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R. Bruce Elder

A paradox is usually thought to produce a kind of cramp or knot in the 227
mental muscle that results in a soreness of the intellect. There is,
however, a certain paradox which is generally accepted —indeed, is
often fostered —for it doesn’t just lack these deletorious effects but
actually exercises a salutary effect on one’s being.
The paradox to which | am referring emerges anew for each
developing individual as an infant, during the process of separating
himself out from his mother and from the environment which surrounds
him. In the early stages of one's development, the environment plays an
integral role, a role that depends upon the fact that, for the young baby,

THE PERSISTENCE OF VISION:
JACK CHAMBERS' PAINTINGS AND
FILMS

the environment is not understood as something different from himself.
In the process of maturation, the baby learns to separate out the ‘me’
from the ‘not-me’, the self from the environment.

This change in the baby’s conception of the relationship between the
self and the not-self has a strong psychological impact that is, potentially,
quite troubling. In order to minimize these adverse effects, the baby's
mother offers many sorts of minstrations to the child, one of the most
important of which is to present him with objects in such a way that the
baby’s sense of omnipotent control over objects is not violated.
Everyone is familiar with the way a baby's mother frequently makes a
game of presenting the child with some especially favoured object when
he signals for it.

While this game can be played in many different ways, all its variations
respect one fundamental rule: the older player must never demand of
the child, or in any way bring the child to wonder, whether he actually
created his special object or whether he only discovered it. The reason
for this is that at the heart of the baby’s conception of his favoured
object, there is a paradox. The paradox is this. The baby takes pleasure in
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believing that, in favouring a certain object, he creates it, even while he
derives comfort from knowing that it exists before he created it.

Transitional objects, to use the term coined for these objects by D.W.
Winnicott (whose ideas | am here, for simple lack of expertise,
corrupting) exist at the boundary of subjectivity and objectivity. They
occupy an intermediate zone between subjectivity and objectivity and
act as a bridge between the two zones. Thus, they counteract the
potentially damaging effects resulting from the process by which the
child separates himself out from the external world.

It is, arguably, in this intermediate zone, that the child first
experiences living rather than mere existing, for it is there that, for the
first time, he acts creatively. Here, though, he deals with physical
objects, what he does with them is intensely personal, and, for the baby
at |east, something fresh and never before experienced. In his play, he
transcends the physical world, at least in its ‘merely-giveness’; the
physical world becomes for him a construct of the imagination. Thus,
when the proper conditions exist and the child develops an intermediate
zone (for it is possible this may not happen), the child learns about the
powers of the imagination.

While | believe that these ideas have interesting consequences for our
understanding of the origins of creativity, and so for the philosophy of
art, it is not for that reason that | have dwelt on them. My interests in
them, at this point, are vastly more restricted in scope and modest in
ambition. | put them forward because | believe them useful in alleviating
some of the critical confusions which seem to have arisen in discussions
of Jack Chambers’ work.

| have two central confusions in mind. One has to do with Chambers’
status as a ‘realist’ painter (i.e. for the purposes of this review, a painter
whose ambition is to present an accurate representation of what is
sometimes referred to as ‘the world out-there’). The other has to do
with the continuity of Chambers’ career, or rather with a purported
discontinuity in it, since, it is frequently claimed, around 1968,
Chambers’ work changed profoundly.

Both problems were brought to the fore by the show of Chambers'’
paintings and drawings, mounted by the London Regional Gallery last
winter. Entitled, Jack Chambers’: The Last Decade, the show included
some thirty of the works Chambers created between 1948 and 1968
(approximately one-third his output of those years) and nearly all the
work of the last decade of his life, with the lamentable exceptions of his



extremely fine films. Purportedly the films were excluded for financial
reasons, though it is most likely the exclusion was due to a lack of real
curatorial committment to works done ina medium which, it seems, is
still thought, in many quarters, to be suitable only for entertainment.

