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A Conversation at Sea

MATT PACKER AND SEAN LYNCH

SEAN LYNCH: Thomas Johnson Westropp saw the island of HyBrazil from
cliffs over the Atlantic when he was five years old. He returned there with his
mother when he was twelve, in 1872, and again HyBrazil appeared before
him. In his writings in later life he recalled that he made a sketch of this
mirage. The sketch is now lost, and A Preliminary Sketch for the Reappearance
of HyBrazil revolves around making a stand-in replacement for it.

Here, the idea of an adequate alternative originating from historical
reconstruction is important. I found some drawings Westropp completed in
Kilkee three years later, when he was fifteen. When I look at them, I think
about his desire to once again see this mirage and the longing for a potentially
unattainable landscape. Another example of this quasi-mirage can be seen in
Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Here, Richard Dreyfuss sculpts
the Devil’s Tower mountain out of potato mash, before a subsequent journey
to find this mountain.

MATT PACKER: There’s a difference between these two examples, however.
While the mashed potato is traditional in the sense of being a speculative model
(made in the advance order of realization and fulfillment), your example of the
Kilkee drawings is a retrospective alignment.

The 1875 drawings are not drawings of HyBrazil, but nearly. This
is the same place, but a vision three years after the mirage. I like this rearly
about your work, particularly the demands it makes in abstracting and recon-
stituting histories and representations. However, this approximation seems to
have the added effect of putting you at the center of things. Aren’t Westropp’s
Kilkee drawings essentially a model for your own speculations?

SL: I am the author of a situational understanding but not necessarily of its
origins or elements. There is a performative action on my part, to examine
and contextualize the dramas and traces of a historical phenomenon. In this
context, we can prospect, gather, and, as you mention, speculate. Such actions
might help find hidden currents and unsuspected passages. Certainly the

*This material appeared previously in a 2009 exhibition as “A Preliminary
Sketch for the Re-Appearance of HyBrazil,” by Sean Lynch and Matt Packer
(ISBN 978-0-9558630-3-5). Utopian Studies, Vol. 21, No. 1, 2010
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Figure 1.

development of geographical knowledge has gaps and continuities, regressions
and contradictions to expose.

MP: There’s an interesting history of “phantom” islands in the Atlantic, some
of which were purely mythic constructions, others that were plotted onto
maps up until the nineteenth century as a result of navigational errors. The
reports of these islands, HyBrazil included, more or less coincide with the Age
of Enlightenment and the development of reason and rationality as the prime
authority of human understanding.

However, the sea has persisted as a rather irrational space: a space
of chance. The eighteenth-century economist Adam Smith described the sea
as a “lottery” in terms of the lives risked by sailors for comparatively little
gain.' The sea is also a lottery if we think of the traditions of “wrecking” that
supported marginal coastal villages through the centuries. This involved the
plundering of ships, lured into troubled waters by lights deliberately placed
on the coastline to fool ships’ navigation.?

On another tangent, but related in a roundabout way, there’s a
famous Diirer etching of a rhinoceros that has always been very important
for me. The rhinoceros depicted in Diirer’s etching drowned in a shipwreck in
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1516 after making debut appearances all over Europe. It was on its way to be
viewed by the Pope on special request. Diirer based his image on secondhand
sources, so the rhinoceros is trapped in a false representation. The elaborate
armor plating in Diirer’s image reflects the fact that it was based upon a sight-
ing in Lisbon, where the rhinoceros was “dressed up” to fight a public battle
with a similarly “dressed-up” elephant. Moreover, the rhinoceros is doubly
trapped, in a fate completely alien to its nature.

Perhaps the story of the rhinoceros points in a similar direction
to what you describe as the regression of geographical knowledge. There’s

Figure 3.
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also a dumb formal relationship that emerges between an image of a BMW
motorbike at Branscombe Bay in Devon (part of salvage washed ashore from
the cargo ship MSC Napoli, after it was holed in a storm in 2007) and Diirer’s
etching.® It’s like a bad joke impossible to resist, as if the rhinoceros has
evolved over four centuries and made its way back to the shore!

