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Alternative Realities 
For me, there were two particularly memorable moments at Arthur and Ewan Atkinson’s recent 
artist’s talk at the Barbados Community College. The occasion was their (first) father-and-son 
exhibition at the Punch Creative Arena with the title ‘æ’, which nicely ties together their initials, 
but promises little else. 

The first of  these occurred late in the conversation, when Arthur stunned the audience by 
stating that he would wish someone (in his youth) had told him he could ‘be an artist’. Whatever 
he meant by that, he later added - just as thought-provokingly - that he in any case does not 
consider himself  to be one, if  the term ‘art’ is defined by current practices. Though the 
comment was without malice, it must be inferred that he sees a chasm between his and Ewan’s 
work. Indeed, the exhibition’s physical configuration suggests as much: with Ewan’s work in the 
front room and Arthur’s in the back, it is effectively two separate exhibitions and the implicit 
focus seems to be on difference, rather than dialogue between father and son.  

Ewan’s segment comprises several series of  work related to his ongoing ‘Neighborhood 
Project’, which has evolved over the last ten years. It started with the exhibition ‘Fiction’ in 2007 
in which he introduced a number of  preliminary characters. Since then, it has primarily 
consisted of  a digitally constructed text and images pertaining to these (and others) characters 
intermittently uploaded to a tumblr-site. Modeled on the unwieldy format of  the soap opera, 
the uploads add up to a captivating, but continually interrupted and expanding narrative. The 
characters include both dogs (or a hybrid breed of  ‘dog-humans’) and people. The latter 
generally have very specific, if  also very odd features – like “Little Girl Blue”, who is forever 
followed by a rain-cloud. Since most of  them carry Ewan’s traits, it can be quite difficult to tell 
these characters apart. It is implied, that a visiting ‘anthrozoologist’, Dr. Tobias Boz, is studying 
the dogs, but the neighborhood as such is continually being documented by a variety of  
observers.  

Ewan Atkinson, Sight Unseen No.13A (Overboard)
Mixed media shadowbox construction, 2017
                

Ewan Atkinson, Sight Unseen No.8 (Paradise Terrace, Another View) 
Mixed media shadowbox construction, 2017
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The neighborhood setting is a loosely specified location, which bears some relation to a 
Caribbean island – albeit an intentionally de-familiarized, quirky and secretive space, where 
nothing is straightforward. Some of  the ‘scarier’ characters and situations may thus be quite 
benign (at least until we learn otherwise) and vice versa, and the series’ most obvious political 
charge is that of  confronting us with our own residual biases.  So far, most of  these works have 
only existed in virtual form online, but the pieces are now physically actualized as ‘objects’ and 
are, for the first time, offered for sale. Some  – especially those in the Sights Unseen-series, 
which present select images as beautiful collector’s objects in box-frames - may be familiar to 
followers of  the ‘Neighborhood Report’, and the Only in Our Imagination series was 
previously submitted to the 2016 Havana biennial.  

The latter is a set of  sardonic tourism-posters, which ostensibly represent a concerted marketing 
campaign for the neighborhood. Likewise presented as posters, The Honesty Policy. 
Neighborhood Election Ephemera series present four candidates for the title of  
neighborhood representative. The Select Pages From the Field-Notes of  Dr. Tobias Boz, 
Anthrozoologist are, as the title implies, cleverly contrived sketches and handwritten field-
notes, which upon closer inspection turn out to contain a strange mixture of  romantic reveries, 
homo-erotic fantasies and ‘scientific’ observation.  

Ewan Atkinson, The Honesty Policy (Boy)
Digital Print on paper, 2017
                

Ewan Atkinson, The Honesty Policy (Gorilla Girl)
Digital Print on paper, 2017
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In addition to these series, the pieces titled How Dog Got Its Name, Fur and Grass and 
Specimens depict samples of  organic material, various other ‘clues’ and objects as well as 
comparative renditions of  textures and foot-prints. The Things They Carry With Them is a 
large printed sheet with a display of  such small items that are typically found in pockets or 
handbags. Laid out horizontally on a display-table, they look like evidence in a police-station, 
and indeed, the overarching frame could as well be a detective-story as an anthropological case-
study. Dr. Boz’ field-notes may thus be understood as a form of  ‘evidence’ in itself, to the effect 
that the ‘observer’ himself  is being observed. The different series thus add up to a slowly 
aggregating, but indirect portrayal of  the neighborhood and its inhabitants.   

