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efore the break-up of the
Soviet Union in 1991, Charles
Settrington was a successful,
London-based commercial
photographer. His work
was good – he’d learnt never to
compromise while shooting stills on
set, aged 17, for Stanley Kubrick – but
it wasn’t the kind of photography
galleries would choose to hang on
their exclusive walls whether in
London, New York or, Marx-forbid,
Leningrad.
A quarter of a century later, much
has changed. There is no Soviet
Union. Settrington is the Earl of
March and Kinrara and, since 1994,
he has managed his family’s estate,
Goodwood, transforming these
glorious West Sussex acres into a
haven for classic motor-racing and
other hugely popular annual events.
Photography, however, has never
lost its allure, and over the past
couple of years, Charles March has
exhibited new, and wholly personal,
work in London and St Petersburg.
This fortnight, he has two shows
in New York and London. The ﬁrst,
Wood Land, displaying electrifying,
abstract images of trees at home in
Goodwood’s 12,000 acres, is at Venus
Over Manhattan Gallery on the
Upper East Side, a block away from
the 850-acre Central Park.
The second, Abstract and
Intentional, is at Hamiltons, the
Mayfair gallery owned by Tim
Jefferies. It will show images of trees,
an obsession of March’s, caught in
the darkling days of winter, when his
exhibition Nature Translated was on
show early last year in the Russian
State Museum’s 18th-century Marble
Palace, overlooking the River Neva in
St Petersburg.
It would, though, have been a
delicious turn of fate if Abstract and
Intentional had been ﬁrst on show in
the New York gallery. Why? Because
March’s striking prints would have
been carried beneath the portals of
980 Madison Avenue, a late Forties

building crowned with a sculpture,
The Venus of Manhattan, by Wheeler
Williams, a fervent supporter of
the House Un-American Activities
Committee, dedicated to the rooting
out of “Reds” in the United States
(Wheeler reported on suspected
“Commie” artists). This might
be darkly amusing, yet Wheeler’s
neoclassical work – if its provenance
had been unknown – would have
gone down well in the former
Soviet Union.
None of these twists and turns
is lost on Charles March. “When
we were in St Petersburg, we had
unbelievable weather, minus
25 degrees, deep snow and
bright blue skies. It was made for
photography. And, yet, this magical
light would only last a very brief
while, retreating quickly into
shadows and darkness. This was
my ﬁrst time in St Petersburg, and I
don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere
where the weight of history presses
so hauntingly, and darkly. It’s
beautiful, of course, but in such an
abstract way. I took the photographs
that’ll be on show in Tim Jefferies’s
gallery walking every morning
at sunrise from my hotel to the
Marble Palace.”
What these capture in March’s
trademark “shaken” images – the
camera moved quickly as the shutter
is released – is haunting streaks
of early morning sun, brightening
snow through abstracted trunks and
branches of charcoal trees.
Recording minimal colours,
these painterly images – streaks of
light resembling fast, downward
brushstrokes – are almost, if not
quite, monochromatic. They are
at once sombre and enlivening,
capturing something of Dostoevsky’s
description of St Petersburg – built
on malaria-infested marshes by
Peter the Great and killing thousands
in the process – in Notes from the
Underground as “the most abstract
and intentional city in the world”.
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The snow, shadows and
ghostly light fused with March’s
experimental camera technique,
hints, too, at the suddenness of the
dark events that have assailed this
icily beautiful city in its brief history,
notoriously the German assault of
1941 leading to the 872-day Siege of
Leningrad.
In sharp contrast, and while also
abstracted, the new images of West

Sussex trees in Adam Lindemann’s
Venus Over Manhattan gallery are
warm, glowing with colour, although
March has caught some of his
beloved treescapes in what feel like
monotones. Some of the images
resemble instances of English
parkland landscapes caught in
electric storms.
“They’re images,” says March,
“trying to stretch out what the
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ichard Alston is a music
man. Of course, he’s a
dancer too, but music
has been the most vital part
of his identity. Over a 45-year
career, his method has always
been to work from the music
out, creating graceful lines
that are careful, clean and
precise.
His work has probably
been many people’s ﬁrst
experience of contemporary
dance – his 2003 piece,
Overdrive, features on a GCSE
Dance syllabus. And now the
66-year-old is ﬂirting with
hip-hop. To celebrate his
company’s 20th anniversary,
Alston has collaborated
with hip-hop artist, dancer
and choreographer Ajani
Johnson-Goffe. The piece,
Nomadic, was given its
London premiere last night, in
a mixed bill that featured four
very different pieces of music.
Kicking off the evening
was an adaptation of Britten’s
quirky cantata, Rejoice in the
Lamb, set to the words of
the poet Christopher Smart.
Alston’s 10-strong company
danced to the live singing of
the Montclair State University
Vocal Accord. With its swaying
rhythm and religious spirit,
the music makes for a vibrant
tapestry of movements, full
of yearning arabesques and
sharp pirouettes. Alston’s
choreography is extremely
contained and, while it
sometimes comes over as
conventional, lacking in
consequence, its classical
beauty – steps rising and