It is an exhibition with a point to make. The emphasis on the work of 229
the last decade, together with the relative scarcity of representatives of
the large-space images Chambers did in the years 1963 and 1964’ give
the misleading impression that work that Chambers did in his last decade
is fundamentally different from the work of his earlier years, separate
from that other work and somehow special.

Statements to this effect can be found in the catalogue for the
exhibition. lts lead article, prepared by Dr. Jose L. Barrio-Garay, begins
with the following statement:

[ During 1968, Jack Chambers] concluded three major works he had
begun earlier—40/ Toward London, Sunday Morning No. 2 and
Mums —and began another, Victoria Hospital. Since the imagery and
particularly the mode of representation and formal structures of
these works are markedly different from those manifested earlier
in his oeuvre, and since there appears to exist no other major
turning point in his oeuvre, ...

Even a cursory examination of Chambers’ career would prompt most
people to dispute Dr. Barrio-Garay's claims. The works in Chambers’
oeuvre divide into several periods, each of which is significantly different
than any of the others. There is no single major turning point in
Chambers’ career; rather there is a series of developments, a series of
fresh attempts to find and discover a new, and perhaps, more adequate
solution to what, | hope to demonstrate, a single problem that fascinated
Chambers' throughout his career.

A complete and accurate detailing of the different periods of
Chambers’ career would demand too extensive a description of his
works. Enough of a sense of the development of Chambers' career can
be presented to show that it was characterized by recurrent
transformation and renewal. In 1962, Chambers abandoned the
expressionist style in which he painted through the fifties (examples of
works from this period include Self-Portrait No. 2, 1952; Umbrella, 1954
and Man and Landscape, 1960) and began to paint works which
incorporated imagery derived from photographs. These were subtly
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toned works and often depicted a figure standing isolated in space in
which it does not appear to fit. (Two examples of such work are Sunday
Morning, No. |, 1963 and Olga Visiting Graham, 1964). In 1966, he
painted a number of daring works known as the silver paintings, because
they were done with aluminum paint; in these works Chambers created
a highly reflective, nearly monochrome surface that appears to reverse
its tonal value (blacks becoming whites and whites black) as the viewer
moves in front of it. In 1967, he did a number of ‘constructions’ in which
one or several painted reproductions of tightly framed? photographic
images of people or objects were montaged with images laid under
coloured plexiglass, or pure colour fields (examples, in the show were
Hart of London, 1968; Regatta, No. |, 1968; Madrid Window, No. 2, 1968).
And finally, in 1968, he turned to the expensive, finely-detailed
perceptual realist works on which his popular fame largely rests.

This is only a partial listing of the changes his work underwent; his
works of the years |963-66 fall into two or three separate categories
and his graphite drawings are not fitted into the evolution nor are the
alterations in the character of the perception realist paintings themselves
detailed. Why, then, is this belief that in the year 1968 Chambers’ work
underwent some fundamental change in direction so widespread? In
what direction is the work alleged to have turned? What support is
there for these beliefs?

Most writers on Chambers’ work, including Barrio-Garay, account for
the change biographically. In 1968, Chambers learned that he was
suffering from acute myeloblastic leukemia, and for a decade, he
prolonged his life through heroic daily effort. He tried everything; he
took handfuls of pills constantly; he was careful about dietary matters; he
tried spiritual cures—all the while producing paintings and films. None
who knew him and of that death-denying resolve which alone seems to
have been responsible for prolonging his life could fail to be removed.

It is this, it seems, that has led many to claim that his world-view and
his painting were substantially transformed in 1968. Confronted with the
impending destruction of his self, it is said, he let go of his self, let it
dissolve. This change in world-view was incarnated in a series of paintings
that, it is commonly said, are direct, impersonal, objective descriptions of
material reality®. Barry Lord, for example, writing about Chambers’
perceptual realist works states®:

Chambers has said® that the knowledge that he is suffering from




this lingering but almost certainly fatal blood disease reversed his
ideas about life and art. ‘My new paintings are reality,” he said.
‘Reality is what you see out there™. ..