Ewan Atkinson, The Things They Carry with Them.  Digital Print on paper with display table, 2017 

Ewan Atkinson, Select Pages from the Fieldnotes of Dr. Tobias Boz, Anthrozoologist (detail) .  Mixed Media on paper, 2015
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It should be superfluous at this point, to state that the Neighborhood Project is a complex 
affair. With a continual emphasis on performativity and the transformation of  identity with 
changing contexts, we are held in continued suspense about the plot, the internal relationships 
and ‘true character’ of  the various figures (are the ‘candidates’ disguised, or is the apparent 
disguise their ‘natural’ self ?), about the social structure and logic of  the place, and above all 
about the position and intent of  the artist himself. Everywhere and nowhere, the latter not only 
mutates from one figure to another, but engages us, tongue-in-cheek, from different vantage 
points and through different voices. While the cumulative effect is one of  deliberate 
disorientation and dark humor, the series certainly instigates a continual self-revision in the 
viewer. 

The question that has stuck with me is, however, whether the project’s and the exhibition’s 
methodological open-endedness can take a twist too many, and whether the physical format, 
where all the works are brought together in one space, is more vulnerable to conceptual 
tensions, than the virtual space. With the inclusion of  the (both interesting and funny) 
‘dialogue-sheets’ titled Conversations, which seem less directly connected to the project, than 
to the process involved in building characters and visuals, the exhibition thus functions like a tv-
show with a live-audience, where the viewers can follow the series and its production at once. 
This emphasis on process has, of  course, become a staple part of  the contemporary, and here it 
merely serves to compound the impression of  multiple angles and meta-narratives – but I am 
not sure it is necessary? Moreover, it strikes me that the subversive humor, which exposes the 
mercantile duplicity of  the neighborhood’s tourism authority in the Only in Your Imagination 
posters, is ideologically anchored in a way the rest of  the series is not and therefore threatens to 
open the series up to a kind of  accountability, which it systematically avoids.     

Ewan Atkinson, poster 8 from Only in our imagination.  
Digital Print on paper, 2015 

Ewan Atkinson, Conversation No. 86  
Photocopy on paper, 2017 
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There is no doubt, however, that Ewan’s exhibition is an experimental showcase and that he, 
more than anyone, has kicked Barbadian art into a postmodern modality, which not only 
questions, inverts and often dissolves the convictions and methods of  previous generations, but 
puts the very idea of  universal truth under scrutiny.  
The joint exhibition’s most immediate take-away impression is therefore that of  an enormous 
generational gap, for - as a matter of  what (I think) he perceives as artistic integrity - Arthur’s 
works are always finished statements.  

With an impressive degree of  realism, his smaller paintings insert familiar tropical fruits and 
food - Bajan ackees, dunks, tamarinds, sugar-cakes and guava-cheese - into a time-honored still-
life tradition, which incidentally also commenced with enraptured depictions of  ‘edibles’ in 16th 
century Holland. Arthur’s still-lifes are a technical tour-de-force and demonstrate an exceptional 
ability to capture a vast array of  textures. He clearly takes pride in representing these objects 
with photographic accuracy – waxy green leaves and shiny black seeds that compel you to reach 
out and touch them – and in the use of  color, light and composition to maximum effect. To me, 
the most appealing and sensuous of  these pieces are those in which the sugar apples, ackees and 
pomegranates suggestively open themselves up to reveal their inner opulence, as if  trying to 
match the painter’s act of  seduction with one of  their own! 

As much as I commend Arthur’s effort to honor some of  Barbados’ most outstanding artists 
with portraits, I think a similar emphasis on the discrete process or ‘event’ would have enhanced 
these as well. This difficult genre is, of  course, hugely impacted by considerations for the sitter 
(how do they see themselves, how they wish to be seen), by the relationship between artist and 
model and by the occasion and motivation for the portrait. While the renditions of  Ras Akyem, 
Ras Ishi, Alison Chapman-Andrews, Goldie Spieler and Karl Broodhagen offer compelling and 
unmistakable likenesses, they may be too faithful to the photographs on which they are based. 
The sympathetic reproduction of  their smiling faces thus tends to substitute an actual 
interpretation of  each artistic personality (in fact, the ‘smiling sitter’ is a rare exception in the 
portraiture-tradition). It is the significant movement, pose or expression, or the placement of  
the figure in a representative context (as is attempted in the Chapman-Andrews portrait), that 
make a portrait more than a picture.  

