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Yvonne Todd, Rashulon, 2007, from

‘The Lamb’s Book of Life’, lightjet print, 55 x
44.8 cm, edition of 3 + 1 ap, courtesy the artist.

Yvonne Todd, Angel, 2007, from ‘The Lamb's
book of Life’, Chromira print, 140 x 102 cm,
edition of 3 + 1 ap, courtesy the artist.

Yvonne Todd, Goat sluice, 2006, from 'Meat
& Liquor’, lightjet print, 130 x 102 cm, edition of
3 + 1 ap, courtesy the artist.

Yvonne Todd, Clammy pipes, 2006, from
‘Meat & Liquor’, lightjet print, 90 x 66 cm,
edition of 3 + 1 ap, courtesy the artist.

left

Yvonne Todd, Romanian orphan, 2005, from
‘Vagrants’ Reception Centre’, lightjet print, 44 x
33 cm, edition of 3 + 1 ap, courtesy the artist.

where everything's ‘a project’ and one always needs a reason, these artists
want above all to keep us guessing, to keep the why productively vague.
There's a reaction here, too, to the overconfident rhetoric surrounding the
postmodern photographers of the early 1990s, who were often cast as
blameless anatomists of power, surgically dismantling problematic
conventions and leaving the pieces for viewing at a safe distance. Todd, by
contrast, is less a deconstructor than she is a reanimator, with all the sci-fi and
horror-movie associations of that word. She stitches those pieces together at
odd angles and sends them back into the world to cause trouble. It's surely
significant that she learned her craft during the moral panics and image
scandals of the 1990s, which reached New Zealand during protests against
the homoerotic images of Robert Mapplethorpe. | imagine Todd as a student
looking in at those events from the sidelines and feeling drawn to the very
thing that censors and commentators seemed bent on denying or at least
containing — the radical instability of photographic images, their tendency to
get away from their makers and incite wildly differing responses.

Todd's most extreme exercise in this vein is ‘The Lamb’s Book of Life’, a
2007 series of portraits of fundamentalist women inspired by the pictures in
Christian clothing catalogues. For me Todd is at her least compelling when she
comes closest to straight-up satire, and when | heard she was heading for the
Bible Belt | wasn't optimistic. The choice seemed too obvious, the targets too
soft and easy, the whole thing too conducive to a superior kind of sniggering.
But, as happens so often with Todd, the works in all their bizarre detail push
the experience somewhere more discomforting. Todd knows that art-world
audiences are squeamish about narrow-minded representations of ‘others’.
She also knows they're likely to bend the rules and laugh a little when the
others in question are bland, white, fundamentalist and probably right-wing.
And her clinching move in this series is to strand us between those two
positions, by playing potentially satirical material with a seemingly straight
face. Todd goes to such extreme lengths creating these blandly fervent
women that the laughter dies in your throat. From the frumpy denims to the
influenza complexions, from the hairclips and overbites to the smeary
spectacles, the characters in her ‘book of life" have a presence and specificity
that goes far beyond the needs of any punch-line or narrowly satirical point.
Todd has said half-jokingly that she envies the conviction of fundamentalists

and New Age mystics, and the perfectionist zeal with which she fashions
these women oddly mirrors their own religious conviction. The extremism is
present even in her use of solemn wooden frames and hokey Photoshop
borders, so that the photographs read not as comments on another world but
as things pulled, fully formed, from inside it. The results are the weirdest
devotions you ever saw, and literally beyond a joke.

There's more to Todd than I've mentioned here. |'ve hardly touched on her
extraordinary variations on the sublime New Zealand landscape, the three best
of which — Seriousness, 2004, the subzero Gortha, 2003, and the equally
shivery Dreft, 2002 — are also three of the best New Zealand landscape
photographs you'll see this side of Laurence Aberhart's great 1999-2000
series ‘'The Prisoner’s Dream’. And | haven't discussed the editing of her
shows, the way she’ll drop a wild-card image into an otherwise consistent
series, ensuring there's strangeness not just within but between the images.
Yet it makes sense that Todd's portraits receive the most attention, because
they deliver the harshest jolts. If you want to reckon with her body of work,
then you have to reckon with them.

Look again at Frenzy and its pile-up of disconcerting details: the monstrous
dress, the desolate setting, the Mad magazine teeth, and above all that
haughty gaze. Is it 'too mean’, as the woman at Peter McLeavey Gallery said?
The question can't be answered properly without answering another question:
Mean to whom exactly? It's easy to assume on first encounter that the victim
in this photo is the reclining model, but the more | look the more that
assumption gives way to an opposite impression — that Todd and her model
are collaborating to pin us, wriggling, to the spot. In other words, the
antagonism here is not between Todd and her subject. It's between them and
us. And it's not antagonism in the usual sense but something more like tough
love — a crash course in viewer disenchantment that turns out to have its own
strange allure. You might expect to feel annoyed with an art that plays such
calculated havoc with your sympathies, but the most shocking thing, finally, is
how irresistible the experience is. Todd sets her traps and steps aside. We
can't look. But we do.

Yvonne Todd is represented by lvan Anthony, Auckland, and Peter McLeavey Gallery, Wellington.
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