SPACE WITH A VIEW

Google 'Photography, space with a view' and what emerges is a whole list of websites dealing mostly with photographs taken by NASA of the Earth from space, or rather, 'a view from space'.  This takes me straight to the iconic Stanley Kubrick film, '2001: a space odyssey' and the opening scene of a tribe of herbivorous early hominids foraging for food.  And, from the abyss of a cave looking out to the expanse of a primordial landscape, the film leaps out to interstellar space and abounds with views of space from inside the cockpit of a spaceship. 

The way artists perceive, organise and imagine the world has been and still is a major concern with defining space in art, whether its on canvas, print or film. 

It is not surprising then, that the oldest photograph, a heliograph taken by Joseph Nicephore Niepce and made after an eight-hour long exposure, is called 'View from a window at Gras', (1826).  Since then, the tidal wave of photography has swept through the early practice of pictorialism, through the classic compositions of Cartier-Bresson and Alfred Stieglitz, and the striking postmodern strategies of Cindy Sherman, Robert Mapplethorpe and so many others. Intangible phenomena such as distance, depth and emptiness now seemed possible to grasp.

Using a variety of techniques, artists sought to harness the boundless three-dimensional extent in which objects and events have relative position and direction and are arranged, modified and rendered to 'flatland' or two dimension; on surfaces prepared to receive paint, ink or light.

Illusionist space, as represented in the use of perspectival techniques, was a dominant theme of ceiling decorations from high Renaissance through to the Rocco Styles of the 18th century. As time went on, new scientific studies on vision and colour, the invention of photography and other recent technological and digital advancements were among the influences that altered visual art. Contemporary visual artist Frank Stella sees space as the principal goal of art: "But, after all, the aim of art is to create space - space that is not compromised by decoration, space within which the subjects of painting can live." (1968).

Using photography to interpret space is not always an easy task.   Embracing partiality and ambivalence, modernist photography sought to capture the fragments, details and blurred boundaries in the expanses we call space. Painters "synthesize" while photographers "select".  The great photographic historian John Szarkowski rendered more clearly this important distinction with respect to photographic composition. 

A painter can render in a single composition elements that exist or others that do not appear in front of his or her eye and, furthermore, he may choose to render these elements indistinctly or not render them at all.  Whereas, on the other hand, photographers deal with what can be an overwhelming balance of concerns when composing a picture, such as time constraints and changing conditions. Attard's confronts this situation with his photographs 'Mount Fuji', taken from an aircraft, or capturing the view of seated passengers in the next train compartment in the Tokyo underground.

Space, therefore, is seen to be a product of the perception of the artist or individual.  Attard arranges windows, doorways, ceilings, exits, entrances - these mundane and ordinary spaces - suddenly acquire a certrality and metaphysical depth normally denied to them. The composition in these photographs usually deals with the arrangement of formal elements namely an interior, a window and a view placed in a portrait or vertical style frame as in any two-dimensional image making process; these cohere only from the point of view of the camera. His photographs in this series have additional considerations that are specific to the medium. They are able to reveal realms outside of the scientific - that is, those created by emotion, memory and desire.   

The artist searches and navigates in the urban and the everyday to question how a view is constructed in visual, political and philosophical terms. He questions the space within us and without us and invites us time and again to look at the elemental world and the intimate subjective space we live in.

Attard's own 'poetics of seeing', rewards us with a dramatic breaktrough in the immediate space of the photograph and expands the exploration of the third dimension by presenting the viewer with an 'aperture', as if a lid has been lifted to expose a claustrophobic calmness and anxieties of the dwellers or commuters in these flat visual geometries and thus extends the domain of space into the pictorial evocation of depth.

Attard finds ways to shift the viewers attention to that focal point in the picture, whether uninhabited or populated, and lets them make their own perceptual process in relation to the space.  He draws us into a situation where we are looking less at individual photographs and more at our own processes of perception.
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