Arthur Atkinson, Pomegranate.  Acrylic on canvas, 2000  Arthur Atkinson, Pungin’ Almonds.  Acrylic on canvas, 2016 
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Arthur Atkinson, Ishi & Akyem-I.  Acrylic on canvas covered panel, 2016 

Arthur Atkinson, Alison – Tritone.   
Acrylic and coconut fibre on canvas, 2015 

Arthur Atkinson, Self Portrait.
Acrylic on canvas, 2014 
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The most interesting work in this vein by far is, therefore, Arthur’s self-portrait. Smaller and 
more compact than the rest, it astutely captures his own bespectacled, thoughtful and 
characteristically skeptical countenance. The sharp focus of  one eye and the slight opacity of  
the other produce exactly the psychological complexity that the other portraits lack. In the 
extremely dynamic piece titled The Life and Times of  Ornella Workman, Arthur does 
indeed undertake an interpretation of  the model, and the result is arguably the most interesting 
piece in his segment of  the show. Across three panels, it not only offers a remarkable portrait of  
a family member in her drawing room, it places her in a historical context through a collage of  
documents, newspaper-clippings, wallpaper and still-life paintings. These measures at once bring 
the model – and her time – to life, and transcends her individuality. 

The third category of  Arthur’s work is the larger outdoor still-life paintings, where the extreme 
realism of  the scenes is playfully offset by their obvious ‘contrivance’. One shows a windswept 
beach with a carefully arranged compilation of  seaside bric-a-brac (bottles, weathered rope, an 
old coconut, a few shells, a piece of  coral-stone, a plastic fork) on an old wooden board that sits 
atop a plastic bucket. A palm-leaf  and a blue plastic bag flap in the wind like a disheveled, two-
pronged flag, and cause the arrangement to look like some kind of  civilizational shipwreck. Its 
allusions to  environmental degradation reappear in The Planet That Wasn’t, where the 
combination of  natural objects and pollutants, however, has become perversely beautiful and 
almost imperceptible, which presumably is the very point being made.  

Ironically, the impact of  these hyperrealist works is almost surreal. This may partly have to do 
with the slightly disorienting effect of  so many objects being in focus: while they clearly want us 
to really see, they also remove us from the naturally selective process of  seeing. Their frozen and 
almost ghostly character is, however, especially related to their ultimate focus on temporality and 
departure. As much as they please the eye, these works therefore also seem to contain a gentle 
warning in tune with the still-life genre’s traditional ‘memento mori’. Rather than merely 
referring to it, the objects thus seem to replace a collective human presence: ‘people were here’, 
they seem to say, ‘people made and used or found and marveled over these objects’ – but this 
makes their absence so much more visible. With this intricate play on absence and presence, the 
paintings at once seem like postcards from the past and anticipations of  a future, where our 
material culture has become ‘archaeology’.  

Arthur Atkinson, The Life and Times of Ornella Workman.  Mixed media on panel, 2008 
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Arthur Atkinson, Y.  Acrylic on canvas, 2011 

Arthur Atkinson, The Planet That Wasn’t.  Acrylic on canvas, 2006 
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While it would be easy to dwell at length on the exhibition’s text-book illustration of  
generational transition - a movement from traditional to new media, from an affirmative and 
celebratory to a critical and deconstructive approach to art-making, and from the seemingly 
objective statement to that in which the message has become inseparable from the messenger/
artist – what mainly has preoccupied me over the past week, are the interesting and surprising 
similarities that lie under the surface. This brings me to the second most memorable moment of  
the artist’s talk, when Ewan precisely, seemed to discover the same thing. The discussion had 
turned to the Ornella Workman portrait, when he suddenly - ‘onstage’ and in mid-sentence – 
interrupted himself  and a rush of  previously unacknowledged connections registered on his 
face. It was a compellingly intimate moment.  

What Ewan discovered – or discovered with a new clarity - was, I imagine, not only the 
continuities between Arthur’s deliberate ‘ageing’ of  the newspaper-clippings in that portrait, but 
perhaps more generally his play with the relationship between reality and illusion, and his own 
(albeit far more radical) preoccupation with ‘artifice and contrivance’. He may also have spotted 
their mutual fondness for detail, texture and visual effect – in fact, Arthur’s beach-side bric-a-
brac and Ewan’s ‘pocket-items’ are displayed in much the same way: horizontally on a piece of  
board, and both displays have the character of  civilizational debris.  

While the similarities between father and son in the final analysis may be overshadowed by their 
differences, they are certainly there. It is in any case wonderful to sense the mutual respect 
between two of  our most gifted artists, which I think goes beyond kinship. For the rest of  the 
community, and for the college in particular, the exhibition offers a brilliant platform for debate. 
Given the prevalence of  ‘artifice and illusion’ in both exhibition segments, that debate could 
suitable include the following question: if  art has always been the domain of  imagination and 
interested manipulation, what can its new role be in the so-called post-truth era, where everyone 
can live in an 'alternative reality'. 

Therese Hadchity, March 1st 2017.  


