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foreword

“When looking through the viewfinder the photographer steps out of himself
and becomes a part of the other side, of the world; he is therefore able to comprehend,
see, feel and love better” — Michelangelo Antonioni

Tashkeel has the pleasure of hosting Soundings, the second one-man show of Mark
Pilkington’s work to be held in the gallery at Nad Al Sheba. This show features the artist’s
body of work developed whilst on sabbatical, which he largely spent on Gozo, an island
in the Mediterranean.

After a conversation with Pilkington, his ritualistic process when making photographs
became evident. Like a film director would, he chooses the location and positions

his camera on set. Dressed in his whites that he describes as his uniform, he becomes
the actor stepping into the scene with a confident stance, which in the grandeur

of his chosen location makes him appear vulnerable. He pauses to absorb his stage -
no other actor present - it’s just him and the island.

The conversation begins: phase 1, he stands steady, sounding out the environment,
getting comfortable with his stage. Phase 2: the interaction begins as Pilkington goes
into action, moving and interacting with the objects around him. He repeats the ritual
many times as an actor would respond to a scene. At times Pilkington waits

for the space to react to him, moving to areas that are uncomfortable to be because
of the risk involved in where he chooses to position himself. He sometimes goes

too far, as he did when he stood on the edge of the rocks, and the sea reminded

him of nature’s power, crashing above him; he didn’t end up in the water this time . . .

His process is like a silent drama, a peaceful battle of discovery and the photographs
are evidence of his findings.

Lateefa bint Maktoum
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essay

Soundings. At once, it seems an unlikely pairing with photography. Sound-ings.

How can a photograph - a silent object — resound the ineffable? It is inherently still

and links to only one sense: the visual. While this word may describe something audible,
it is also a ‘measurement of depth, particularly as it relates to water; a probe, a test,

or sampling of an opinion or intention’i. Adopting this word as its title, Mark Pilkington’s
recent photographic series connotes sound from silence, movement from stillness,
duration from that which is arrested, and chance from a series of organized interactions
within a particular locale.

Alone within an anechoic chamber, one perceives the sounds of one’s heartbeat

and breath as intensely magnified. Within this deadened space, what is audible elevates
itself above the other senses. Pilkington plays with this perception, intermingling it with
the visual; his photographic constructions are surprisingly loud in their silence.

We begin to hear the waves, the crunch of earth beneath the performer’s feet,

and the echo of a solitary voice against rock. Here he is ‘sending out a signal and waiting
for a response’i, measuring the process of engagement and inviting viewers

to do the same by employing our own cinematic imaginations.

Pilkington’s photographs are controlled chance. Like much of the sound work 13
by John Cage, he adopts mechanical clock-timeii. The artist is in total control

of his image making, less the element of chance introduced by his time-based
photographic rules. Carefully arranging his theatrical stage and widely focusing

on the scene, Pilkington sets the camera’s self-timer to capture an image every five
seconds. As the sole performer, he intuitively traverses the left and right sides

of the compositional frame and the furthermost edge of the horizontal plane.

He is the instrument — a sculptural pawn acting in whatever set he finds himself within.

If the summation of images in the series were a musical score, the performer would have
a different clock note, which we can envisage is the variance of distance and time from
his departure at the camera.

While his movements are improvisational, Pilkington’s interactions within the selected
scenery observe qualities of line that are either socially constructed or naturally
occurring. Within these scripted stage sets, he is preoccupied with how lines change
as they formally move throughout space. Linear, curvilinear, broken or encapsulating:
these lines fill the images and the performer becomes their continuation or captive.
These encounters are what Pilkington describes as ‘conversations between person
and place explored and made visual’v, which force juxtapositions between the subject
and his surroundings.
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The photograph is Pilkington’s end point. It is not merely the record of a performance,
as in the mid-20th century photographic works of Richard Long whose walks

in landscapes documented synergies between time, distance, geography, and linev.
However, Long and Pilkington do share things in common — a love of nature, solitary
artistic engagement with the same synergistic elements, and the creation

of photographic responses. While soundings is a departure of the ‘photograph

as document of a Happening’, Pilkington’s earlier series Islanderi possesses similar
attributes to Long’s photographic Land Art. The former leaves a human trace, whereas
Pilkington’s soundings depicts his impermanent and untraceable explorations.

The performative artist is frequently the focal point in each image, yet we cannot deny
the landscape that envelops his character. Building upon Islander, Pilkington’s soundings
resumes the artist’s relationship with the sea, borders, and displacement.

