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The Charlottetown Series, 1992,
chalk pastel on industrial brown paper,
4 X6
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Reflections on the work of
Allan MacKay

By Terrrance Heath

In the Kenya National Museum in Nairobi there is a cast of the foot-
prints of hominids dating back 3.6 miliion years. Four people
walked in the volcanic ash along a riverbed in the southern part of
the Rift Valley near the Olduvai Gorge. The tracks of the woman
and child are clear and regular. The tracks of their companions,
probably both males, are a jumble of toe and heel impressions, one
set superimposed on the other. Perhaps the two men walked in
single file or perhaps one man was following the group, placing his
feet in the tracks of the male of the family walking in front of him.

A family walking in the Rift Valley over three and half million years
ago, it would seem, has nothing to do with an exhibition of the work
of Allan MacKay, entitled From Charlottetown to Mogadishu
recently shown at the Extension Gallery in Toronto. Except,
perhaps, that the footprints are directed northward toward the
egress of the Valley into the Nile and Red Sea land areas and,
therefore, literally toward Mogadishu. Nevertheless, the two events
are the same and similar — the one some sort of analogue of the
other. The marks of our species determine for us everything we
wantto ask and little of what we want to know.

We have been told often enough recently that the photograph is
actually an imprint of reality. And this observation is the beginning
of the analogue. The impact of both the footprints and a photograph
are similar. The odd immediacy of experience dominates even
when the event is distant in time and space. The footprint is real not
because anyone saw it or recorded it, but because of the physical
impact of a person's presence. Upright, bipedal hominids actually
walked on this piece of earth. It is not conjecture. It is not
extrapolated from archaeological evidence. The impression of their
feet in the earth remains.

The photograph has become so common we have lost something
of the parallel reality of the imprint of light. We no longer experience
the awe of Daguerreotypes' first viewers 150 years ago. And yet the
print of reality retains its power to capture not only our attention but
also our visual trust because clearly the only imprint of past reality
that our senses can decipher is the visual. No sound, no taste, no
smell, no feel of the past has the immediacy of sight. They are at
best brokered for us through words.
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Left: Installation: The Somalia Series, (detail), 1993.
Right: Installation: The Charlottefown Series. 1992.
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Allan MacKay works with these imprints of reality — not as docu-
ments of the real, but as the momentary evidence of events. With
the pieces of evidence in hand, the endless work of investigation
and interpretation begins. Unlike the paleo-anthropologist, however,
MacKay does not direct and measure his investigation with the
rationalist methodology of science. He is not reconstructing the
context of the evidence imprinted on the light sensitive surface.

He is joining the fragments of reality captured in the prints to the
overwhelming and undifferentiated reality of the present. Of
necessity, that reality, if it is to escape the limitations of the
evidence, must be centred in the consciousness and memory of the
person. In the end, we can trust nothing and no one, not even in
giving out trust; this imprint of reality can only give us momentary
reassurance that there was a past and that it is a part of ocur
present. All the rest is conjecture and curiosity.

The Charlottetown and Mogadishu sections of the exhibition are
strikingly different and, indeed, hung in separate but linked rooms.
The larger of the two houses the Charlottetown drawings: large
(six and a half feet high) drawings of a foot and hand. The hand is
pointing to a place beside the large toe of the foot. Although the
image seems on first sight to be repeated, backwards and
forwards, from one drawing to the next, there is a range of
differences in treatment. These are differences in handling the
elements of the image as projected onto the paper from a slide.
There is no attempt to deny or compensate for the photographic
origin of the image. What we see, however, is the photographic
image pulled into the space of the artist and integrated into the
present experience of the viewer. The reference to a past event
disappears; the imprint has been reclaimed, but not as evidence
of the past.

It is possible that it was the foot image in volcanic ash and on light
sensitive acetate that bridged the experience of seeing the cast in
the museum in Nairobi and seeing the images in this exhibition;
but once the connection is made differences leap to mind. Simple
differences, like the absence or presence of the person's shadow.
MacKay has used the shadow of the footand hand as positive
shapes in the drawing. What in the slide was a secondary blocking
of light becomes in the drawing a major actor in the visual drama
in front of us. And the hominid footprints? The absence of the
shadows of those persons walking along the riverbed is almost like
a betrayal of our faith in the footprints themselves. No amount of
scientific interpretation, giving us the probable weight, walking
peculiarities, age, gender or speed, can compensate for the failing
shadows. What but shadow can convince us that these visual
images can have any real demand on our trust?
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Installation: The Somalia Series, (detail), 1993
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Or does the comparison come with the vaguer cultural reference to
creation and the beginnings of our species? Then, it is not the foot
at all, but the index finger, reaching out from the grey-haired
michelangelan god to the mannerist adam. The finger pointing to
the foot in the drawings, the flat-footed steps of homo habilis
walking away from the Garden toward the deserts of Somalia.

Or the fragmentariness of the prints joining into the long western
tradition of faith in some sort of unity or wholeness that can be
glimpsed in the part? We have grown not to need the whole, even
to prefer the part. The fragments of reality suffice. Who would like
to havthe Venus de Milo whole when she is whole from having
been seen by so many eyes seeking perfection? The endless
drawing in the art academies of casts of hands and feet.

Or was the analogue suggested by walking? And walking suggest-
ing the nomad, the moving out on the horizontal axis of the world,
as John Berger has recently described it, that leads away from
home and returns to home. MacKay returning to his home on
Prince Edward Island. Nomads walking the circuits of hunting and
food gathering. The foot as the basis of all culture and all identity,
rather than the hand. Not tools, not head, nct opposable thumbs,
but feet, moving the species not to make but to find. Searching out
rather than inventing the future. The history of humankind as a
deep-seated restlessness. The basis of Bruce Chatwin's intellectual
labours.

