PREMEDITATION

Hideharu Onuma, a master of Kyudo, the Japanese art of archery, once said “Sometimes we will hit the target...but will miss the self”. What is it about the process of ritual activity that causes or requires one to “lose” oneself? What is the relationship between the action, the loss of the self, and the successful arrival at the goal. What role does meditation, a ritualized and repetitive mental action, play in the immolation of the physical self? According to Onuma’s observation the goal, the place wherein lies success, is set opposite the self. We, the seekers of the target, are set in constant and ever shifting tension with that which we seek. This is the very essence of meditation. Preparing one’s mind and subsequently one’s body to enact the release that tension from within. The question then becomes a critical one of the very way we are taught to define terms such as “goal” and “self”. Very basic terms that, particularly in democratic capitalist societies, underlie the very fabric of the social construct. It is under this circumstance that a deeply mineable metaphor has developed around the athletic performance art of Kyudo.
In Kyudo, an art drawing from Zen and Shinto precepts, the goal is the perfection of the preparative performance. There is nothing unnecessary in the motion of the archer. After achieving the correct position the arrow is loosed at which point the work is done. The target is not the goal, the preparatory action, one might call this the “pre-meditative” action, is the end that all the means are used for. It is with devotion to the lifestyle of Kyudo that one realizes over time that the goal lies within. It is through a balance of work and rest, a persistent honing of our physical, mental, spatial selves to be able to perform our works in the world that we attempt to achieve harmony with the world. Described this way, the meticulous action of Kyudo can be regarded as a meditation engaging fully the mind and the body, otherwise thought of as the two lobes of the self. The paradoxical labyrinth that forms in the mind when trying to sort the relational aspects of meditation, the mind, the body the self and the disintegration of the self is almost overwhelming. 
At first encounter it is curious that Attard would make a series of photographs about archery, a goal driven art/sport hybrid, that does not include the ostensible goal, the red yellow and blue target. Or maybe he does and the resolution of his narrative problem is hidden in plain sight. It is with a closer look at Onuma’s words, specifically his use of “hit” and “miss” for which one could supplant “gain” and “lose” that we get to the crux of the struggle between what one does and who one is. One could gain the goal and lose everything in and around the self in order to get it. Once we attain perfection in our thoughts, words and deeds, the ultimate goal outlined in many of the world’s religions, our “self” is transmogrified, changed into some other form and part of that change requires loss. This is where the economic starkness of Attard’s image construction is most clearly at play. Look at the dual images of target seeker as target, archer as his own prey successfully hit by several arrows as if to say, “I have not hit (found, regained) myself (my self, the self that I have, but do I have it?) the target quit enough just yet”. In a way these particular images are also antitheses when reflected against the tenets of Kyudo. In Kyudo it is of relatively little importance to have hit the target at all. By titling the body of work Premeditation Attard is saying that the action of taking the arrow from the quiver, drawing back the bow and letting the arrow loose is the preparatory action, but it is also the action of the self. The focus on the self lies in the stage of premeditation, the destruction of the self lies in meditation. When observing the art of Kyudo as a metaphor for the act of letting go of the physical self, it is clear that it does not matter where the meditation goes, as it does not matter where the loosed arrow flies. In Attard’s images the target is hit with a whole quiver of arrows. This is what is so enjoyable about the artist’s work. The tension that he manipulates between his imagery and the source material yields at once a body of work that is highly legible on its face, but, once lived with, yields ever newer patterns of thought and objects for meditation. 
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