Quarry walls series

For a good number of years, photography was for Attard a pragmatic part of the process that he never considered as a medium for his own artistic expression. He therefore cultivated his talent for this craft as a part of a more functional explorative process informing his endeavours in other art forms. Quarry Walls establishes a welcome departure from this shyness towards a nonetheless very genuine aptitude towards photography. The artist describes this series as the result of his personal exploration into a deep-rooted fascination: a series of photographic studies which first comes to light in 2001 and is, till this day, still a work in progress.
As with other more recent photographic works by Nortbert F. Attard, this series exposes the ‘folded’ nature of the human experience: particular memories and moments in time are recognised as the generative framework, and therefore confronted in relation to, a perceptive continuum. The series may be seen as composed of a number of themes which often collide and come together in proposition of a continuity which reflects many a poet's description of the process by which the Mediterranean man shapes his landscape. Indeed, the artist’s photographs poetically confront the viewer with the material which is at once the physical component and at once the metaphor for the Gozitan communities which life is forever interweaved with the local stone.

Views of the quarry set in the ever-embracing Gozitan landscape, detailed images of the limestone (both raw and machined), portraits of men at work, and instances of the industrial quarrying machinery, all come together so that they may take shape in our mind and - almost as if they are characters in a novel - are prompted to play out a part in our imagination to the same extent that they are explicitly portrayed by the artist. 

An endless sea of franka softstone is displayed before us, which fresh-cut wetted surfaces reveal a honey-like golden tint, and which dust veiled facets make the all seem soft to the touch. Vested in this hue which the photography allows, all elements within, even the quarry machinery and its various composing parts, are viewed as altogether tactile parts of a living landscape. The artist’s approach is so effective, that the series proposes otherwise brute objects as a somewhat soft extension of the underlying human activity. In the viewers mind, circular jagged steel blades, industrial plant, and mechanical treadmills are far removed from the image of forceful, lifeless forms and they are conversely interpreted as noble tools: an extension of the community which partakes in the creation of the ever-tactile quarry landscape. 
Areal images of the quarry proper show the surrounding natural landscape and adjacent flowering hillsides in stark contrast to the flat surfaces and linear saw-cuts revealed within the quarry walls. Nonetheless, the potential violence one could deduce of the visual contradiction, as well as the act of stone extraction itself, is here once again superseded by the soft hues which dominate the series. The dance of light as the strong shadows playfully reveal themselves amongst the man-made landscape here suggests the somewhat placid passage of time in the quarry – it proposes the contrast between a strenuous high-energy activity and an innate local reverence for the sacred traditional activity which allows the extension of the Maltese landscape into the sky. The contrasting stark blue skies, typical of Maltese weather, furthermore claim recognition and somewhat propose the activity intimated by the images as a quasi-subservient extension of a desire held of the limestone itself to be shaped and extend itself upwards, out of the depths.

Taken under a strong sun, Attard’s photography makes use of a relatively quick shutter speed, and in so doing, may be seen to attempt a sober documentation of the activity within the quarries. Over and above such quasi clinical sobriety, and ably understood by the artist, the resulting image interestingly allows for an able suspension of a very particular moment in time. Even though still, the images propose recognition of an underlying element of change. We therefore understand that, intentionally collated as a series, the images are allowed to at once recall a placid stillness and at once suggest a bustling interconnected activity – a contrast revealing the ephemeral nature of the quarry walls themselves. The series also allows the artist’s deep-rooted fascination with numbers to ably emerge: an endless, uncountable sea of blocks in their 'natural setting' is in clear contrast with an intentional portrayal of diminished number when blocks are shown being handled by workers or being transported away from the quarry. With the images shown in relation to each other change is not only intimated on a simplistic level documenting present activity - portraying the individual blocks which are slowly seen delivered away from the quarry - but here understood as a reference to the uninterrupted relationship with the topography of the quarry proper. The series therefore becomes a historic document in itself, a witness to the ever-changing nature of the quarry walls in time as well as that of the very human activity which surrounds it: a story that is slowly whispered to us as the masons remove layer by layer of the golden coloured limestone which layers and scars trace the age old relationship of the community with nature itself.
An ever-active exploration of the Gozitan quarry on the artist’s part, Quarry Walls allows us to observe a distinctly Medditerranean, and more-so local element act as the catalyst for a transition calling the artist to aptly come to terms with the use of photography to be adopted as another artistic medium in its own right.
Making use of a strong affinity with different elements in opposition, the series ably exposes the dance of contrasting elements that emerge around an otherwise altogether mundane local activity - it exposes to us the poetic within the mundane activity as subject for photography as well as photography as the subject to reveal the poetic element of our very own activity in viewing.