falling with the voice – ﬁts well
with Britten’s airy score.
More successful, in terms
of emotional engagement,
was Burning, choreographed
by Martin Lawrance,
inspired by Franz Lizst’s
Dante Sonata. The piece
follows the disintegrating
love affair of the composer
and his mistress, and Liam
Riddick and Nancy Nerantzi
provided the much-needed
chemistry in a passionate tale
of obsession and jealousy.
Whenever Nerantzi appeared,
the mood altered, ﬁzzing
with accelerated energy, their
turbulence bringing a clarity
to the story-telling.
Also by Lawrance was
Madcap, which began with
a promise of something
other-worldly as a contorted
spider-like ﬁgure tried to
inﬁltrate a rival gang. And
while it again showcased the
speed and poise of Riddick,
it failed to develop the initial
excitement.
Nomadic sounded the most
intriguing piece on the bill.
The music mixed an urban
percussive beat with Romany
chanting, but the movement
remained familiar, robotic
and repetitive until the end,
when a delightful section of
synchronised hip-hop brought
an energising buzz that left
me wanting more.
Alston’s love of energy is
extremely watchable, but
posits a puritanism that is
ultimately disengaging. While
you can admire the precision
and craft, the programme
lacked the element of
surprise that one might have
expected from Alston and
his talented company.
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Vibrant tapestry of movements: ‘Rejoice in the Lamb’

camera captures in milliseconds.
In both the English and Russian
shots I’ve also wanted to express
the verticality, the sheer upward
force of trees. I’m not sure if I can
explain all this easily; it’s more a
feeling.”
Describing March as “a tree
hugger and petrol head”, the art critic
Edward Lucie-Smith said of Nature
Translated: “Charles has inserted
a little time into his photographs.
The camera is normally like a blade
that comes down – chop!” Or, as I
thought when I ﬁrst saw early prints
at Goodwood, March’s photographs
“recreate the effect experienced
looking out from the windscreen of
a car moving at speed on a narrow
road, or racetrack: the view ahead
seems motionless while, on the
periphery, the landscape ﬂashes past
in an unalloyed frenzy.
“Playfully experimenting with
composition, abstraction, scale,
movement and light within this body
of work, March focuses on a single
detail, enlarging and distorting
the reality, thus encouraging the
viewer to delve ever deeper into their
imagination to envision the whole.
His work reveals how radically the
photographic world has evolved

A tree hugger and
petrol head: Lord
March driving a racing
car at Goodwood,
above, and one of his
Russian pictures, left
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and demonstrates how ﬂexible
the medium is in the hands of an
inventive practitioner. March uses no
tools – although he tends to shoot
with a digital camera, his work does
not depend on equipment to create
the outcome we see.”
The largely, if not always, warmer
tones of the Wood Land prints will
hang on the bare, stripped back walls
of Venus Over Manhattan, a gallery
opened in 2012 by Adam Lindemann,
collector and art critic for the New
York Observer, and said to have been
“un-designed” by architect Toshihiro
Oki, while the colder lights of Abstract
and Intentional will glow under
spotlights in the warm grey rooms at
Hamiltons.
Both sets of photographs show
sensitivity not just to nature, or its
abstraction, or even to technique, but
also to a sense of place and history,
or history’s shadows seen in trancelike light through the interstices of
abstracted trees.
‘Wood Land’ is at the Venus Over
Manhattan Gallery, New York,
until Feb 7; venusovermanhattan.
com. ‘Abstract and Intentional’ is
at Hamiltons Gallery, London W1,
Feb 2-14; hamiltonsgallery.com