Painted on a six-by-eight foot rectangle 401 Towards London 23|
proclaims more clearly are triumphantly than ever that our land and

our people are suitable subjects for a major work of art. No

formalistic considerations are allowed to obtrude or affect the

panorama in any way’ ...

40! Towards London is national, enhancing. The dignity of Canada’s
places and people as a subject for a major painting. It is scientific,
realistically portraying the very guts of the economy of southwest
Ontario and it is democratic, extolling a scene from the daily life,
work and travel of the masses of people.

The argument is a familiar one: realism progresses by accommodating
more and more of material reality, which, according to Lord’s Marxist
views, can be identified with the structures and relations of commodity
production. The importance of realism is that it allows art to deal with
subject-matter of a non-spiritual nature.

The argument is not without support. Chambers has said he sees
obsolete and dated ‘licence of lyricism, subjective selectivity and
emotional impurities that haphazardly deform and exaggerate objective
reality.". Still, | think the argument is open to doubt. | do not believe
that the inclusion in 401 Towards London of a reference to manufacturing
indicates a growing committment on Chambers’ part to materialism —in
its Marxist version or otherwise. After all, such subject-matter appears
only once in all of Chambers' oeuvre. In fact, in the works he did after
401 Towards London, Chambers turned, with ever increasing frequency,
to the traditional subjects of paintings: still lifes, nudes and landscapes.
Even the scenes of domestic life which had so often been the subject
matter of his earlier works make only a single appearance (in Diego
Reading, 1976-77) in the works of the last five years of his life.
Moreover, the quotation that Chambers said that he was turning
towards realism should not be taken, as Lord has taken it, as meaning
that he was moving toward what we commonly conceive of as realism,
nor toward any form of social realism. Chambers' conception of realism
is very far from the common conception. He has said:
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To me (realism) means to structure light so that the painting
corresponds with the ping you get when waking up®.

Painting realistically is creating space, not subject matter. Again, |
don’t mean it is done through perspective or descriptive shading,
but space as colour frontiers, where each colour is a dimension'?.
The presence of recognizable objects is incidental to realism''.

The claim, essential to orthodox argument about the development of
Chambers’ career, that the idea of death erupted into Chambers’
consciousness when he learned he was suffering from a fatal iliness too,
seems dubious. From the very beginning, Chambers’ work was haunted
by the presence of death. Consider Olga Visiting Graham, done in 1964,
in which Chambers’ wife Olga is seen sitting in a graveyard, communing,
one supposes, with the spirit of a departed friend. Consider Olga Visiting
Mrs. V, 1964 which reworks the traditional idea that the newborn child
resurrects the spirit of his forebearers. Consider the film Circle (1966-
67), which uses an extraordinary simple and elegant form to rework the
idea that the turning of the seasons through the cycle of the years
involves a death and a resurrection; that the idea of death and
resurrection is conveyed in this work by the changes in light that occur
with the passing of the seasons should dispel any notion of Chambers’
developing materialist committment. Death hardly makes its presence
felt for the first time in Chambers’ work in 1968. Indeed, Chambers’
contracting leukemia seems one of those unhappy instances in which an
artist comes to live out a fate that is first foreshadowed in his art.

The strongest support for the traditional view of the evolution of
Chambers’ works is the fact that, while almost all of Chambers’ earlier
works had involved some form of montage or space-fracturing device,
the works he did after 1968 use a single continuous space. The selection
of the works for the London exhibition seems designed to make the
most capital possible from this contrast since, as | noted above, most of
the expansive space images of Chambers’ earlier career are missing.
Because of this, the appearance of the expansive, integrated space in the
perceptual realist period has an exaggerated impact, and is made to seem
all the more novel in the context of Chambers’ oeuvre. But how novel is
this feature of the perceptual realist work?

