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My fascination with the sea begins in no specific place or time.  There is no 
beginning and there is no end.  There is only continuum.

 In spite of how far I have traveled, how many years I have spent in places where 
the sea was not as close to me as I wished, it is always there and it calls to my 
spirit, making me dream in poetry for which I can fashion no words or structured 
intonation.  I have tried over the years to understand why this pull is so strong and 
it becomes clearer and clearer with each new investigation that  the work is about 
origin and ancestry both in its primordial sense and in its contemporary socio-
cultural context.

 The portraits speak of and to that most foundation ancestral marine journey 
of Africans in the Caribbean. They come out of middle passage memory and 
metaphor echoing the Kalunga, those spirits under the sea that connect us to our 
continental selves. They also speak to the embryonic self, a self that is connected 
to the cosmic and to the atomic at the same time, a way of being that is defined 
more by existence than the perception of existence.

 The artistic enquiries of my youth were a collision of historical, metaphysical and 
environmental concerns with interests in the decorated body.  In the earlier work 
I explored this thematic framework through sculpture and performance. I return 
to these themes now with a refreshed sense of wonder and curiosity and a new 
approach that uses digital imaging as its primary medium.  

 My hope is that the work inspires the viewer to look more deeply at the awesome 
wonder of this ancient and fragile ecosystem and recognise our inseparable 
connection and accountability to its well-being.

Russell Watson
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Allison Thompson

Holding One’s Breath

How is life organized? 

A century and a half ago, Charles Darwin proposed the basic principles for the development of 
species, and for the organization of all life. We came to understand that all organisms are related 
to one another through descent from common ancestors, evolving across a span of some three 
billion years. This was visualized as the Tree of Life. 

Humans walking on the surface of the earth, and coral rooted to the bottom of the sea are united 
within the kingdom Animalia. Phylum is the taxonomic rank that divides them; humans and 
indeed all mammals belong to the phylum Chordate while corals belong to Cnidarian.  A phylum 
groups together all classes of organisms that have the same body plan and share a common 
origin.

Russell Watson, a human, has always felt at home near the sea.  He has been snorkeling, exploring 
his sister phyla since he was a child. It is in many ways a different world below the surface. Sound 
and light obey different laws.  Not too long ago, Russell Watson began photographing the sea 
world, and specifically coral. He was fascinated by the intricate patterns, the infinitely varied 
forms, the luminous colour; the beauty. 

The body…the human body…has been Russell Watson’s other obsession. Before he was a 
photographer, he was an actor and he innately understands the body as a vehicle for expression. 
Digital photography has allowed him to extend the performative possibilities through additions, 
replications, mutations and decoration. 

Hua is the name of the most recent of three series of digital photographs exhibited in his solo 
exhibition, Phylum. The series consists of portraits of men and women unidentified by name but 
known to the artist. There is clearly an intimacy conveyed through representation. The figures 
appear nude, or at least without clothing in the traditional or contemporary sense. But they 
are adorned. Watson superimposes images of coral to surround, cloak and frame his subjects. 
He delights in the intricate patterning and sumptuous colour of the coral, accentuating their 
innate design qualities by repeating, doubling and mirroring the forms, playing with the tension 
between symmetry and asymmetry in the search for what he calls “that raw edge that defines 
natural beauty.”

The effect is regal.  The figures are seen either frontally or in profile, chins lifted, shoulders back, 
eyes closed, expressions serene. The lighting accentuates the luminosity of these black bodies 
isolated and against the black background. The photographs are printed on silver paper, creating 
a vibrant surface that draws the viewer closer to drink in the details, indulging in the pleasure of 
the visual. The coral embellishments appear baroque in their encrusted and ornate decoration. 
These figures could inhabit a long lost rococo grotto that has sunk beneath the sea. Like Atlantis 
or Port Royal.
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For Watson, the work is about origin and ancestry both in its primordial sense and in its 
contemporary socio-cultural context.  If light and sound are transformed in the sea, so is time, an 
effect that can be perilous to oxygen-dependent humans. “Hua” is the sound of breath inhaling. 
It is the last terrestrial sound you hear before you descend under water; or die. The sleeping 
portraits are a haunting memento mori: a reflection on mortality and the transient nature of all 
earthly pursuits and material possessions; and a meditation on the immortality of the soul.

These are Atlantic beings.  The sea is central to their sense of self, as it is for the artist. The coral 
itself as a living organism is not simply adornment but can be regarded as an extension of the 
body, a mutation or an externalization of an inner experience; a manifestation of consciousness. 

Watson mentions Vicissitudes, an under-water sculpture by Jason deCaires Taylor, located off the 
coast of Grenada at Moilinere Bay. The ring of sixty-five concrete figures of children holding hands 
and facing outwards was installed in 2007 and has since that time become encrusted with coral 
and plant growth. While Taylor has stated the work was never intended to refer directly to the 
Middle Passage, this has been understood by many viewers as a tribute to African slaves thrown 
overboard during the Atlantic crossing. 

