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A substantially  edited version of this essay appeared in the catalogue for “This Other World” 
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Placing a Mask on the Stage

Brett Davidson

What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence. Ludwig Wittgenstein

This royal throne of kings, this scepter’d isle

This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,

This other Eden, demi-paradise;

This fortress built by nature for herself,

Against infection and the hand of war;

This happy breed of men, this little world;

This precious stone set in the silver sea...

This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.
Shakespeare, Richard II, ii.i.40

A theme that runs through this exhibition is uncertainty of the traveller upon arrival. Writing on the sublime in the eighteenth century, Edmund Burke defined it as a cousin to beauty, a magnificence that unlike beauty however, has intrinsic to its nature the element of fearfulness. As one reads his definitions of the sublime, it becomes clear that the common quality is inexplicability - something that informs us by channels other than words and thus all the more insistently because of this, that there is something beyond the senses of the spectator. Darkness must be profound, time must be beyond the scope of a clock, vastness beyond any measure. Unlike the viewer of, say, a tame garden, one is not permitted detachment. The sublime experience impresses the rational mind the most because that mind is so used to experiencing the world in terms of certainties and measurements. What is uncertain is assumed to be merely awaiting eventual and inevitable taming through classification. When something resists description, or renders it irrelevant, then one is taken along with the experience. The work assembled here explores the implications of this in the case of the landscape of New Zealand, settled fairly recently on the scale of centuries by two major waves of settlement - Maori and European - and Antarctica, still as pristine as any place can be on earth. If anything can be made clear, it is that there is an irreducible unknowability to these landscapes as seen by the descendants of travellers, that this sublimity reminds us that we are still travellers only lately and curiously arrived.


This exhibition encompasses quite a broad range of responses to the land and it is not just a European perspective that we see here of course. We see also the work of the first navigators and colonists, the Maori. The dichotomy of the natural and the industrial was not of course part of the foundation for their migration, but that is certainly a part of the situation as it exists today. I find it interesting that the work of Kura Te Waru-Rewiri concerns itself particularly with the issue of placement and connection with the land. John Walsh likewise asserts affinities with the land and its character while indicating ones own placement in the land through marks and memorials is a thing potentially subject to displacement, appropriation, theft. Both Maori and Europeans conceive of their identity here on the basis of having come to this place and settled here. Placement is on one hand strongly asserted while on the other hand it is known to be a potentially ambiguous state, requiring consideration, negotiation, memory and reverence in debt to the land.


There is in common with many of these works an apparent starkness to the landscape, though this is certainly not emptiness. These voids that we see are filled to bursting with potential that can concentrate itself into a few monumental or electrically fleeting figures. None of this is simple and direct, however. These figures are elusive, often centre stage, they will nonetheless refuse to be pinned down for long. They emerge out of the blind spot of the imagination. The blind spot is a potion of the eye where the optic nerve emerges in front of the retina. It is quite close to the fovea, the point of optimal focus. Ironically, close by the place where the light rays are most clearly directed, there is another where things surreptitiously appear and disappear. We do not normally perceive that we have a blind spot, any more than we see darkness when we blink because the brain reflexively compensates, but if we train ourselves to look around the edges of those reflexes, perhaps with out imagination, then we are in for a few surprises. As Kura Te Waru-Rewiri says of her work, “What is seen is never all there is.” Art points to what we cannot normally see or speak of.


Margaret Elliot’s paintings of Antarctica seem to be the most conventionally descriptive, in the manner of the eighteenth and nineteenth century artists who recorded the landscapes of new lands as space probes now photograph other worlds. Indeed, she has worked alongside scientists in Antarctica as part of a programme that seeks to re-forge links between what C. P. Snow called “the two cultures.” Science itself delves beyond superficial experience and “common sense,” and so too does art when it attempts to describe raw nature. None of the paintings here are about certainty in immediate appearance, either on the part of the artist nor especially it is hoped, the viewer, while Stuart Shepherd’s photographic and video creations make a virtue of their nature as simulacra, symbolic constructions and not straight records.


One trick that Margaret Elliot uses to subvert our confidence in the painting as straight record of what the eye perceives is the upending of scale. Features that appear to be mountainous are revealed to be mere centimetres tall, mere ruts and cracks. A minor thing, one might think, but intriguing. We are not sure whether we see a mountain or a pebble, and if we are not sure of that, what else is there that we should not be certain of? We are nonetheless fascinated by the landscape, and this really the nature of the sublime, which is the experience of realising that what draws ones consciousness is nonetheless beyond complete comprehension. The beauty and power that exists in the sublime is by its nature inexplicable. 


Antarctica is still the “Silent Continent” in that it has no native mythology and in Margaret Elliot’s paintings, there are no human, or humanoid figures. That land, however, has not been colonised, it has not been annexed. Were it so, it might well generate its own homunculi. Some of these artists make use of characters, some do not. Some of the landscapes have been given hands and faces while others only suggest a less differentiated force. Many of the landscapes that support these characters are as bare as stages and I cannot help but think of Blake. This may seem an odd association, but Blake has been undervalued as an artist of landscapes. The titanic beings of his poems are what we would call archetypes, representing elemental principles - art, rebellion, order - are actors upon a stage. Blake’s landscapes are stark places because his epics are about the impulse and process of creation rather than its result. Such open spaces are all the more suited for showing the action of and the requirement for creation. True emptiness itself is the great antagonist of creation that must be overcome, yet what we really see here are spaces filled with the potential to create which crystallises in the form of characters. The stage itself is reality or the psyche, the landscape is a stage that creates its actors.