In the first works he did upon returning to Canada (for example,
Slaughter of the Lamb, 1961; Five Shepherds 1961-2), Chambers
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Daffs (1964-65) By permission of Olga Chambers

frequently resolved the canvas into separate molecules of colours of
varying dimensions and incorporated into a single painting figures that
have only subjective and associational relationship. In the work of the
years 1962 to 1965, Chambers employed a wide variety of space-
fracturing devices. Sometimes (as in Olga Visiting Graham, 1964) he
would distribute a number of elements of equal weight throughout the
pictorial space and would eschew using any compositional form which
might integrate these various elements into a closed form, with the
result that the individual elements relate to one another almost as the
discrete components in a montage construction do. Sometimes, as with
Daffs (1964-65), he would place objects, or even parts of objects, against
a monochrome background which served to isolate these objects, so
that the canvas is unified not by an organic form of unity, but one more
typical of collage. Sometime, as with Olga and Mary Visiting (1964-65), he
would fragment the scene in order to indicate the different places-
objects had occupied at different times. In the work of 1968-69, he
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created constructions that integrated a number of separate images into
montages of either associationally-related forms (Grass Box, No. 2, 1968-
70), narratively-related forms (Regatta No. [/, 1968), or forms which
depict a single someone or something at various points of a movement
(the Moving Side and Forward, 1967, the images arranged on vertical
strip on the right hand side of Regatta No. |, 1968).

What all of the space-fracturing devices and montage forms of this
period have in common is they appear to have been used to depict the
activity of memory. Memory operates by bringing discrete and
imperfectly recollected details into an unified and clearly apprehended
whole. Indeed, | think it is quite evident that it was the attempt to depict
the workings of time and memory that had led Chambers to use space-
fracturing devices.

In his later works, Chambers eschewed the use of such space-
fracturing devices in favour of creating images which had a single
continuous space and, generally, favoured compositional devices which
created the effect of a greater degree of pictorial integration. Still, the
‘montagist’ principle did not disappear from Chambers' work in one
sweep in 1968. Rather it only progressively diminished in importance,
and, as it did so, another device of equivalent function, that of depicting
the operation of memory, grew in importance.

One of his first, and perhaps his best known perceptual realist
painting, is Sunday Morning No. 2, 1968-70. The central structure of that
work consists in the contrast between the warmth of the interior space
and the coldness of the exterior. But other oppositions appear: between
the directions the two boys sit facing; between the television (which
itself incorporates a fragment of some distant space into these images of
what, corrupting Goffman, we might call ‘a close personal space’) and
the teddy bear; and between the transcendental reality suggested by the
presence of the star and the concrete personal reality of the domestic
scene.

One could very easily go through others of Chambers’ early
perceptual realist paintings (Diego Sleeping No. 2, 1971, and Diego
Window, 1972-73, offer themselves as the clearest examples) and show
that they embody a wide range of elements that grouped into a pair of
opposites. This form of construction serves in Chambers’ perceptual
realist works many of the same functions as did the space-fragmenting
devices and montage forms in the early works, that of ensuring that
pictorial space contains highly diverse and sharply contrasting elements,



African Violets No. | (1975-76) By permission of Olga Chambers

Hence in spite of their realism, these paintings are still, to some extent,
based on the ‘montagist’ principle.

In the later perceptual realist works, there are fewer elements and
weaker contrasts between them, and an even greater degree of overall
pictorial harmony. Lake Huron No. 4, 1972-76, for example, consists
simply of a large flat area of blue sky on the top, with the rolling forms of
cumulus clouds repeated throughout, and, a smaller area of nearly golden
sand and shrubbery on the bottom. Acting as a bridge between the two
sections is a ladder on each of two sides and a tree in the middle.