The photographs are all taken within a particular place — the small island of Gozo,

part of the Maltese archipelago in the Mediterranean Sea. Heralded as the domain

of the nymph Calypso in Homer’s Odyssey, Gozo is Pilkington’s longtime artistic
playground and represents to him both ‘everywhere and nowhere’. It is filled with lagoons
and majestic rock arches rising up from the sea which are coined names like ‘Fungus
Rock’, ‘Azure Window’, and ‘Inland Sea’, as well as actively mined limestone quarries
whose palette resembles that of the artist’s main abode in the sand-swept UAE desert.
In many instances, this environment contains visual walls or barriers, creating spatial
limitations. While his photographs are seemingly emptied of other humans, they contain
articulations of inhabited spaces. In particular, the quarries are sites of commercial
activity, complete with detonating cables dangling and snaking across the rock.

The limestone bricks align in quasi-perfection, portraying the re-use of natural resources
for industrial means. In these scenes it is as if Pilkington quizzically observes the remains
of ‘work’, having trespassed in expectation only to find the setting vacant. This renders
the scene confused, where the performer is on the cusp of social space

yet is nevertheless solitary.

It may come as no surprise that Pilkington cites Michelangelo Antonioni’s first color film
Red Desert (1964) as an important reference in this series. The primacy of landscape

in the modernist Italian cinematic imagination engenders a visual language of reflection
and alienation — alienation from other beings, and alienation from the environment.

In Red Desert, there is a lingering sense that nothing is happening, and the ‘desert’
becomes a metaphor for existential emptiness associated with capitalist activity.vi

Like Antonioni, Pilkington finds beauty in ‘the mastery of man over matter’vii within
seemingly barren spaces yet portrays his ambivalence about the consequences

of transformation through melancholic observation.
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Like in the foreboding works of David Inshaw or Edward Hopperi, there is a fragile
division between man and nature in Pilkington’s soundings. His character functions

as both the spectator and the spectaclex, absorbed by an inward fantasy unknown

to the viewer that matches the stillness of the surroundings. His pose and mannerisms
are contemplative; his hands are occasionally grasped behind the body. With his back
to the camera, he faces towards never-ending structures that dwarf his scale,

or entryways that are going nowhere. We imagine he is lost — without ‘action’ or without
‘doing’ — a juxtaposition of live with what is seemingly inert. While this is less apparent
with the images of the sea (as motion is implied through the waves), movement remains
arrested and his purpose is ambiguous.

Pilkington uses color carefully. Variations of the Earth’s raw browns and beiges and the
blues of the sky and sea comprise the majority of each mise-en-scene. The performer’s
white costume is the chromatic anomaly, introducing artifice by generating what we may
describe as ‘natural’ and ‘artificial’ perceptual distinctionsx. It is as if the character

is a blank canvas, tasked with absorbing the environment — a statuesque sponge.

It is Pilkington’s desire to suspend documentary traditions in favor of building cinematic
constructions that affectionately reference the culture of moving image.xi soundings

is a series of stills from an imaginary film of memories, where each cryptic narrative

is loaded into a single imagexii. Yet, there is no start or finish to the story, the memories
are not necessarily the artist’s own, and they may or may not be grounded in reality.
This mimics Alain Resnais’s Last Year at Marienbad (L'annee derniere a Marienbad
(1961), a film Pilkington describes as ‘visual poetry’ about a supposed encounter,
which may or may not have taken place. Resnais uses stylistic devices that Pilkington
also employs. Both task the audience with the responsibility of distinguishing truth
from fiction and past from present.

Very few works in soundings are what we would consider ‘straight’.

Rather, they are montages of one image that is mirrored, or two or more merged images
that form a bordered panorama. Unlike David Hockney’s assemblages that place

the entire task of deciphering the narrative from disjointed parts onto the viewerxw,
Pilkington has his own visual game. Images are joined seamlessly to make highly
structured divisions of space and repetitions. Reality and perceived imaginary effortlessly
collide, acquiescing another world of subconscious — that of dreams, fear, and desire.
Mirroring also generates a physical unsteadiness where the eye begins to doubt reality.
While embracing classical symmetry it is unnatural, he describes this as ‘constructing

a landscape which references an actual space and place, but it is also divorced from it...
it becomes surreal. That surrealism is based on pattern or repetition.’
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This likens itself to Giorgio de Chirico and Metaphysical painting, which brought forth
new definitions of space and time in the early 20th century. The viewer is given

an enigmatic pictorial construction made of objects which when interpreted still remains
relationally ambiguous and nonsensical. This presents a metaphysical solution

in which no response is possible, as everything is immobile. In this instance, Pilkington’s
soundings is a constructed, irrational space that is not representational, rather it refers
to and critiques its own identity.xv

Hannah Arendt said that ‘progress and catastrophe are two faces on the same coin’x.
Pilkington generates both of these elements in a single image to produce a fictional
equilibrium. Each traces photography’s relationship with the cinematic sublime, fusing
nature with technology to create what is both romantic and disquieting. The actor’s
chance conversations with the environment are assumed to be alien first encounters,
where spatial boundaries are tested and psychosocial limitations are revealed.

There are no spatial or temporal facts, and there are no measurable successes.

It is sounding out the idea that familiar is anything but the familiar.

