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Fantasy is defined as unrealistic mental images on which one repeatedly dwells, 
that reflects one’s conscious or unconscious desires.  These images do not always 
stay as thoughts in the mind but often manifest into physical objects/pictures, 
actions, words or behaviours.  Through a series of animations and still images,  
I think about how fantasy can manifest and how the reality of an individual may 
be pushed or bent,  ‘This Quagmire’ is built on the mysterious, the unclear, and 
undefined world of fantasy and the act of daydreaming.

Versia Harris
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This Quagmire: Versia Harris’s journey 
through shifting landscapes
But all this splendor, and you along with it… it’s just as though it were built upon a shifting quagmire. 
A moment may come, a word can be spoken, and both you and all this splendor will collapse.
           -  Henrik Ibsen

This Quagmire is the title of the first solo exhibition by Versia Harris in Barbados, curated by Punch 
Creative Arena and held at the Morningside Gallery in the Division of Fine Arts at the Barbados 
Community College (November 24-December 1, 2015). It’s a peculiar introduction. A quagmire 
is a geololgical term referring to a soft boggy area of land; a swampy, muddy patch that gives way 
underfoot.  But its’ also a psychological state: an awkward, complex or hazardous situation, a messy 
predicament, a quandry.  

The landscape is both a physcial and psychological space for Harris. It inspires mood and 
imagination.  And it is the setting for fantasy. 

If a quagmire seems a strange description for this show, it is because the first work the viewer 
encounters is ephemeral, ethereal and weightless; the antithesis of a bog.  The video animation 
They Say You Can Dream a Thing More than Once, is projected from two ends of the room onto the 
translucent and undulating screens of seven chiffon curtains.  Images of Harris’s hybrid character, 
Swan Girl,  flicker across billowing surfaces. She cycles through landscapes rescuing birds, and 
negociates obstacles as she searches for her inner Disney princess. 

This installation is the third iteration of this work.  They Say You Can Dream a Thing More than 
Once was included in the Division of Fine Arts Alumni exhibition of October 2013 on a small 
television screen, an intimate formate that  emphasized the narrative unfolding of the story and 
echoed the hypnotic eminating light of the television screen which transfixes Swan Girl at one point 
while the strains of Disney theme song play in the background. The title of the video is taken from 
the 1959 Walt Disney film Sleeping Beauty; tired of being treated like a child and hopeful that she 
may one day find her Prince Charming, Princess Aurora tells her animal companions, “They say if 
you dream a thing more than once it’s sure to come true.”

It would seem inevitable then that the projection itself would appear more than once or in multiples.  
As part of a residency at Trinidad’s Alice Yard, Harris projected the video onto five large surfaces, 
both screens and walls, in an enveloping installation.  The viewer was now dwarfed by the scale 
of the projections and the multiple images fractured the narrative into a number of overlapping 
moments.  The effect was mesmerizing. 

At the suggestion of Alice Yard’s Christopher Cozier, Harris subsequently submitted the video to an 
open call for the Fourth Moscow International Biennial for Young Artists in 2014.   Entitled “A Time 
for Dreams,” the event seemed tailor-made for Harris. Curator David Elliott agreed, selecting her 
work from amongst 3069 entries submitted from 84 countries. In the end, Harris was one of 83 artists 
from 32 countries included in the biennial and the only one from the Caribbean.  Versia travelled all 
the way to Russia for a brief four days to install the video which was projected onto five adjacent 
walls,  and meet her fellow exhibitors, all under the age of 35.  As a result of that exhibition, Versia’s 
work was presented at “MOMENTUM InsideOut,” a series of out-door screenings in Berlin.  



The video was also awarded Best New Media Film at the Trinidad and Tobago Film Festival in 2014.  

The  current installation contrasts with the previous showings in Port of Spain, Moscow and Berlin 
which were all more architectural and fixed. In the Punch reincarnation, viewers often meandered 
through the  undulating curtains. The images disintengrate as they pass through successive layers, 
faintly overlapping in the centre when the meet, conveying the intangile and illusive qualities of 
dreams. 

The second room of the exhibition is devoted to two series of digital prints. Merely a Chimera is the 
title given to a body of 54 postcard-sized images, arranged in an irregular, spralling  expanse across 
one wall.  A chimera, Harris explains, is a single organism which can assume different bodily forms, 
but equallly can refer to something wished for but impossible to achieve. Again, physical properties 
merge with the metaphysical.  The series, according to the artist “documents a creature taking the 
various shapes of things observed in a continuous search for the ultimate identity.”    