Clearly this image, too, is built upon a form that is based on
oppositions—between earth and sky, between yellow, gold and blue,
between matter and spirit, between the world of nature and the
heavenly realm. Nonetheless, the effect of the oppositions has become
strongly attentuated. So few are the pictorial elements (indeed, the
image is characterized by an almost reductive lack of diversity) and so
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very simple is the composition that the primary impression this painting
creates is that of a strong sense of integration. Most important in this
respect is the repeated use of a single motif, found in both the clouds and
the shrubbery. Used throughout the entire image, the motif has an
unifying effect for it reduces nearly all these pictorial elements to a set of
variations on a single form. Associated with this is the arrangement of
the cumulus clouds into a pattern which echoes the form which
dominates the composition, that of the centrally placed tree.

The diminishing importance of diversity and structures of opposition
in his later work, however, hardly indicates a decline in interest in the
processes of consciousness. In the later perceptual realist works, other
features are used for the same end. The later work gives evidence of
even more intensified interest on Chambers’ part in light and colour.
Indeed, in the later perceptual realist works, light and colour come to
predominate over form, to such an extent that the forms of things
appear to be nothing more than modulations of light. Nude No. 4, (1974-
76), for example, is a pale toned, light suffused image of a nude in what
appears to be the artist’s studio. More remarkable are a series of still
lifes African Violets No. | (1975-76), Lilacs No. 2 (1976-77), and the
utterly marvellous Oranges (1976-77), which are all painted with a
reduced palatte of pale, closely-related tones, and use very delicate and
subtle effects of shading and modelling to produce the effect of the
objects they represent being about to dissolve into light. The close-
tones of colours and the general softness of the image create an highly
integrated pictorial space.

Most revealing, though, because of its contrast with the earlier Sunday
Morning No. 2 (1968-70), is the painting Sunday Morning No. 4, done in
the years 1975 and 1976. Like the earlier work, it depicts a view of
looking out of a window from within a room of a house. In the earlier
work a contrast between the inside and the outside was created by the
use of warmer and softer colours for the interior and colder and harder
colours for the exterior. In the later work this juxtaposition is muted as
both the inside and the outside are painted in the same delicate, pale and
somewhat warmish tones. Furthermore, the space depicted has been
much reduced, thereby eliminating much of the diversity that
characterized the earlier work. Finally, the image has been generally
softened as the outline of objects have become less distinct and the
contrast between an object and its ground more muted.

The use of pale-toned colours in closely-related hues and of large




areas of unvaried colour in the background is familiar from works
Chambers had done a full decade earlier (consider Ddffs, 1964-65). The
function of this use of colour is familiar. These pale-toned images with
large areas of indistinctness resemble the fading images of memory. Thus
while montage principles did decline in importance in Chambers' later
works, Chambers developed new —or, rather, reworked old and
temporarily abandoned — devices to serve the same function. Chambers’
fundamental concerns were not however, changed; even in his later
works, he was inspired by the ambition to create a form mimetic of the
processes of consciousness.

But this is only part of the story. Chambers’ images, are, in a sense,
realistic. One can’t underestimate the importance of realism in his work,
and what | have said up until now has done just that. He was, for
example, one of the first ‘modern’ painters in this country to embrace
representation as a value. He began painting from photographs in 1962,
about the same time that Michael Snow abandoned abstraction to paint
Lac Clair. From 1962 onwards without exception, his imagery was
derived from photographs.

How do we reconcile these facts with the claims we have been
advancing until now! My answer is, ‘Only paradoxically’. It seems to me
that the best model for the amalgam of subjectivity and objectivity found
in Chambers' paintings is that of the transitional object. Like the
transitional object, Chambers' works assimilate that which is discovered
to that which is created, that which is given to that which is made, that
which is seen to that which is imagined. The fashion in which they do so
is utterly paradoxical. The paradox and its effects are something to
which | can only point for they cannot be spoken of, except in the
language of poetry. But Merleau-Ponty’s comments on the painting
perhaps give some indication of the nature of paradox which lies at the
heart of Chambers’ work. In ‘Eye and Mind’ he writes:

Since things and my body are made of the same stuff, vision must
somehow take place in them; their manifest visibility must be
repeated in the body by a secret visibility. ‘Nature is on the inside’
says Cezanne. .. things have an internal equivalent in me; they
arouse in me a carnal formula of their presence...

