About Leslie Hakim-Dowek – ‘Watching’

‘What can we know of the world? what quantity of space can our eyes hope to take in between our birth and our death? How many square centimetres of the Planet Earth will our soles have touched?’

                                                                      Georges Perec ‘Species of Spaces’[1] 

One of our most natural, instinctive, activities, is to observe our environment and the events that go on within it.  Watching is the way of the hunter, the modus operandi of the stalker (in its original sense), it is an essentially passive activity but it is closely linked to action.  When watching we not only observe, but we analyse what we see and we make presumptions and predictions which are predicated on those observations.  We are physically passive but at the same time mentally active as we observe, and the more intense and focussed is our observation, then the more the passivity and activity become polar opposites. In Leslie Hakim-Dowek’s photographic series, ‘Watching’, however, passivity seems to reign - as viewers we passively observe here, images of people who are passively observing the landscape. The potential for action seems to have been honed down to a minimum, their lives momentarily on hold.  Hakim-Dowek seems to have compensated, however, for the lacunae that these scenarios might create, by excluding the faces of these watchers being watched.  This may sound paradoxical, but the omission of their faces has the effect of triggering our natural curiosity – somehow we are unable to ‘complete’ our readings of these scenes until we know something of these watchers whose identities are hidden from us.  Identification is a critical component of our perceptual processes, it is to do with recognition, with the recall of previous experiences of a particular phenomenon – the failure of identification could be a matter of life and death, both for the primitive hunter and for those tragic casualties of so-called ‘Friendly-Fire’ on the modern battlefield. Once identification has been resolved we feel more secure, we know which cognitive stance to assume.  Without this resolution we feel unsettled, questions remained unanswered.  Hakim-Dowek’s photographs have this unsettling quality –in a similar vein to Rene Magritte’s painting, ‘Portrait of Edward James’ (1937), where even with the benefit of a mirror image, we are still not granted a view of the subject’s face. This image puts a different and uncanny twist on Jacques Lacan’s ‘mirror stage’ as the inception of our awareness of the ‘other’, here Edward James’ reflection denies him the luxury of self-identity, transforming the presence of the ‘other’ into a threatening one.   Likewise, Hakim-Dowek’s images court the uncanny, there is something disturbing about them, they don’t ‘tick any boxes’ for the observer, they are ‘out of the box’ for the analyst, they blatantly subvert the genre of portraiture while denying a seductive salve for the voyeur.  

Photographs convey moods, they are intrinsically emotive.  Family photographs generate a mood of warmth, they are an agent for bonding, for togetherness.  Portrait photographs can also convey this warmth, Nicholas Nixon’s 25-year project of photographing the five Brown sisters is a confirmation of this.  The stillness that is redolent of the images in Hakim-Dowek’s ‘Watching’ series, is imbued with a sense of contemplation, meditation. The scenic panoramas whose beauty transfixes these watchers are the stuff of that 18th century sublime so elaborately analysed by Edmund Burke in his ‘Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful’ (1756). These are scenes that challenge our fleeting mortality, where self is pitted against ‘other’ - scenes whose lone watchers, the German Romantic painter Caspar David-Friedrich captured in his paintings, saturated with references to that sublime.  It could also be posited that there is a sense of mourning in these images, a sense of regret for the passing of a lost Elysium (in fact, an illusory loss, a hankering for romanticised fabrications of an imaginary past – something the Victorians were good at).  What are the recollections and memories that flood the minds of these watchers, and how real are they?  Are their raw emotions being duped by an archetype of grandeur in these scenes?  The ‘other’ is, after all, ineffable by it’s very nature. The sensation of the sublime is something that has been degraded by the ubiquity of the sensational that is so prevalent in the contemporary media, so the bar has been raised and the threshold of the sublime becomes ever higher.  The ‘other’ as an essential ingredient of the sublime is continually being hunted down by a hungry global media and is threatened with extinction.  It becomes essential that we have triggers like Hakim-Dowek’s images to access the frontiers of the other, without aattempting to imprison it, without analysing or ossifying it. With these images Hakin-Dowek demonstrates that the sublime is still, indeed, accessible, and is a phenomenon that is not only relevant but also important to our times.   The sublime can only operate through our sense of the ‘other’ in things that we experience.  As Hakim-Doweks watchers become more passive, more contemplative, the more they fall under the influence of the ‘other’ and the more susceptible they become to the pull of the sublime in the scenes that they survey.  

There is something literary about Hakim-Dowek’s images, we feel that there is some sort of narrative of which these watchers are a part, what is their story?  What are they escaping from?  What is it that brings them to these secluded spots that are contrapuntal to their daily lives?  The poet Robert vas Dias wrote, in his poem ‘Hutch’ :-

We’re not holding hands

I have my back to you, looking

out to sea, you must be 

there because I sense you there

I cannot see your face or mine

In the picture

So cannot tell what

we might be thinking

ever and forever in this picture

we are close to one another

though not acknowledging

each others presence. [2]

This poignant poem somehow epitomises the mood that Hakim-Dowek conjures in her paradoxically quiet but powerful images.  The core of the narrative is elusive, offering only an open enigma. Enigma also plays a major role in the poem below, written by the 12th Century Chinese poet Yang Wan-li:-

The ox-path I’m on ends in a rabbit trail, and suddenly

I’m facing open plains and empty sky on all four sides.