The small scale of the images compels the viewer to look closely.  This intimate observation reveals 
both the creatures of the artist’s imagination and the delicacy of her touch. We are drawn into a game 
of investigative reading in the search for the sites of Harris’s manipulations. Some images present the 
now familiar Swan Girl in various scenarios, while many others depict new hybrid forms that evade 
rational explanation.

The other series of prints, Parataxic Distortion, presents twelve larger images (12 x 14”) each 
representing a single tree rendered with the meticulous care of a botanical study, and silhouetted 
against a black and white photographed image of a barren landscape. But the rendering is warped, 
visually disrupted as if by a break in transmission – like on old television set on the fritz or a printer 
running out of ink. The picture is smeered, revealing the underlying colour spectrum which combines 
to form white. In some of the trees, fabric appendages jut out, suggestive of hidden or camouflaged 
creatures. 

Parataxic Distortion, according to Harris, refers to the “tendency of an individual to view a given 
situation through the skewed or tainted lens of past experiences or fantasy…. Seeing the reality 
of a thing is impossible.”The image is simultaneously static, as in stationary and fixed, but also 
interrupted as if by a built up electrical charge.

Nothing is singular or self-evident in Verisa Harris’s world. The appearance of documentary evidence 
presented in the forms of photography, carefully rendered drawings and scientific terminology 
suggests an objectively rendered recording of experiences and observations. But closer examination 
reveals that within the seemingly familiar landscape, hybrid anomalies rise up or take root. 

What ties the three bodies of work together, and links them to the title of the exhibition is the 
landscape as both a physical and psychic space. Images of actual places with rolling hills, dense 
vegetation, panoramic vistas and nomadic clouds become the settings in which fantasies play out, 
sometimes as a consuming apparition, sometimes as a scarcely discernible blip.  Like daydreams, the 
make-believe weaves in and out of reality so that the borders between the two dissolve. 

Fantasy for Harris is a reflection of desires, both conscious and unconscious, which can manifest in 
and thereby distort our perceptions of reality.  This Quagmire, she states “is built on the mysterious, 
the unclear, and undefined world of fantasy and the act of daydreaming.” It is this ephemeral 
foundation, we come to understand as we wander through this exhibition, that gives way beneath the 
weight of our bodies and allows us to sink into the bog. 

Allison Thompson

. 

Merely a Chimera, an exhibition view.

Parataxic Distortion, an exhibition view.



Selections from Merely a Chimera, 2015, 54 Digital prints on paper, each 6”x 4” 
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Selections from Parataxic Distortion, 2015, 12 Digital prints on paper, each 12”x 14” 
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Real Fantasy: Versia Harris 
Exhibits Muddy Areas
By Marsha Pearce

Visual culture scholar, Dr. Marsha Pearce met up with Versia Harris in Barbados, a few days 
before the opening of her first solo exhibition. In what follows, Pearce gives insight into the 
ideas underpinning Harris’ aesthetic of mystery and distortion and her preoccupation with 
worlds in which dreamscapes and realscapes share the same horizon.

When we awaken into reality after a dream, we usually say to ourselves ‘it was just a dream’, 
thereby blinding ourselves to the fact that in our everyday, wakening reality we are nothing but a 
consciousness of this dream. 

- Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology

In his elucidation of the ideas of psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, Slavoj Žižek highlights 
an intertwining of real life and the dream world. What is supposedly reality is understood 
as a fantasy or an illusion – a construction in which we move as sleepwalkers, carrying 
an unconscious level of awareness where the psychic reality of our desires resides. The 
realm of dreams is the place of awakening to those desires. It is the site of access for our 
psychic reality. We use fantasy frameworks to suppress or hide that reality. Yet, the domain 
of fantasy is also revelatory; it discloses reality. If this explanation remains abstract, Žižek 
gives a more concrete example with a reference to the film Woman in the Window. In the 
1944 film, a professor is caught in a web of murder and blackmail but eventually realises he 
has been dreaming.  Žižek notes: 

The message of the film is not consoling, not: ‘it was only a dream, in reality I am a normal 
man like others and not a murderer!’ […] we do not have a quiet, kind, decent, bourgeois 
professor dreaming for a moment that he is a murderer; what we have is, on the contrary, 
a murderer dreaming in his everyday life, that he is just a decent bourgeois professor. 
(Looking Awry pp.16-17)

With this perspective, the conventional lines drawn between reverie and reality are blurred; 
the concepts slide across boundaries, becoming much less facile and more muddled. What 
is real? What is imagined? How do we map and define self in relation to flights of fancy and 
seeming paths of actuality? For Barbadian artist Versia Harris, the jumble is a fertile space 
for engagement. “I feel there are a lot of muddy areas in my work. My art practice deals with 
going after things desired, not being able to see with clarity and questioning a distinction 
between reality and fantasy,” she shares. In her first solo show entitled This Quagmire 
Harris presents her ongoing focus on the entanglements of reality and fantasy. Her use of the 
pronoun “this” is an index of the intimacy and personal nature of her exploration – “this” 
suggestive of a closeness, as opposed to “that,” which gives a sense of distance.  

