Introduction

Marlene Dumas has a remarkable affinity for language. From the very beginning it has
played an important part in her work as a visual artist and, moreover, is frequently used
as an autonomous vehicle of expression.

She made use of texts in her earliest collages and still occasionally writes short texts on
her drawings. Her exhibitions and individual works are given intriguing and revealing
titles, such as The Eyes of the Night Creatures or Miss Interpreted. These set up an
atmosphere and sketch-in a metaphorical framework which allows her works a certain
freedom of movement.

Furthermore, over the last fifteen years, Dumas has written an impressive number of
texts ranging from aphorisms and short poetic pieces to longer analytical texts. These
focus on her own work, tackling such aspects as subject matter, background and
sources, as well as its critical reception, and art and painting in general. Many of the texts
were prompted by a special occasion like an exhibition or the request to contribute an
article to a periodical or newspaper. Sweet Nothings is a selection of her best and most
representative writings.

Marlene Dumas relishes the substance of language, the interplay between the sound and
the meaning of a word and its sequential rhythm. Compared with painting, language is a
relatively transparent medium which allows for a considerable directness in terms of
subject matter. But while some of Dumas statements are emphatically certain, the great
majority can rarely be understood on one level alone.

Her motivation to write is also expressed in a note like ‘Artworks are Not information
in the first place’." If an artwork does not contain all the necessary information within
itself, then discussion is naturally of vital importance to its contextualization. A discussion
in which Dumas wants to speak for herself. Not so as to avoid misunderstanding;
misunderstandings are inevitable since there is ‘no correct interpretation’ of her work,
but ‘interpretations can be more or less creative’.? Paradoxically Dumas’ texts themselves
rarely provide any answers. They reflect some of her intentions and in that sense they
are informative, but they prefer to leave the ambiguity of the artwork untouched. This
ambiguity, however, is far from noncommittal, being targeted instead at creating space
for a myriad of meanings.

Sweet Nothings reflects Dumas’' preference for the written rather than the spoken
word. One of her earliest books was entitled No interviews Please (1987), and in No
more Interviews, written in the same year, she gives her reasons for objecting to the
verbal interview. For although she still gives them — albeit rarely — an interaction with
language and a greater space for reflection, which distinguishes the written from the
spoken word, is essential to her.

She has an entirely individual voice which in no way conforms to the way people
usually write about art. She uses words from everyday speech which, in the shorter
pieces, are poetically strung together in a staccato rhythm. The tone of her work is
coloured by emotion and a relativizing sense of humour; its content is hallmarked by a



preference for cliches and stereotypes, such as ‘the black man’ and ‘the model’. These
also form a facet of her visual work where she manages to make them rise above the
tedious level of generalization, thus stripping them of their tacitly accepted role to which,
in truth, they never had any claim. The same holds true of the more abstract concepts
that Dumas often brings into play in polarity: recurring motifs such as good versus evil,
love versus death, black versus white or identity versus nationality. Unwieldy as such all-
embracing concepts are, Dumas manages to subtly articulate them, make them specific
and thereby force them back to the concrete level of the personal experiential world. Her
sometimes sardonic humour points-up the complexity of the human condition and the
often problematic inter-human communications: ‘If you really want to talk to others, get a
good translator’.?

Talking about her art Dumas says she seeks to be referential, to go beyond figurative
signs which only symbolize visual problems. She makes use of images culled from the
media in her paintings and drawings: close-ups, with eyes staring out at the observer, or
(almost) naked limbs. In her own words ‘all the cheap tricks' to attract attention and
confront the observer directly.* But these only constitute a beginning: the function of the
representation, the possibilities of her medium and the role of the viewer also form a
substantial part of her thematic material.

She applies an analogous approach to language: just as she uses existing images in
her art, she draws on existing literary forms for her texts. When writing about love she
uses the language of love, or the love poem, as a means of finally saying something about
art. She plays with forms of address, confronting the reader directly in the ‘I' or ‘you’
form. To many, the subjects are recognizable and sometimes intimate. Yet metaphors
and references lend her statements a certain abstraction which allows her to go beyond
the purely personal. Distance is essential, as is also reflected in the many artworks and
texts in which Dumas, rather doggedly, seeks to protect the private from becoming
increasingly entangled with the public. Dumas works with an illusion of intimacy and a
suggestion of narrative, without redeeming the promise. ‘There is ambiguousness to
come to terms with'.®
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