(Images) are the inside of the outside and the outside of the inside,
which the duplicity of feeling makes possible and without which we
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would never understand the quasi presence and imminent visibility
which make up the whole problem of the imaginery.'?

It is precisely the attempt to construct a work of art that holds
together these paradoxical features that inspired Chambers’ work in all
its phases. From the early expressionistic stylizations of real objects,
through the works involving the various means of dissassociating and
reassembling photographed images, through the silver images which
transform photographed images into constructions in reflected light, to
the perceptual realist works, the evolution of Chambers’ career merely
represents successive re-adjustments of the relationship between the
objectivity and the subjectivity in the amalgam we know as a work of art.
Throughout his career, then, Chambers shows us how seeing involves
imagination, how daily living involves creativity. It is in the intermediate
zone between objectivity and subjectivity that one first comes alive.
Chambers’ work, in all its phases, recreates this space for us, affirming its
continued importance. In doing so, he demonstrates, beautifully, that life
and art can be one.

Much of this would have been apparent to Chambers’ critics if only
they had taken his films with the seriousness warranted by their quality.
Chambers’ ideal of a work of art—a work that would convey the
experience of the fusing of one's self with the world —was based solidly
in the nature of photography. It was in his films that Chambers dealt
most directly with issues arising from the nature of photography. Jack
Chambers was, in fact, another example, of a Canadian filmmaker who
assumed that film is a photographically based medium and whose use of
the film medium was a part of his endeavour to comprehend the nature
of the photographic image and to resolve the paradoxes inherent in that
medium'3,

A photograph, by its nature, reconciles the self and the world, much as
Chambers’ aspired to do in painting. For photography, as Bazin noted, is
phenomenon of nature', the product of a technological system based
on principles of optics and chemistry. It achieves naturally that status of a
selfless impersonal work of art to which Chambers strove to elevate
painting'S. Paradoxically, though, a photograph conveys perhaps more
powerfully than any other medium, the presence of a consciousness. A
photograph always suggests a viewing subject; that is why ‘the look’ of
the photograph and ‘the eye' of the photographer have become, of late,
so very celebrated. This paradox, that the more objective a description




becomes, the more subjective it seems, is one of the notions that

underlies Chambers’ work in both painting and film, for it is this notion

that allows him to assimilate the act of creation to the act of discovery

and the act of imagining to the act of seeing. In sum, it allows Chambers'

to use photography as a kind of emblem for the transitional area of 239
experience.

Chambers' Romantic beliefs, too, lay behind his interest in
photography. Romanticism was concerned with questions about the
relationship of consciousness to nature. Romantic thinkers aspired to
show that both consciousness and nature were animated by the same
forces, that the same creative urge produces both new forms in nature
and new ideas in the minds of men. A photograph is an emblem of this
unity of consciousness and nature for it imitates a perception at the same
time as it exists as a nature object whose character is wholly determined
by those very laws scientists discover by studying nature. In sum, a
photograph reveals the manner in which natural processes produce the
contents of consciousness. And, as an art object, it reveals the creative
dimension of those processes.

But a photograph does more than reveal the creative workings of
nature. A photograph is produced by an emanation from its referent, for
the trace the referent leaves on a photograph is created by light.
Consequently, a photograph belongs not just to the realm of physics but
also to the realm of metaphysics. For this reason, a photograph seems to
promise to reveal the essence of that which it represents. The peculiar
nostalgia and sense of loss that a photograph so frequently provokes
results from the photograph'’s failure to make good that apparent
promise. That with which a photograph actually provides us is not the
essence of the situation, but only the accidental features, those
superficial features that present themselves most conspicuously. The
deepest truth about a situation is unrecoverable from a photograph.