Certainly, the transition from the room of Charlottetown drawings to
the room of constructed art for Mogadishu underlines the move-
ments of the nomad. MacKay has placed a video monitor between
the two rooms, playing ceaselessly the footage he took as an
official war artist during his ten days in Somalia with the Canadian
peacekeepers. Much of the footage was shot from a moving
armoured personnel carrier. The Somalian villages, the desert,
camels, donkeys, oases and then the empty, bombed, beautiful
streets of Mogadishu pass endlessly before our eyes. We are with
the new nomads, the armed soldiers in blue helmets. Only we are
not walking. We stare past the armour, machine guns and telecom-
munications gear at the white, Arabic buildings, punctuated
regularly by the crenellated mosques. Where the hell are we going?
Nowhere. When we get there, it is still nowhere, just a tent city
where an older paratrooper has befriended a monkey and a dog.
And animals are not allowed, but the new animals — helicopters,
tanks, cargo planes — are everywhere. Have we been walking 3.6
million years to get to this?

The smaller room is the room of work arising out of MacKay's
Somalia. It is a room of more fragments — pieces torn from
newspapers, juxtaposed photocopies on acetate sheets, carefully
worked waxed collages, usingpages from books with glimpses of
parts of sentences, phrases, words, titles. It is a room of parts and
pieces brought together into new contexts and contrasts. ltis a
river of images and texts. Where the hell is it going? It erupts as
suddenly as the small rivers of East Africa that are there a week in
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Installation: The Somalia Series, (detail), 1993.
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the rainy season and then live on as dry, rock-strewn trenches
under a sun that rises at the same time every morning and sets at
the same time every evening, year in, year out. On the video
monitor a pile of waxed newspaper cuttings accumulates day by
day as news continues to pour out about Somalia. You know the
river of information will flow until the new nomads leave the country
and then the silence will tell you Somalia is no longer newsworthy.

The Somalian room demands that you spend time there. This is not
a visual experience to be taken in at a glance. It also does not leave
you with a dominating image, like the large foot portraits of Char-
lottetown or the footprints of the Olduvai Gorge. Here the image has
shattered into its 10,000 parts. MacKay has painstakingly
assembled the parts and they don't fit together. They fit somehow
with the most disparate experiences, but they don't make a whole.
They don't even suggest a whole as the fragments of art and
archaeology do, or seem to.

Immediately across from you as you move in front of the video
screen is a series of works which, in their elegant, natural wood
frames, contrast with the torn newspaper clippings waxed on to
sheets of paper on the other walls. In the centre of the wall of
framed works is the Paul Watson photograph of the dead American
helicopter pilot, trussed up and being dragged through the streets of
Mogadishu. MacKay has waxed it so that the horror of the scene is
veiled behind the wax's translucent coating. The dead pilot's
genitalia, which were so carefully airbrushed out in Time s
reproduction of the photo, are exposed like an ineffective sign of
vulnerability, even in death. Next to this piece is a reproduction of
Goya's No se puede mirar which shows a man trussed up in a
very similar fashion. In spite of the shocking nature of the brutality
depicted, their presentation here is almost an aside. The images
and text flow on in their turbulent flood and the fact that horror in
war is old hat is only one of the pieces of information encountered.
It is the artistthumanist who seems to try to relieve some of the pain
by presenting the truth of human behaviour through the slight visual
screening of the wax.

And, now, the analogue too is overwhelmed by the sheer number of
imprints. The footprints are no longer visible under the plethora of
images and words. The immediacy of experience of the photo-
graphs tries to re-assert itself, but both clarity and trust are being
lost.

The ultimate paradox is a triptych at the end of the room in which
we see a mother bending toward a child covered in blood. The
scene is actually an abattoir and the child is being bathed in the
blood of a recently slaughtered calf. Presumably, the child is ill and
the ritual bath is a cure, a healing act. We, as viewers, are left with
the act of healing being literally a bloodbath. Not only can we not
understand the reality we see imprinted here, but we no longer
even want to believe it. And the artist too seems to be trying in the
three versions (close-up, segmentation, distance) to find a way to
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bring this image somehow into the present context in which we
both find ourselves. Behind the triptych hang dozens of news
stories, out of sequence, contradictory, strident in their headlines,
each carefully mounted and waxed as if they were as significant as
Goya or the mother and child. It is as if what was real has to at last
be rejected.

On the other wall, the limitations of the camera, those true imprints
of reality, are questioned: "We cannot simply follow the cameras
around the world. We cannot use cameras to get us into countries,
and we must not use cameras to get us out of countries,’ reads the
text. We are left with the words from the video soundtrack. A Cana-
dian soldier says, "The AK-47s are the favourite weapon.' A last
photograph shows the blockhouse prison where one of the soldiers
accused of torturing and killing a Somali civilian tried to commit
suicide. In the Olduvai Gorge, a few meters further along, the
ootprints of our early ancestors end. The momentary evidence of
their reality remains. We are surrounded by photographs of events
much closer in time. That evidence too is momentary and present.
But, how, it is our world which is less real.

The Somalian Series: Camel, Somalian and Canadian Soldier, 1993 chalk pastel on industrial brown aper, 4 x 15”.
Collection: Canadian Armed Forces Civilian Artist program [CAFCAP].