Her visual presentation is offered in three parts. In a series of 54 small images collectively 
called Merely a Chimera, Harris sets conjured-up characters within staggering high-contrast, 
photographic landscapes that appear to breach the four sides of the paper – their vastness 
stretching beyond the physical/material printed surface to the limits of the viewer’s mental 
space. Harris began taking photographs of the land as studies for drawings during her artist 
residency experience at the Instituto Buena Bista in Curacao, in 2013. “I was blown away by 
their desert. I could see my characters moving around in that space. The land has so much 
potential for fantasy,” she says. Landscapes in the exhibition come from such places as 
Barbados, New Zealand and Brazil, while some settings, as Harris points out, are “combined 
places.” She adds: “I don’t necessarily want the images to be placed. For me the images are 
happenings around a space that is not necessarily one thing.” This vagueness of location 
amplifies ideas of the imbrication of the real and unreal. The land is both spectral and factual 
– a muddy territory for Harris’ characters to shift; to explore different states of being. To 
heighten the mystery the landscapes evoke, Harris incorporates stitched gold thread into the 
topography. “I think thread is magic,” she declares.

From Parataxic Distortion, 2015, 12 Digital prints on paper, each 12”x 14” 



In a second series of twelve larger images titled Parataxic Distortion, bold, colourful 
warps and twists interrupt black and white landscapes. Forms wrench and otherworldly 
communication feeds seem to disrupt regular broadcasts of the real. Parataxic distortion 
refers to seeing through a lens of fantasy; it is the inclination to skew perception based on 
past experiences. In this particular body of work, the land is simultaneously a stage for and a 
persona playing a part in an extraordinary story about multiple impressions; about intersecting 
dimensions of knowing. 

In the third component of the exhibition, Harris mounts the latest iteration of her animation 
They Say You Can Dream a Thing More Than Once. In it, Harris’ swan character moves 
through a bizarre world with a longing to acquire the attributes of a Walt Disney princess. The 
video appears twice in the gallery space, with an orientation that has each facing the other. 
Each is projected on layers of light, transparent fabric hung between the two videos. As the 
images from each video travel from one sheet of fabric to the other, they diminish in intensity 
and lose sharpness in a progression towards the middle fabric panel. Where does fantasy end 
and reality begin? The images dissipate into the “reality” of the gallery and re-materialise as 
fanciful constructs – they appear, disappear and reappear with fantasy presented like a running 
stitch through the fabric of reality. Again Harris visualises that fuzziness or muddiness – a 
liminal space where one foot stands in a “true-to-life” zone and the other is planted on “make-
believe.” As the fabric blows, a dreamy mood is established but the layers of textile also appear 
to echo – though not an intentional reference by Harris – Žižek’s understanding of fantasy 
as having several veils or as comprising a number of features including intersubjectivity, the 
impossible gaze and the occlusion of antagonism (for a full exposition see chapter one “The 
Seven Veils of Fantasy” in The Plague of Fantasies by Slavoj Žižek). The video installation 
along with the two series of still images provide three doorways into a space that vibrates with 
the dual energies of the fantastic and the mundane.

If we live beneath veils; if indeed we blind ourselves to the fact that we are, in our everyday 
reality, “nothing but a consciousness” of our dreams, then Versia Harris’ show addresses the 
wool over our eyes. As she puts it: “The exhibition creates little strange spaces to talk about 
things I have trouble defining. How are we supposed to distinguish between what we fantasise 
about and what is real? Are we supposed to be one thing? I struggle with that. The show makes 
room for seeing.”
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November 20th to December 11th, 2015
Morningside Gallery, Barbados Community College

The exhibition was facilitated by a Butterworth / AFM Industries bursary which assists a graduate from the 
Bachelor of Fine Arts programme at the Barbados Community College to hold a solo exhibition. Versia Harris 

graduated from the Studio Art programme at BCC in 2012 and received the Lesley’s Legacy award. 
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