The numinos of Pippa Sanderson, whose work strongly recalls Tony Fomison, are not as specific or explicit in their identity. They recall birds on high trees, surveying the land and the comings and goings upon its surface. Diving down, seen close, they are trickster characters, the most difficult to pin down, but also the most persistent.


Stuart Shepherd’s characters are more vulnerable, more Pierrot-like, but by their nature as tragicomic “types”, no less an emanation of the land.


The glam-sinister figures of Brian Queenin’s watercolours are aggressively faceless. Their features are dissolved and smeared, not the effect of an affliction, but seemingly a statement of their essentially inhuman nature. They stalk and lounge about their stages as actors trying on lush costumes. One cannot tell if they are beings that have transcended human origins to become beings of pure style and pose without identity or whether they are some force emerged from backstage after dark picking humanity as we would pick flowers.


The humanoid figures that we see haunting the landscapes are not truly independent beings, but have been called up by our own imaginations. A little enlightenment as to their identity and aims might be gleaned from the Victorian mythology of the fairy. In Carole Silver’s study of fairy mythology, Strange and Secret Peoples, she points out that the fairy is a means by which the modern (that is, nineteenth century) rationalist can articulate their own uncertainty about what lies beyond the limits of their own vision and what came before. The fairies have an ambiguous relationship with civilisation. While they are shunted aside by the forces of modernisation they also remain essentially untouched by it and may taunt and intrude; insinuating themselves mischievously, stealing children and substituting “changelings”, constantly hinting at their constant presence, but when one looks directly at them, they slip away into the blind spot. These beings, though perhaps they are more feelings than beings, rather than being relegated to the dustbin of history, stand in the imagination as an alternative to the present civilisation. They are a means of representing a critique that cannot be explicitly articulated because it is by its nature the alternative to the rational and therefore can only state its existence by its uncertainty, its fleetingness, or by portending rather than presenting in the nature of dreams. This spirit of the land, whether personified or elemental may seem poignant, half nostalgia and half prophecy, but while articulating a sense of doubt and potential loss, it remains stubbornly alive, as Silver put it, “always leaving, never quite gone.”


Of course much of the bareness of the New Zealand landscape indicates not its virginity, but its stripping. The wide open spaces of the Canterbury plains and the Wellington hills are not primal but artificial, their bush cleared by European colonists. Many of those colonists left the grime and the claustrophobia of the Industrial Revolution in England to find a new paradise on the far side of the world, while on the other hand, the authorities and investors of the colonies saw the opportunity - indeed, the obligation - to extend modern civilisation to the extremity of the earth. The bush represented the purposeless chaos that must be erased or tamed and we are today one of the most urbanised societies, despite our supposed love of the great outdoors; by percentage, more New Zealanders live in cities than do Americans. The questions that so concerned our European ancestors and were articulated in the fairy mythology are finding their analogy in the projection of faces onto our new land.


This is art that looks closely at the land and loves the land, and yet in its various ways of pointing to the character of the land, shows that our tenure upon it is an uncertain thing, despite whatever seeming confidence we might have, indeed perhaps because of that seeming confidence. I am struck by the parallel in sensitivity to an Australian novel, Joan Lindsay’s novel, Picnic at Hanging Rock, filmed by Peter Weir. The story revolves about the mysterious disappearance of some school girls and their teacher on the fringes of the Australian outback. Disappearance in a hostile environment is no mystery, though it is in the circumstances of this tale, presented as if it were fact. Against a background of the enduringly raw land a strict colonial school represents spreading “civilised values” and reason which are ultimately unravelled by the persistently inexplicable nature of the disappearance of the girls and their teacher. The novel was published with its final chapter deleted and that chapter, which was eventually published separately as a curiosity, offers something in the nature of a metaphysical explanation, highlighting the opposition of the Aboriginal construction of the land versus the colonial attempts to impose order has the effect, in explaining what happened, however strangely, of closing a circle that is all the more fascinating and frightening for remaining open. The swallowing up of human beings or the appearance of nameless figures in the corner of the eye is all the more powerful a phenomenon by its simple refusal to submit to any human system of explication whatsoever. Pippa Sanderson presents her characters as jokers, as escape artists. If we could hold them, which we could not, they would only respond to our questions with riddles before evaporating. Brian Queenin’s fairy creatures may be fascinated and amused with the trappings of humanity, but show not the least sympathy for us. Margaret Elliot’s landscapes only yawn with a broad gape of space and time, threatening to swallow us up while Stuart Shepherd’s catch the essential eerieness of early science-fiction serials; all they need is a theremin soundtrack. In John Walsh’s land, human inhabitation is deeply ambiguous, hopeful but threatened and requiring negotiation with an older presence and to me, much of the beauty of Kura Te Waru-Rewiri’s art springs from the ritual care and delicacy with which her navigational markers and gnomons appear to have been placed on the land. When reason and measurement are the most effective tools of the settler, we are most perplexed and fascinated by the things that will not submit to reason and measurement and then those tools seem weak.


These works reflect a profound ambivalence about the landscape, and as it is suggested by many works, a profound ambivalence by the landscape about us.
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