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1987, November
JOURNEY TO A FAR COUNTRY
Air Gallery

London

The site specific installation incorporated not only the scale of the gallery but also the two supporting verticals in its interior. Walker wrote:
“JOURNEY TO A FAR COUNTRY

was constructed in the AIR Gallery, London, in November 1987. The Gallery is more or less rectangular in shape, 36 ft by 18ft, with a low ceiling supported by two pillars. For this installation the walls, ceiling and pillars were painted black and a black curtain was hung over the doorway. The installation was lit by a single spotlight.

The installation was built around the two support pillars: a & b.

a) Around pillar a) a mound of peat was built, ten feet across, and four and a half feet high. The top of the mound was flattened and the remains of a wood fire (charred wood and white ash) were scattered over it. At the base of the mound was a circle of white marble chippings, 18 inches wide, which met a similar circle around pillar b).

b) Constructed around the base of pillar b) was a six-foot square carpet of pond reeds. Under the feathery heads of the reeds were placed small human figures, made of clay, dough, wood and fabric. Placed on each of the four corners of the square of reeds was a clay pot. They contained: apples, mugworth, barley and hazelnuts.

The one spotlight was in line with the two pillars and cast a shadow from the pillar a) across the reeds, the clay pot of apples and up the peat mound”

Nine years later she recollected the source for the motive of the conical mound as a memory of the view from her kitchen towards the West:
 “Before the trees grew up the conical shape of Slieve Croob to the west, with an electricity pole in the foreground, used to be visible from my kitchen window…In 1987 I made an installation for the AIR Gallery in London. One part of the work consisted of a conical mound of peat built around a support pillar. When the work was completed I stood looking at it puzzling over why the shape looked so familiar, worrying that I had unconsciously lifted it from some other artist’s work. Years later while washing dishes and looking out of the kitchen window the view came into focus and I realised where I had seen the configuration”

While the repeated perceptions of a view from a window warrant deep familiarity and at times decreased attention to some details, there was another reason for the significance of that view. When Walker moved to the house, there was no electricity. An electric pole was a wedding gift from her parents. The complicated ownership of the fields around the house, however, meant long waiting and asking an owner in England to grant way leave for the Northern Ireland Electricity Board to install the power. Walker translated some of these experiences into the forms and sequences of this installation.

The single spotlight forges a shadow of a pillar stretching across the reeds to  the apples and to the peat mound. The electricity as energy becomes a source of spatial order. The reeds recall a wet ground  and the peat mound  - the configuration seen from the window.
The materials used are those easily found in the landscape around: peat, reeds, clay, berries, apples, herbs, and hazelnuts. The marble chippings have an altogether different origin. Visually, they strongly evoke the white wall with the entry to New Grange. Sparkling in the daylight, the chipping reflected the spotlight. Walker remarked that “The installation, falling as it does in November, traditionally the month of the dead, will explore some aspects of rituals and customs associated with death and rebirth.”

One such exploration of “funeral custom” appears at the flattened top of the peat mound, the ashes and charred wood form also an allusion to a funeral banquet. The reeds and clay pots may be read as symbolic table and food.

The rebirth comes both in verbal and visual associations. “Journey to a far country” is known from Luke’s gospel (19:11-12) as a metaphor for heaven and for Jesus being lifted by a cloud and expected to return; a rebirth as new existence.

The idea of rebirth as a conversion comes up as a part of the story of the Prodigal son, who goes to a far country and squanders his inheritance. In religious thought, the phrase refers to “Higher Consciousness”, an idea, which permeates both mentioned stories.

The installation moves away from indicating a passage of a person from life to death, or of securing the welfare of the dead. Rather, it focuses on comforting the living and protecting them from the dead. This is a part of the Halloween ritual, to let the fires out, making the homes cold and uninviting, and thus keeping the dead away from the living.   It may be a death fire, a kind of ignis fatuus supposed to forebode death.
The theme of death collides with that of rebirth over the idea of return. Death rules out return, as in Job 10:21: “I go whence I shall not return”, whereas rebirth depends on it. The “death of Christ” makes salvation, eternal life, certain. The direct references to Walker’s home, to landscape, the use of natural materials, together they determine that the death and rebirth in this installation refer strongly to the cycles of nature. It is not only the geometry of the white circles and the square that point  to man made universe and its strings of thoughts on death and rebirth as a journey.
The small figures under the feathered ends of the reeds associate  with fetish, deities, resemblances, dolls, and archaeological finds in tombs  in different cultures, e.g. Egypt – one of the possible” far countries”.
Journey implies a move from one place to another, from one stage of life to the next and by an extension a move from one level of consciousness to another.  A day is referred to as “sun’s journey”, death is alliterated in “we must all have the same journey’s end”.  .Walker does not invite us to a pilgrimage, instead she seeks responses:
“Rather than seeking to control- the work seeks responses” 
Our responsiveness is then the guarantor of the “journey” we take when seeing the installation. On this occasion, Walker defined installation as “a hybrid – somewhere between performance, in its broadest sense, and exhibition. The installation is a finished piece, but is only brought together by virtue of there being a venue and an audience… I see the audience as a vital element in my work…(which) is highly structured and the information I present is highly organised. But the work is not realised until someone pieces the information together.”
