spirit Guides warn humanity that they will preside over our punishment for the sins we have collectively committed against the natural world—and over our redemption as well. (The problem of redemption is a central one for the artists.) Beauty Plus Pity expanded beyond the video frame to populate a gallery space (at The Power Plant in Toronto, where I work, in winter 2008–9) with a council of taxidermied animals dressed in ornate finery, dignitaries on leave from the fictional world on-screen on a mission into human society. The video’s protagonist is a hunter who provides shockingly candid insight into his passion for killing animals, which he compellingly identifies as a “wrong committed for the right reasons.” It is because he wants to touch and hold them, a longing for closeness with other creatures that can only come from incapacitating them (he yearns for a zoo where the animals are tranquilized so they may be safely cuddled). 

In the essay “Drawing Animals,” Cubitt identifies a similar drive behind our desire as a species to represent other animals. He claims that “drawn images of animals are among the first records that distinguish the presence of humans” and that this desire to represent, especially through one’s hand as one does with drawing and with animation, is a subconscious quest for closer proximity to animals, not just to empathize with them but to embody them in a way. In general I’m really interested in the question of why images of non-human animals are so compelling to human ones. I think it’s about the ultimate unknowability of other species, and how they think and feel. And also about the constantly shifting borders of our distinctiveness as a species, basically the uncertain line of where being an animal stops and being a human begins. Drawing animals for Cubitt is the “conduit” for “trans-species identification.” And I think this idea cuts to the core of our complex relationship with animals: on the one hand, we have an extraordinary desire to love them and be close to them, but at the same time this closeness dominates them, subjects them to our will. And I’ll just close with a quote from Eisenstein about Disney again that both attests to the wonder of animation, and signals the huge power it gives to humans to control: “A world of lines and colours which subjugates and alters itself to your command. You tell a mountain: move, and it moves. You tell an octopus: be an elephant, and the octopus becomes an elephant. You tell the sun: ‘Stop!’ –and it stops.”