My thoughts follow white egrets – a pair taking flight,

leading sight across a million blue mountains rising

ridge beyond ridge, my gaze lingering near then far,

enthralled by peaks crowded together or there alone.

Even a hill or a valley means thoughts beyond knowing –

and all this?  A crusty old man’s now a wide-eyed child! [3].

Here, Yang expresses those ‘thoughts beyond knowing’ that are symptomatic of our response to the sublime, and that we might imagine Hakim-Dowek’s watchers are experiencing, their ‘gaze lingering near then far’.

Although we might suspect that the people that appear, anonymously, in her images are transient passers-by, there is always the possibility that they are acquaintances or even relatives who, as such, are not only ‘close to one another’, but are also close to the photographer herself, a fact that might totally change the demeanour of the images.  Just as Van Gogh’s painting “Vincent’s Chair with his Pipe’ (1888), or Edward  Hopper’s painting, ‘Sun in an Empty Room’ (1963) connote absence, so these photographs of anonymous people equally connote detachment and dislocation, they are essentially schismatic, the subjects here, no matter how close physically, mostly seem to be unaware of each others presence, so absorbed are they in rapt observation, and it is this fact that renders them so unsettling and disconcerting.  Is Hakim-Dowek trying to express, through the apparent dislocation of these ‘watchers’ from the scenes that they are surveying, her concern that the individual is becoming dissociated from the family unit by the distractions and pressures of the capitalist / consumerist society that increasingly rule our lives?   Are we becoming alienated, not only from our families, but from our traditional roles in the social hierarchy?  Are we all engaged in a futile search, through a plethora of instant gratifications, for a sublime that no longer really exists, looking for compensations for that seemingly unattainable other that constantly tempts but eludes us?

There is nothing staged or manipulated about the presence of these tantalisingly anonymous figures who somehow populate without occupying the foregrounds of these panoramas – passing presences loosely attached to fleeting moments, only granted posterity by virtue of Hakim-Dowek’s lens.  Hakim-Dowek simply stationed herself for a length of time at various beauty spots, including sites in the Peak District in Derbyshire and at the Seven Sisters on the Sussex coast, and recorded what people seem to naturally and habitually do in such places.  Passers-by generally acquiesced to her requests to be able to photograph them from behind – no identity revealed, no threat involved.

The viewer might be tempted here to allow the details of the landscapes to become substitutes for the missing faces that would otherwise be the focal points in these images. Is it possible that ersatz faces might subtly appear here, like those faces composed of fruit and vegetables in the paintings of the 16th Century Italian artist Giuseppe Arcimboldo?  How significant is it that we often call mountain crags ‘rock-faces’?  In their book ‘A Thousand Plateaus’, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari refer to this phenomenon in a chapter on ‘Faciality’, in which they write, “What landscape has not evoked the face that would have completed it, providing an unexpected complement for its lines and traits?” [4].   The monument carved out of solid rock on Mount Rushmore in the U.S. is simply an elaboration of this idea, ossifying five faces from the multitude of fleeting visions that might otherwise appear there.  The first significant vision we have after birth is our mother’s face and the human face continues to be central to our consciousness throughout our lives, this explains the uncomfortable presence of the uncanny in Hakim-Dowek’s images where this feature, so central to our social orientation is deliberately occluded.  

According to the ‘Reception Theory’ (Hans Robert Jauss, Wolfgang Iser, Stanley Fish, et al.) an image is not complete until perceived and interpreted by a viewer, a consequence of which is that a particular image can undergo a multifarious and diverse range of ‘completions’. The casual, relaxed stance of the watcher in ‘Watching 08’, observing the breaking waves below, might invoke a mood of tranquil empathy in one viewer, but the thought that she is having a last cigarette before throwing herself, to a certain death, off the cliff, could equally invoke a mood of anxiety in another viewer.  The tension here between different ‘selves’ and ‘others’ that might be imputed to this subject, by different viewers, is palpable.   The watcher in ‘Watching 15’ appears to be similarly vulnerable. The mien of enigma, mystery and ambiguity imbued in these photographs, and their anarchic subversion of the genre of portrait photography lends them an aura of mischievous obliqueness and playful transgression that nevertheless transcends the whimsical. Hakim-Dowek’s work has an appeal, which, while not immediately apparent, on initial viewing, richly repays a longer, more analytic and considered viewing.  We are left with the question, where does our ‘self’ stand in relationship to the ‘other’ depicted in these photographs that refer so poignantly to our timeless search for the sublime.    
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