Madeline Yale, November 2011
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artist statement: recollection

| knew it was going to be a good day. There was some serious wind and weather; | knew
it was a day for making. | changed into my whites that have now become my uniform
when making photographs. This has become something of a ceremony and is a part

of the preparation for the work ahead. Previously | only changed into whites to play

my beloved game of cricket when | was living in the UK.

It’s great having a motorbike to get to locations; it adds to the adventure of getting there
and provides some knowledge of the weather conditions as you ride. | can’t remember
if ‘Zen and the art of motorcycle maintenance’ referred to this or not.

| arrive and make my way toward the sea - it’s the perfect time for no one else.

| take in a few vantage points before feeling comfortable with one particular position.

| line up some visual elements in the viewfinder. Now | see the scene, it’s all beginning.
There is a nice quote from the film director Antonioni that refers to him seeing more
clearly through the viewfinder than without. He sees with the camera and | like that.

| set the timer to make 20 photographs each at 5-second intervals. | press ‘OK’

and the camera starts making exposures. | stand behind the camera for the first
exposure, and then enter the scene close to the camera, very still. After 5 more seconds
I move further in and find out more - this stage can be active or can be a series

of statuesque poses and their variations. | am counting to 5 (I still love that Dave
Brubeck tune, Take Five ).

| do the hands behind the back thing. Initially this was an unrehearsed pose - it just
happened intuitively - but slowly it became one of the starting points in my work on this
project. It is a pose of some confrontation. Its not meant to be of arrogance/authority that
some body language articles mention.

| am standing in front of the sea with the camera doing its every 5 second thing,

but | can’t hear the shutter going off, rather | hear the music, rhythm and clatter

of the sea, today its not Debussy’s la mer but something more menacing. With my hands
behind my back, there is some tension: | am unprotected and feel vulnerable

in my statuesque state. My feelings oscillate between awe and fear.

| am both in the moment and the memoryj; it is totally silent and yet loud.

| try and recognize the patterns of the waves, my art teacher at school told me that
Leonardo did. | cannot. | expect the pattern is not random and there is an order that

| can’t fathom, the waves can do the unexpected. The sea teases and invites

a closer inspection. | don’t underestimate its power. | stay longer than is comfortable,
but probably not as long as the artist Turner who allegedly lashed himself to a mast
throughout a storm.
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| explore a few other encounters with the sea shore scene. When something gets me -
a position, a relationship, a resonance - | will often repeat the action, movement or pose.
This means | have to go back to the camera and set up another series of interval timings
that may be every 5 seconds or a variation of this, depending on the proposed action.

| see some moments that perhaps the camera didn’t find by taking exposures at regular
intervals and | also know that, when | review the images, the camera will show me some
moments that | have not seen. | have to do it again and | am getting more acclimatized
with the place, more aware of some of the possibilities. | start getting lost into

the process and pattern of working.

As | began to feel as if | had exhausted possible interactions and encounters with

the scene, | return to a pose in front of the sea, statuesque style. After a few exposures,
out of nowhere, a deep boom - louder than any timpani - is heard and echoes in deadly
slow motion. Less than a fraction of a second later, the wave that has crashed

in horizontally is rising vertically and will inevitably reach its zenith before the terrible fall.

| have less than that fraction of a second to protect myself from the inevitable and have
no idea of the likely consequences. The moment cannot be measured. My instinct to turn
away and to curl practically into a fetal position saves me from being knocked off my feet
but cannot save me from the seawater drenching. The sound of the crash of splintering
water over and around me is extraordinary (way in excess of any sub woofer | have
turned up to max) then there is some silence and memory. The sea sucks itself in again.

| have been reminded.

N
(@)

As | recompose my self and return more inland, | look back. If that was a confrontation,
then the sea could be seen as some sort of victor and me as a survivor. Had | trespassed
or offended some laws of the island and its demarcation of land and sea? If someone
had witnessed the event they may have been amused and/or concerned about the plight
of the photographer. It was a drama. There could have been terrible consequences

in which the sea claimed its victim.

The sea returned to its unfathomable rhythm and | did not witness a bigger splash.

| didn’t have the powers to stop the mighty force and was humbled. But | knew | would
return for more encounters. lts what you do. Then | wondered if gods of some sort were
involved, a credible scenario given this is the Mediterranean and Calypso cave was only
a headland away. | recalled that approximately 30 years previously | had been very near
this location (just around the bay) walking on a steep incline that rises from the sea with
my now wife. | lost my footing for no apparent reason and fell helplessly into the waiting
tempest; it was as though the sea was claiming me. As | entered the water,

| had the presence of mind to hold my arms up high so that the camera | was holding
would be kept dry and survive to make other exposures. In the aftermath we were both
convinced that the event was conjured up by a sea god/goddess who perhaps

had his or her particular reasons to claim those that draw with light. That evening

we talked till late, mostly about Ulysses, shipwrecks, sirens, gods and goddesses.

Mark Pilkington
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