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Stare. It is the way to educate your eye, and more. Stare, pry, listen, eavesdrop. 
Die knowing something. You are not here long. —Walker Evans 
 
 
What is the ordinary anyway? When is it that the everyday and mundane gets 
ratcheted up a few notches to become memorable and noteworthy? Very often it’s 
the case when a mere glance becomes a lingering stare, and that process leads to 
an intensified reading of a site, locale, terrain. The role the camera can play in 
recording this rapt attention is crucial. Given such a prospective trajectory, the 
photographer, in this specific instance, New Zealand artist Simon Mark, is able to 
offer up subtle glimpses and shadings delineating the otherwise overlooked, what 
the photographer Nathan Lyons once termed “notations in passing.”  
 
In Mark’s approach, a bold graphic awareness competes with his acute, painterly 
use of colour to lure us in, in a thoroughly captivating stylistic manner, although 
without entirely revealing his chosen subject matter. That is to say, the 
photographs presented here by Mark are highly refined and for the most part, 
abstractions drawn from everyday things. Gratings, railings, barriers, crossbars, 
nurseries, harbours: urban non-events become something more, both fantastically 
generative and poetically allusive.  
 
To convey any sense of mystery in such a manifestly literal medium as 
photography is a tall order, but Mark is up to the task, repeatedly focusing in 
closely or taking an intentional step to the side, lending an oblique, indirect 
quality to his images, in contrast with his very simple technique, refraining from 
reliance upon extensive software as virtual aids to the creative imagination. Mark 
instead takes his pictures to a great degree as tourists do their snapshots, but 
without seeking to replicate the utterly clichéd yet picturesque views that clog 
most everyone’s holiday scrapbooks.  
 
It’s of course terribly easy to pontificate at length and generalize about 
“photography” full stop. (I have done so on more than one occasion.) However, 
the point that is missed with such statements is the very specificity and unusual 
character of any given image. In an era of mass production, dissemination, and 
indeed dematerialization of imagery, an artist’s eye well accustomed to the use of 
the camera eye can still retrieve memorable and engaging results drawn from 
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seemingly random perambulations. This is still quite remarkable, if so often 
underestimated.  
 
I am struck repeatedly by the details of Mark’s images, but also often thrown into 
a vertiginous state by the reverberating patterns and colors that make my decoding 
of his sources go slightly awry. My detours as a (mis-)reader of the image hold 
their own fascination as I try to work out the context, the space, the framing. 
I enjoy a revealing comment Mark has made about his work in the past: “All of 
these photographs picture real objects in the real world; however it is never quite 
clear what object, and which world it occupies.” 
 
Mark has substantive background as a painter and while I do not want to 
overdetermine that aspect of these rich images, let’s just say that there is a 
considerable elegance and formal beauty that could easily be termed “painterly.” 
This is largely in terms of Mark’s shared affinity with the clarity and exactitude of 
Modernist abstraction. There is also a discenible joyousness and subtle lyricism, 
much as in the works by the gestural and color-field painters of the mid-Twentieth 
Century. Nonetheless, these are photographs with all their related significations as 
indexical records of existing sites, but Mark uses such sites solely as the points of 
entry for a series of carefully chosen and deftly interwoven visual images. 
 
Mark’s own experiences as a seasoned international traveler haven’t dulled his 
curiosity and belief in strolling in new and unfamiliar environments to learn what 
they can reveal, quite apart from the pragmatic aspects of navigation. Mark’s 
photographic images pay close attention to detail incorporating an aesthete’s joy 
in finding patterns, color associations, and formal links from one unlike place to 
the next. Whether in continental Europe, the Pacific islands, or in Upper Hutt, 
New Zealand, Mark’s images have a lucid consistency and integrity, 
characterizing a very particular vision, both keyed into faraway places and 
associations, and on this occasion, bringing it all back home. 


