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It was a year ago that I was first introduced to the work of 
Jeffrey Blondes.  Installed in the entrance hall of a Hampstead 
home, flanked by a grandfather clock and images of spaniels, 
it was framed in a thick brown modern square moulding in the 
fashion of many contemporary photographs.  I read the work 
as a backlit landscape photograph depicting all the elements of 
the genre:  land, water, mountains, sky.  As such, I was inclined 
to dismiss it as decorative, and was about to  - when the 
awareness of movement sucked me in – not a photograph, this 
was a digital film. 

This specific work, a view of Lake Torneträsk, Sweden, near 
the Norwegian border, 200 kms north of the Arctic Circle, was 
created between midnight June 21 and midnight June 22, 2006 
– the summer solstice.  A continuous 24 hours of film taken 
from a fixed point, displayed in ‘real time’, the action was not 
the stuff of Hollywood blockbusters.  But all the same it had my 
full attention, the main event being the ripple of waves glinting in the sunlight.  A return to the work after a walk in the 
Heath, and gratifyingly, it was all change:  cloud and fog masked all but the smallest spit of land, and there was now no 
differentiation between sea and horizon.  The mountains had gone; the movement of the water was no longer visible, 
masked by the low clouds.  Back the following week, three distinct landforms were now in view, the sun reflecting off 
the snow covered peak in the distance.  I was hooked.

Blondes has spent his whole career intensely looking at nature.  He began by working with the traditional mediums of 
paint, drawing and watercolour, coming to film as he felt he had ‘painted [him]self into a hole’ after turning out fifty-two 
paintings of the same tree.  His first film, exhibited in 2006, was originally produced as an aid to his painting.  He ended 
up showing it alongside the paintings at the London Art Fair in 2006.  His artistic practice is now devoted wholly to 
film, often filmed at locations that are either historically significant or naturally extreme.

The current landscape exhibition at Somerset House, Landmark:  The Fields of Photography, offers Londoners another 
chance to experience Blondes’s work. “Étang de Pezières II”, filmed at Indre-et-Loire, France, the site of a former 
Catholic monastery, Chartreuse de Liget, founded by Henry II to atone for the murder of St. Thomas of Canterbury, 
features a view of a pond through the branches of trees.  Unlike his 24 hours solstice work, Blondes has chosen 
different parameters for this film, which is made up of 52 one-hour segments shot weekly, the camera affixed to a 
bolt in a tree in order to film from the exact same location.  Over the course of a year, the camera’s focus pulls back 
and forth between activity on the pond and its wooded surroundings – capturing the progression of nature through the 
season such as rain, snow, the blossoming of leaves and sunset. Once the film arrives at summer and the trees are in 
full leaf, the focus is once again brought closer inside the woods. 

For this exhibition, the curator has placed the work in its own viewing space, a small alcove with four chairs.  During 
my recent visit I’d sit for up to 30 minutes.  Most visitors would walk by, assuming, as I had when first encountering 
Blondes work, the piece to be a static landscape.  But for those who lingered, the rewards included the change in hue 
from green to silver of the pond surface, gusts of wind bringing nearby branches in front of the lens, and as such, out 
of focus, two ducks, and the money shot:  the passing of two cars!  The segment of film that I chanced upon, clearly



filmed sometime in spring, was dominated by shades of green. My editor, reporting back on her interest in an essay 
after a viewing on a different day, referred to the wonderful snow-covered leaves, the tone now browns and white.   I 
was just a little bit jealous, and so I returned and happened upon a snow-covered scene.  And that’s the beauty of 
the work, the anticipation and the possibility of seeing something totally different than what had been seen before. 
It is what keeps the viewer engaged.  Why these films work is because nothing much happens.  We wait for the 
justification, perhaps a leaf falling, and as such, it becomes a major event.  It’s about seeing life happen and the 
immense wonder in every part, even the smallest gesture or moment. When you tune into that, everything has utter 
divinity.

Blondes adheres to no set schedule in terms of determining the exact hour of filming, and that, in a sense, is what 
makes this art and not merely a web cam segment.  He will though set up a conceit of some sort and once decided 
upon, work his way through it, dictated perhaps by an extraordinary morning light, or something much more mundane 
such as a personal commitment.  When pressed, Blondes, not without a hint of irony, will refer to himself as an 
‘accidental Buddhist’. 

But it is not until 23 hours and 59 minutes, or in this case, week 52, that Blondes knows whether or not he has 
something.  ‘The power of what I do is the power inherent in the length’.  It’s what makes the experience meditative.

Blondes, working closely with Apple, has a car full of computer equipment.  But he is fully aware of the irony of using 
all this technology to make something so ‘completely simple.’  He insists that his works must be framed and that 
all the technology is hidden away, so that the works don’t appear as some sort of technological set, so important to 
keep the experience sensual and not mechanical.  In light of Blondes’ painting background, comparisons to Monet’s 
Haystacks are self-evident, as well, his affinity for the works of Giorgio Morandi, which he describes as being 
somewhat ‘obsessive compulsive’.

Blondes states:  “What all artists do is point their finger to say, ‘look at this’”.  But it is getting increasingly hard to find 
anyone who will defend the view that film images, be it photographs or moving images, have a special relationship 
with the reality that they represent. Blondes’s works, with their lack of action, and their somewhat ambiguous 
message, force the viewer to establish a more analytical engagement, which goes beyond just looking at the image.  
The indexical relationship to the natural pre-photographic referent is not so much to nature itself, but rather to the 
physical act of seeing.  In the end, the ‘enlightenment’ is not a reading of the images, but rather the awareness of what 
it means to ‘see’.

Critical theorist Theodor Adorno posited that the task of aesthetics ‘is not to comprehend artworks as hermeneutical 
objects… it is their incomprehensibility that needs to be comprehended.’  Enigmaticalness, in this sense, signifies 
the meaning.  Operating like a Zen Buddhist koan, Blondes’s works demand to be deciphered, and as such we are 
transfixed.


