Roger Palmer

REFUGIO - after Selkirk after Crusoe
A Fife Contemporary Exhibition

In the early 18th Century a sailor from Fife left his ship believing it to be unseaworthy: he then
lived alone for four years on an uninhabited Pacific island. Alexander Selkirk’s subsequent
account of his experiences is thought to have provided Daniel Defoe with inspiration for his
novel, Robinson Crusoe. Selkirk’s island (Más a Tierra, Juan Fernández Islands) is now part of
Chile; in 1966 it was renamed Isla Robinson Crusoe, even though Defoe has Crusoe castaway on
an imaginary location off Venezuela.
In the year that marks the 300th anniversary of the first publication of Robinson Crusoe,
REFUGIO explores the slippage between Selkirk and Crusoe by combining historical and
contemporary modes of representation. Its display at Kirkcaldy Galleries, close to Selkirk’s
birthplace of Lower Largo, is also felicitous, given Largo’s twinning with Isla Robinson Crusoe.

Largo Bay #6, Fife, silver gelatine print, 2017-2018

REFUGIO is a mixed-media project featuring marked differences of material and scale. The
exhibition addresses problematic issues relating to representations of colonialism, slavery and
cannibalism, and its images of coastal survival recall current stories of rescue, migration and
settlement. The installation spans two rooms in which the photographic focus shifts between
Fife and Isla Robinson Crusoe.

1

Largo Bay (2017-2018) is a series of silver gelatin* photographs made over several visits to Fife.
Each picture presents a monochrome view across the Firth of Forth towards an ever-changing
horizon punctuated by offshore drilling platforms. On adjacent walls graphite drawings form
grainy surfaces similar to those of the photographic prints. They present images of a young man
undertaking basic survival tasks and coming to terms with unfamiliar, lonely surroundings.
For these and other temporary works, Palmer has enlarged and modified selected illustrations
from Robinson, an early 20th Century German children’s book that he found in a second-hand
shop in South Africa**. Defoe’s story has inspired many writers, and J. M. Coetzee’s 1986 novel
Foe offers a postcolonial reading of Defoe’s narrative. A hand-written extract from Foe, using the
same technique as the figurative wall drawings, serves to introduce themes that are developed
in the adjacent room.
* A photographic process, created in the 1870s, to produce high quality black & white printed images. A suspension of light
sensitive silver salts in gelatin is coated onto the paper used for printing.
** Campe, Joachim, Henrich, Stuttgart Loewes Verlag Ferdinand Carl (undated); illustrations by Willy Planck
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In December 2017 Roger Palmer travelled to Isla Robinson Crusoe where he stayed at the
Refugio Nautico. The 24 colour pictures of REFUGIO (2017-2018) present fragmented views of
the island’s only settlement, San Juan Bautista, an isolated village of wooden houses
sheltered by steep-sided mountains. In Bahía Cumberland (2017-2018), a triptych of silver
gelatin photographs, small boats and the island’s supply ship are seen against an inhospitable
coastal landscape. The grainy foreground of each of these prints remains indistinct as focus is
directed towards the middle and far distance.
On two facing walls, key illustrations from Robinson are transformed as fluid works using digitally
cut vinyl, marker pen and acrylic paint. In one, a middle-aged Crusoe, clad in skins, encounters
evidence of human remains; in the other, with a young companion, he stokes a signal fire. Both
pieces are flanked by contemporary imagery: photographs from Isla Robinson Crusoe; a detailed
map of the island; and a further extract from Foe. Palmer’s battered copy of Robinson is also
included: open at an illustration representing Crusoe’s first encounter with the man he names
Friday, it bears further evidence of drawing, in this case by an unknown child’s hand. Its
proximity to a photograph that partially reveals the name, Robinson Crusoe, offers another
example of the contrast and comparison between historical and contemporary imagery that is
present throughout REFUGIO.

Bahía Cumberland #1, Isla Robinson Crusoe, silver gelatine print, 2017-18

Roger Palmer studied painting and printmaking at Portsmouth and Chelsea Schools of Art before
turning to photography in the early 1970s whilst teaching at the University of Newcastle-uponTyne. From 1985 until 2004, he taught at The Glasgow School of Art prior to his appointment
as Chair of Fine Art at the University of Leeds where he worked from 2005-2013. Having retired
from teaching, Palmer is now Emeritus Professor of Fine Art at Leeds. He has lived in Glasgow
since 1987.
Palmer’s work has been widely exhibited in the UK, Europe and further afield. He has also
made several artist’s books. Two of his recent projects have focused on islands. In 2014, he was
awarded a Commonwealth Games commission to make a project on the island of Nauru, the
smallest country of the Commonwealth. In 2015, he was a resident artist in Kronstadt, an island
naval base close to Saint Petersburg and site of an unsuccessful uprising against the Bolsheviks
in 1921. SPOOR, an artist’s book of a new project made in South Africa will be published in 2019
by GOST, London. REFUGIO is his first exhibition in Scotland for more than a decade.

Fife Contemporary @ Kirkcaldy Galleries, 30 March - 23 June 2019
For information on accompanying activities, please see Fife Contemporary website.
Fife Contemporary nurtures the creation, understanding and appreciation of high quality
contemporary craft and visual art with international significance; free from the restrictions of a
venue we work with partners to create enjoyable and meaningful experiences for all. We do this
by presenting a public programme and support for artists across Fife.
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