AN EPISTOLARY ESSAY ON TRACEY EMIN’S SHOW “I FOLLOWED YOU UNTIL THE END” AT WHITE CUBE BERMONDSEY.

London, November, 2024

Dear Tracey,

I’'m walking through your show?, open to what it wants to touch.

On the way here | got involved in a fight between an Armenian woman and an English
man. He was shouting at her. Slag, slag, slag.? | asked him to stop. I'm still shaking. How
many more times will we be called that way just for being ourselves? Being yourself
and never hiding, that’s what I’'ve always admired of you!

The third painting is small, purply red and reddish blue. Like a bruise
still fresh, growing in the flesh. Does a wound take longer to heal
when it lies beneath the surface? | see two legs but, were it not for
a vagina opening up where the two curves meet, | could mistake
them for a heart. Actually, the body looks like a pair... sorry, not two
people. Like a pear, and an apple, rotting. A natura morta. That’s
what makes your show so powerful... from the death bed, a scream
of survival® Yours’. Mine. Anyone’s. Anywhere. We all fear, grieve,
love, cry, laugh, die. Aren’t these the experiences that make us human, our universal
language? * Yet ‘we’ create strict boundaries between me, you, us, them. "We’ build
walls and point fingers at other bodies.> Have ‘we’ become so busy defining who we
are that we forgot the importance of this body we live in and, as vulnerable as it may
be, how it makes us human?® Bodies in red, bodies in blue, unruly bodies, too. With
female attributes mostly.” They hover on canvases in all different sizes and four-
cornered shapes. Compositions of chaos. Isn’t that what life is... making order out of
chaos?

Washes of blood. Two bodies at the center of a bed, spooning.
Are they angry, sad, lonely or is their bond a safe haven in a
world that is not? Though, what happens outside seeps in. No
walls, no clothes, no escape from inside the bed; the intimate
space par excellence. For true intimacy you must know how to
be vulnerable.® But how does one cozy up to vulnerability if one
has never felt safe? | needed to show that woman someone
cared, that she is not alone. Privilege comes with
responsibilities. A man distracts me loudly explaining the work.

I’'m sick of being told what to see, to think. | want to have time
to tap into what my body knows, to intuit and perceive what a work has to say. ° | want
to have the right to be wrong. Trusting myself is my biggest achievement so far. Red,
blue, white, black. Flesh, feeling, light, dark?
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Silence. There is a target on your stomach. If you're the target who is
the shooter? Someone you love, life, God, a man, a woman? Does it
even matter? | admire how you’re allowing yourself to be seen with all
your wounds. Full frontal, not sideways, not facing away on an analyst’s
couch. No, staring into the eyes of who’s willing to look back. Were they
a coward? | certainly was. Always wanting to hide and yet so
desperately wanting to be seen. | was asking the impossible; for
someone else to confront my own shame. Stop singing. A guard calls
out a child who, jolly and enthralled, is about to touch you. Isn’t that
where it all starts... how we learn to suppress our true nature to adhere
to societal norms and cultural expectations? Women ° and men 1,

| move onto a tryptic; three faces, the first one hardly
outlined. | tear up and | know | am not alone. At your
Royal Academy show in 2021 one reviewer wept for an
hour.?? Do ‘we’ need Art because it’s a space where
we're safe to feel? To be ourselves? To be seen? | do see
you/me. Softer this time, pink and pretty, like | never
saw myself. And those words | so deeply longed to hear.
| want to know what that child feels but it’s not mine. |
was 23 when | had my abortion. How old were you? |
know you know how it feels to both grieve that loss and
know that you cannot be a mother 3. | once sketched a
necklace to hold the fetus | had lost. It’s the only thing | did to process what had
happened. Then a man stopped me in the street saying that she, who would never be,
was always by my side. | was left cracked open in full daylight. It was ten years ago. |
would have so many things to teach her now, but would | have had the time to learn?
My mother, born three years before you on this very day, taught me early on, how one
can get crushed by the weight of one’s fragilities. So, | cut off and numbed what was
still soft. People, including her, praised me for being strong like a rock. Until | was
almost dead. But if | could give life, life was still in me. “I fell in love with you”, that’s
what | chose to do; to slowly fall in love with all the sides of me; from soft and rosy, to
hard-edged and blue.

“You hurt me, you hurt me, you hurt me...”. Your confessional work may be
a product of the West’s strong individualist ethos but it’s never edited,
glamourized, beautified. When did ‘'we’ become more afraid to be
ordinary?* than to be lonely? Sure, it takes courage not to look away; to
acknowledge pain, without the need to save.'® To acknowledge the fear
and do it anyways. But, whether for sadness or joy, never justify your tears.
That’s what | would teach that child. Cry. Dare to care. Vulnerability is scary
but you will never feel the joy if you can’t feel the pain.® Pleasure is your
birthright, too. | suddenly notice how many heads have halos... sinning
saints. We need to embrace the wholeness of who we are. Who others
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are.r” How are we going to birth a different world if we can’t face our own ugliness?
The beauty of you being so vulnerable is that it allows others to see themselves in you.
Humanity seeing itself.?® Isn’t that what rituals were also for? Growth, whether
collectively or individually, happens through confrontation, catharsis and connection.
1 That’s what you create; a space to be fully human. Together.

Was death so close that everything was intricate and crystal
clear?®® A bleeding, broken body in a big and fluffy bed. It’s gl
one of the only decorated rooms, lamp and flowers on the ‘ 7 (=

wall. At last, a proper home. Death does not know our p: ; »/f J
name only last fears and desires. “I followed you to the v | =} P ’
end” and yet you are alive. Splashes of colour. Quivering ~ 17 20 < /'1
lines, high and low but always forward. Translucent washes. | % /”‘ 7

A thinning veil between two worlds, allowing answers to 4 ‘ 1 YA
come through. Layers that tolerate depth, unlike De [ AT N
Kooning’s impenetrable surface or Auerbach’s heavy

paint.2! Another rebirth. Like when five years after Exorcism of the Last Painting | Ever

Made (1996) you started painting again, or when your mother died and you decided

that your hand/brush would only be connected to your heart. Pure emotion.??

I A last work pulls me in; it’s different, calm and powerful.
1 ’ It reminds me of a cave painting. Back to the origins. Is
“}-j | the red symbol from the language of our ancient

AN e ‘ | foremothers »* and the canvas was later flipped on its
)7 559 head, or does it represent the mountain you had to
{ e 7 climb to get to the end? The bed and the body are

i becoming one. That’s how close you were to death. Do
you agree that our body is sacred... because, even when
it fails us, it is what keeps us alive?

Love,

Cosima
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