Welcome to Bitch World

It is time to update your views on men, masculinity and their representation in our culture. Finnish artist Marita Liulia’s latest CD-Rom work Son of A Bitch (1999) explores masculinity at the turn of the millennium. 

“After several years’ immersion in women’s issues I couldn’t help but turn my gaze towards men. While women were fighting for their rights, exploring new areas and rewriting history into herstory, what was happening to men?” Liulia asks, and continues: “I lovingly named the CD-Rom Son of a Bitch. Our SOB man is a self-assured object of the viewer’s gaze. SOB is a (post)modern, urban, Western male. SOB’s problems may be new, but so are his possibilities. SOB turns his gaze toward the future rather than the past. Thus some old concepts like masculinity have to be reconsidered. What does the notion ‘man’ actually mean? Behind the obvious concepts we find constantly changing meanings.”

Abigail Solomon-Godeau’s statement: “Masculinity, however defined, is, like Capitalism, always in crisis. And the real question is how both manage to restructure, refurbish, and resurrect themselves for the next historical turn,” is one of the main messages of Liulia’s work. 

SOB is post-feminist theory and men’s studies in practice, but above all it is a powerfully visual work of art. It could be compared to an artist’s book that also has an autobiographical dimension. Also with the work comes a Marita Liulia Manual, where she tells herstory and shows her work. The manual has a photograph of Liulia captioned: “The Bitch herself.”

Marita Liulia is a pioneer of multimedia. Her debut CD-Rom Maire (1994) was the first work of art published in CD-Rom format in the Nordic countries. Ambitious Bitch (1996, 2nd edition 1998), was an entirely different “software for girls”: a CD-Rom about women and femininity. Ambitious Bitch has received numerous awards, including the Prix Möbius International and the Prix Ars Electronica.

Son of a Bitch uses the QTVR (Quick Time Virtual Reality) format, which allows users to move around its rooms in three-dimensional space. The rooms have been created from photographs, and the quality of the graphics is high. The CD-Rom is also completely bilingual (English and French). The language can be switched at any time by pressing a single key, even in mid-sentence. The user is guided by “Esco”, a hybrid navigation tool that combines the functions of multimedia and a mobile phone. This fits the bill in Finland, which has the world’s highest rate of mobile phones: over half the population has one. We also learn from the CD-Rom that mobile phones are now an essential part of the western man’s wardrobe. There is a game-like aspect too: with lots of amusing details. My absolute favourite is the truck tool, which shifts the image in any direction. At the same time, it beeps and makes a noise like a small boy imitating the sound of a truck.

Son of a Bitch takes us to the virtual apartment of Jack L. Froid, a psychoanalyst and expert on masculinity. The man himself has disappeared without trace, but his humorous, witty and surprising ideas on modern man are waiting for us in the four rooms of the apartment. The work’s framing narrative is enwrapped around the apartment.

The first thing we come across, in the globes in Dr Froid’s meditation room lives a sentinel figure, Satan himself. Liulia says that she has unpacked the figure of Satan – as it is constructed in western culture. “At the same time, it is also a fortune-telling program, which I seem to do in all my works. In Ambitious Bitch the fortune-teller was a witch, here it is Satan.” The figure of Satan in the digital video is contemporary, a standard gay club figure, the latex softie. Satan encourages us to follow him: “Just follow me”. Slight digs at Baudrillard.

In the psychologist’s bedroom we find several items that takes us into the current world of men. “The Ideal Male 2000” is a section that brings together detailed information from women’s magazines, about what kind of man women want, to the centimetre. A western man’s wardrobe reveals that sport and the military have been primary definers of men’s fashion this century. The “Fe/male bodies” section lets you explore the in(differences) between men and women. Leonardo’s man changes sex constantly. There are a lot of trivia and statistics, behind which, however, is a year of Men’s Studies and an examination of lot of other related material. 

“Fathers and Sons” is Dr Froid’s answering machine. You can listen to true stories of men and the infamous psychoanalyst’s analysis. Men tell horrifying tales of their relationships with their fathers. Patrick tells his: “When I think about my father, the first thing I remember is something that I’ve never been able to understand or forgive. When he was mad at me or my mum he said I was a son of a bitch and there was no way I could be his son.” Liulia says that: “Men really like to hear these stories and identify with them. Men’s relationships with their fathers has been dealt with very little.”

The third room is the psychologist’s gallery, in which every artwork has its own multimedia program. In “The Art of Being A Man” the Bitch Herself gives you advice on how to behave in bed and on communicating with women. The bitchy point of view is Liulia’s own favourite: a woman’s view on the art of being a man. Using the pig tool you get to peer into ways that men fail with women in bed. Using the camera tool you can peer behind the mirror at Froid’s and Anna B’s family drama – at the way a man messes up communication with a woman. You then have to grab the gun tool and shoot if you want to go on to see statements by great men, and understand why they did what they did: why millions died. 

For SOB Liulia has written a miniature drama The Decline of Patriarchy, in which men from four different generations talk about their relations with their father and with their family. To the old man, men are men and women are women, the whole thing is clear. In the next generation the changes begin to happen, along with the gradual crumbling of patriarchy. Different generations react to the change in different ways.

In the attic is Dr Froid’s workroom, from whose virtual iMac desktop you can read Dr Froid’s life story and theories – assuming that you discover the password. From the computer’s desktop you also get straight onto the Internet – one of the work’s technical specialities. The work has been constructed so as to be updateable via the Internet from Liulia’s website: www.medeia.com.

Jack L. Froid is an imaginary character but a complete personal history has been constructed for him, in which Marita Liulia is also present as Anna B, who falls in love with the psychoanalyst and has a child with him. The man having disappeared, Anna B makes the work SOB in his memory. All the material in the rooms is based on Froid’s research. In a way, the story is also a love story with an unhappy ending.

Dr Froid’s theories are an absurd parody that has been gone through by real psychoanalysts. Froid’s main theory is the Navel Theory. Its main idea is that Sigmund Freud stared too low down, i.e. at the genitalia, and explained too much via them, while Jaques Lacan in turn was focussed too high up, on the mind and language, whereas the truth lies somewhere in between, i.e. at the navel. The navel connects both men and women to their mothers via the umbilical cord. The navel is the same for all, it recognises no gender differences.

Dr Froid only gives lectures in port cities that begin with the same letter as the theme of the lecture. For example, the theme of the Helsinki lecture is homophobia. In the Dover lecture about Defecation Froid speaks of men’s birth experience. The video associated with this lecture has of course been filmed in a toilet. For the Fetishism lecture we see the psychoanalyst fondling a red, woman’s shoe.

M.E.N. Who are they? They are 48% of the population and they need your understanding! Play The Jackpot of Male Life and face their reality.

Kirsi Väkiparta

Details: SOB’s world premiere was at Helsinki’s Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma in January 1999. In this performance-type presentation, using new technologies, the characters for the CD-rom appeared live on stage. SOB will go on to Ars Electronica and the Melbourne Film Festival. A retrospective of Marita Liulia’s electronic works began a tour at Pori Art Museum in April 1999.
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