SL: Yes, it should be an aim to find a kind of redemptive zone for the forgot-
ten and unclaimed, for what are literally floating objects. The sea can be this
site par excellence.*

Here’s Westropp photographing at the Cliffs of Moher, enjoying
afternoon tea with accompanying view. Inevitably this image is of a romantic
tradition, a traveler of the landscape reaches the sea, the edge of the land and
the effective end of his journey. In an Irish sense this tradition of experiencing
environment has its roots in topographical antiquarians such as Gabriel
Beranger. A precursor to Westropp, Beranger often painted watercolors
featuring himself and friends as active participants in decoding the Irish

Figure 4.
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landscape.” Here, Beranger portrays himself measuring Kilternan Dolmen in
County Dublin in 1776.

I am interested in continuing to apply a strain of dandyism to land-
scape. Specifically, Charles Baudelaire’s definition elevates aesthetical under-
standing to “reflect that there is a sort of grandeur in all follies, a driving
power in every sort of excess.”® He writes of the Parisian flaneur’s attempt to
combat and destroy triviality, to underscore conformity and homogeneous
generalization. There is a joy in the specificity of site and place here that could
continue to influence ways of working in our surroundings today.

MP: Dandyism is certainly an interesting proposition for the contemporary
environment, especially in thinking of Baudelaire’s description of dandies as
disenchanted and leisured “outsiders.” He also suggests that dandyism appears
in periods of transition “when democracy has not yet become all-powerful,
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Figure 6.

and when aristocracy is only partially weakened and discredited.”” Dandyism
is interesting here because it’s never about establishing a position outside of
society as such, rather to create an inside position of being an “outsider.”
That’s the trick, the X factor.

I have another ruinous anecdote I'm afraid: Irish Ferries have
launched a new Rosslare/Cherbourg ferry called Oscar Wilde, named after the
most famous dandy of them all. According to a local newspaper, the ferry is
being kitted out with facilities “that will reflect the link with Oscar Wilde,
including . . . the Left Bank Brasserie and the fitting of an extra bow thruster
for improved manoeuvle]rability.”® With this one exception, I've always
understood dandyism to be an urban phenomenon. Do you think of dandy-
ism as something that can be applied anywhere?

SL: Certainly a primitive dandyism exists in the holiday getaway, where one
can skip, hop, and jump on a plane or boat to a tourist destination. However,
I think a more articulate approach with the characteristics we've outlined
might be investigated and developed, one that considers disclosure and
resonance of transitional moments in landscape and environment.” As you
say, nuanced participation is important here.
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I often contemplate George Brecht in this regard. He moved to
England in 1968, set up Brecht and MacDiarmid Research Associates, and
began organizing a series of Land Mass Translocation projects. He wrote, “We
believe that such translocation of land masses is (or could) be technologi-
cally feasible within the next ten years, and are studying the geophysical,
economic, social and other aspects of such an arrangement.”"® One idea was
the Wedding of Miami and Havana, which would see Cuba moving north-
wards to kiss Florida after a decade of Cold War friction.

MP: That’s got me thinking of Robert Smithson and his proposal for an
Island of Broken Glass. He wanted to pour a hundred tons of glass onto an
existing rocky island just off the shore of Miami. It never happened for eco-
logical reasons and for fear of endangering wildlife. Smithson defended this
by saying, “The Island is not meant to save anything or anybody, but to reveal
things as they are.”"' We can only imagine the perceptual effect of this work:
the light refracting in all directions as a result of the glass. It would have been
a translocation of a different sort, as though the location was added with
50 percent extra.

This makes sense to me in relation to your series of photographs
taken from the shore in the supposed direction of the island of HyBrazil.
You could say that nothing is revealed by these photographs, and certainly
no island appears as confirmation of Westropp’s original vision. All we see
is sea and sky. And yet, through the sequencing of these photographs—its
as though a new layer is applied which relinquishes the doubt and somehow
transfers the potential revelation and reconstruction of HyBrazil.
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