For Watson on the other hand, the history of the Middle Passage is seminal to the meaning of his 
work: “The portraits speak of and to that most foundation ancestral marine journey of Africans in 
the Caribbean. They come out of middle passage memory and metaphor echoing the Kalunga, 
those spirits under the sea that connect us to our continental selves. They also speak to the 
embryonic self, a self that is connected to the cosmic and to the atomic at the same time, a way of 
being that is defined by more by existence than the perception of existence.”

These figures exist within and locate their meaning within the Black Atlantic. Robert Farris 
Thompson introduced the term Black Atlantic to refer to the living force of African culture within 
the Americas. Paul Gilroy extended this discussion to describe a conceptual space in which to 
examine those cultures that have been and continue to be shaped by the traumas and legacies 
of transatlantic slavery.  Gilroy regards the centrality of the experience of the trans-shipment 
and relocation in the “New World”, as an entirely modern experience that can be regarded as a 
counterculture to European modernity and modernism, challenging the established dominant or 
hegemonic narrative with expressions of alternative visions, experiences and interpretations of 
black diasporic subjectivity.

The notion of diasporic subjectivity is perhaps a good framework in which to relate the earlier two 
series also included in the exhibition. Authored Bodies dates to 2004-2005, shortly after Russell 
Watson graduated from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago where he completed an MFA in 
in Film, Video and New Media. The body that makes up these images is the artist’s – or author’s – 
own; a fact that is not self-evident but one that does provide insight into the meanings of works 
and may account for the simultaneously more revealing and more distorted representations.  
These are intimate depictions: this is the nude body, the isolated body, digitally amputated 
and manipulated so that its anatomical origins become obscured. In which phylum do these 
specimens belong?  

Authored Body 03, 2004-5, Digital print on archival matte paper, 12”x 12”
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Before arriving in Chicago, Watson studied theatre arts at the Edna Manley College in Jamaica. 
His understanding of the performative gesture and theatrical lighting are employed here. The 
repetition of arms in slightly varied positions unfolding and fanned-out in a circular repetition, 
is reminiscent of Eadweard Muybridge’s study of human locomotion in which the camera distills 
from the naked body aspects that are animal and others that are mechanical. 

In addition to a fascination with the performative, his attraction to sculpture is evident. While 
some of the references to the body are evident, others become increasingly obscure and abstract. 
The repetitions create pattern but the manipulations also create disturbing distortions.  
The series ends about the time that heads start to appear; or facial features such as an open 
mouth that stand in for the head, a kind of visual synecdoche.  Looking back, Watson recognizes 
the Authored Bodies as self-portraits. Of course, when we look at ourselves (in the absence of a 
mirror) we see everything but our own face. We only know (or see) or own faces in reflection or 
re-presentation. The result is a disturbing tension between self-examination and staged display of 
a body that is both naked and disguised. 

The subsequent series, Head Cases, was for the most part made in New York. These photographs 
are more clearly portraits in the traditional sense, given the focus on the head and facial features 
of the sitter along with the inclusion of accouterments that lend insight into the character or 
biography of the named subject. 

The series begins with a self-portrait. The artist is screaming. It is an anguished, silent, vacuous 
scream of Edvard Munch on the threshold of insanity. Bursting from his head, exploding out of 
his brain is an assortment of objects turned into projectiles. Watson calls this the ‘mind-fuck’. 
Visualizing what was ‘on the artist’s mind’ involved a stream of consciousness process of listing 
words to describe his own psychological state at the time and then searching on-line for the 
corresponding images. The result is a manic collage of influences, preoccupations, obsessions and 
distractions.

The second in the series is a portrait of the poet NALA, a close and long-time friend from school 
days in Barbados. The process was different for this one. Watson had returned home for a visit and 
observed the material possessions his friend had acquired and lived with in contrast to his own 
nomadic existence.  Russell walked through his home, asking NALA to identify the significance of 
these objects as he photographed them. 

Returning to New York, Watson continued the series, photographing friends, most of who were 
of Caribbean extraction. The objects accruing around the subjects became reflections of the 
migrant’s experience; they functioned as bridges to home, containers of memories that increased 
in significance because of their displacement.  

Hans Holbein’s Double Portrait of the French Ambassadors depicts the two wandering diplomats 
surrounded by their treasured possessions as a reflection of their intellectual, cultured and worldly 
pursuits; all those things that make up who we are. And then there is the bizarre anamorphosis 
of a distorted skull in the foreground as a reminder of the transitory nature of life that not even 
wealth or property can subvert. 

Head Case NALA, 2007, Digital print on archival matte paper, 22”x 22”

House Head Ivan, 2008-9, Digital print on archival matte paper, 16”x 16”



The precariousness of life; the vulnerabilities of the flesh; the significance of moments, or 
individuals within the ocean of humanity, the ocean of history: these themes haunt Watson’s 
images because they are seminal to portraiture and particularly photographic portraits. But 
his perspective is a potently afro-Caribbean vision which, even when told through the faces of 
others, is intimately his own.  

How is a life organized? How do we fix its ever-evolving, ever-decaying cycles in our attempts 
to find meaning? The photographic image has played a seminal role in this investigation. As 
Henri Cartier-Bresson observed, “To photograph is to hold one’ s breath, when all faculties 
converge to capture fleeting reality.”

Head Case 001, 2007, Digital print on archival matte paper, 22”x 22”
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