These, | believe, were the ideas that attracted Chambers to
photography. The paintings of all his periods evince an interest in light so
strong and so deeply worked out that light can be said to have assumed a
metaphysical dimension for him. Chambers’ works convey Luminist
convictions; for him, it is light that creates the forms of nature and the
ideas in men’s consciousness. And a photograph, since it is made by light,
stood for Chambers as a image of natural and, indeed, supernatural
creativity. It is, then, an image of plenitude. But, because a photograph
also is time-bound, because it is tied to a particular occasion which, one
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senses, is always fading into the past, and because a photograph fails to
fulfill its emanationist promise to preserve and to represent the essence
of that which it depicts, a photograph conveys a sense of loss. Thus a
photography was for Chambers an emblem of destruction as well as
creativity. In sum, a photograph suggests the cycle of creation and
destruction, birth and death.

These thoughts are clear enough in Chambers’ paintings. In his silver
paintings, for example, he concentrated his efforts on demonstrating the
capacity of light to create forms. The striking resemblance these
paintings bear to photographic images hints at Chambers’ fascination
with the photograph'’s ability to reveal the form-creating potential of
light. But it was more typical for Chambers to use photographic images
in contexts in which its capacity to suggest the cyclical relation between
creation and destruction, between birth and death, was required. Just a
few of the most obvious examples from the many in Chambers’ oeuvre
are Olga Visiting Mrs. V (1964-65), Ddffs (1864-65), Olga and Mary
Visiting (1964-65), Antonio and Miguel in the U.S.A. (1965) and Stuart
Mixing Reds and Greens (1965).

Nevertheless, it is in films that these ideas appear with the greatest
force. Most of Chambers' films use forms which suggest the cycle of
birth, death and rebirth. Mosaic (1966), Chambers’ first film, consists in
large part of icons of birth and death presented in a rhythmic alternation,
in order to suggest the balance between the processes of creation and
destruction. At first the film seems very disjointed and fragmentary; as
we become more familiar with the images we begin to discern the
pattern of alternation that provides the film’s coherence. Thus, we
acquire an insight into the underlying order of things, in which birth and
death act as balancing forces for one another. In this way, the film
equates artistic order, perceptual order and metaphysical order.

The central section of Circle (1968-69) presents a nearly-fixed view of
a backyard which undergoes changes with the passing of the seasons,
from early autumn through winter and spring to summer. The film draws
the familiar analogy between the cycle of the seasons and the cycle of
death and rebirth. Significantly, the change from one day to the next is
presented as a change in light.

Hart of London (1970), Chambers’ last film, is a dense, feature length,
multi-image ‘symphonic’ film whose scope is utterly breathtaking.
Without doubt it is a masterwork. In its quick cutting, its transitions




from positive to negative imagery, its jittery, anxious camera movement,
its vision of death as the slaughter of innocents, and above all, its deep
interest in qualities of light, the work resembles the work of the great
American avant-garde filmmaker, Stan Brakhage whose works
Chambers admired considerably. But while Chambers' familiarity with
and admiration for Brakhage's work may have expanded his formal
vocabulary the film remains unmistakably a work of Jack Chambers.

Hart of London is composed largely of newsreel, i.e. photographic
images which are wedded to a particular place and time. For these
reasons, they evoke a sense of loss. These images, like those of Mosaic,
are arranged in patterns which consist in the alternation of icons of birth
with icons of death; the juxtaposition of footage depicting the birth of a
child with footage depicting the slaughter of a lamb is one clear example.

But, while in Mosaic and Circle Chambers used forms which bring the
processes of creation and destruction into a balance, Hart of London
offers a harsher view of the relation between the two. Made shortly
after Chambers learned that he was suffering from a short-term fatal
iliness, the film, rather than suggesting that death balances birth, implies
that death sooner or later savages every living thing. The film offers a
powerful experience.

Although it is made with newsreel footage, the film does not present
merely straightforward, documentary-type footage. Chambers
reworked his source footage by using special printing techniques to
create, often, intensely bright images. The purposes of this modification
(like that of similar modifications of his source photographs in his
paintings) were threefold. The bright light implies Luminist notions of
revelation, prompted, one imagines, by Chambers’' confrontation with
death. It also articulates the traditional analogy between light and
thought, for the loss of detail in these high-exposure images resembles
the loss of details that occurs in our memory images. Finally, the very
harshness of the light suggest that if light creates living things, it also
destroys them.

Chambers'’ films, like all his artwork, are primarily concerned with a
single area of experience, an area that, following Winnicott, | have
termed the transitional area. | do not believe that Chambers' career was
marked by any serious discontinuities either between different periods
or between his works in different media. In both his paintings and his
films, Chambers sought to convey the vicissitudes of the experience of
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the fusion of one’s self with the world. It is a pity that his films are so
rarely shown and are so poorly known, for they shed light on the
persistence of Chambers’ vision.

'Examples of such works that are not included in the show are All Things Fall,
1963 some of the ‘Olga series’ of 1963: Olga at the South Pole, Olga Near Arva,
Olga Along the Thames; | should probably point out, however, that Olga Visiting
Graham is included. That other 'Olga series’ done in | 964, also not included, isa
different matter, since those works do not use the same expansive space.

2This is in strong contrast to the expansive space of the earlier works.

3Barrio-Garay, it should be mentioned, departs from the orthodoxy on the
matter of this characterization.

“4Lord, Barry. The History of Painting in Canada: Towards a People’s Art
(Toronto, NC Press, 1974).

5No reference given.

8No reference given.

"Lord's way of asserting they are impersonal and objective.

8Quote in Barrio-Garay, ‘Jack Chambers’ Paintings: The Last Decade’ in
O'Brien, ed. Jack Chambers: The Last Decade (catalogue for exhibition, London
Regional Art Gallery, 1980) p.8.

2Conversation with Dennis Young, April 29, 1970, in the catalogue for
Chambers’ retrospective at the Vancouver Art Gallery and the Art Gallery of
Toronto, 1970.

100n this account, then, colour field painting could be said to be realistic. This
is hardly in conformity with Lord’s brand of realism.

In Woodman, op cit., p.1 1.

12| James Edie, ed. and trans. The Primacy of Perception (Northwestern
University, 1964) p.164.

13Many Canadian films, both experimental and non-experimental, take these
issues as their problematics. One could safely say, in fact, that the assumption
that film is a photographically based medium seems a basic one in the Canadian
film tradition. Most likely, this is because our art in general has had the character
of the documentary. Certainly, the assumption that film is a photographically
based medium is not universal. In the British, American, French and German
avant-gardes, there exists a very considerable body of work which demonstrates
that film can survive the elimination of all that which, in the ordinary cinema,
derives from photography and hence, that the photographic elements of
ordinary cinema are accidental, not essential properties of the film medium.
Examples would be Duchamp’s Anémic Cinema, Peter Kubelka's Arnulf Rainer,



Tony Conrad's Flicker, Malcolm LeGrice's Horror Film (actually a performance
piece involving projected material), Paul Sharits’ Axiomatic Granularity, and
Colour Sound Frames, Hollis Frampton's Hapax Legomena VIl (Special Effects), and
Stan Brakhage's Mothlight, and his Arabic and Reman Numeral series — to name
just a few. In fact, everywhere but in Canada, the imageless film is an important 243
genre of experimental filmmaking.
14A. Bazin, ‘The Ontology of the Photographic Image’, in Hugh Grey, ed.
What is Cinema (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1966) p.13.
5Jack Chambers ‘Perceptual Realism’ artscanada Nov. 22/23 (Oct. 1969) pp.
7-13.



