


Editor’s Notes

The Children of Mars by William Mokrynski 
is a series that stares back at you. The empty 
circle where a face should be is blank, white, 
and open to interpretation. Who were these 
children? At one point in time they sat for a 
portrait, maybe they smiled, and maybe they 
didn’t but the negatives Mokrynski works with 
proves one thing, they were here. The resulting 
images are a reminder of how mortality is ever 
present; and how art can blend the past and the 
present into the new now.

Sandra Djak Kovacs
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WILLIAM MOKRYNSKI
FEATURED

“Circles are a symbol with a multitude of meaning, for me, they represent 
the cosmos.”
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THE CHILDREN OF MARS Interview with William Mokrynski

AN: Please introduce yourself. Where are you 
from? 

WM: My name is William Mokrynski. I am a 
photo-based artist currently situated in London. 
I have been living in Europe for the past ten 
years, but I am originally from Toronto. I stud-
ied New Media and Photography at the Ontar-

io College of Art and Design and received a 
postgraduate degree in photography from the 
University of Edinburgh / Edinburgh College 
of Art.

AN: How did you become interested in 
photography?
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WM: My involvement with photography be-
gan at quite a young age. As a child, I wasn’t 
discouraged when I picked up my family’s 
Brownie Hawkey or Minolta SLR. I received a 
little cassette Kodak camera as a birthday gift 
when I was eight or nine, just the right age to 
get me very interested in photography. At the 
age of twelve, I had a makeshift darkroom set 
up in a basement laundry room. I also attend-

ed an arts-focused high school because it had 
a photography course, this is where I learned 
most in my formal training in photography. 
While in high school, I had a part-time job 
working as a photojournalist for a local news-
paper. I was shooting and processing dozens 
of rolls of film each week, this began before I 
was old enough to drive, so I took a bus to my 
first assignments  ––I’m amused thinking about 
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it today. Eventually, I had a police scanner and 
was chasing fire trucks in my parent’s 1980’s 
Pontiac land boat. After a couple of years, 
news photography lost its luster and became 
repetitive, so I started art college, and my cre-
ative attention began wandering. My interests 
expanded to include new media kinetic sculp-
ture, electronic music, film, and video, though 
photography has remained the bedrock of my 

creative outlet. It’s in my blood. 

AN: Please tell us about your series The Chil-
dren of Mars and what inspired you to create 
this body of work. 

WM: Over the past couple of years, my prac-
tice has shifted from working with a camera 
to stepping back and taking a broader look at 
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the photographic medium in the contemporary 
world. We are living in fascinating times, all 
media is being reconsidered and largely trans-
forming from the tangible (analog world) to 
the intangible (digital realm). For many work-
ing with photography, particularly in the com-
mercial sphere, the shift to digital has been a 
sensible change. Digital photography has fully 
emulated film photography. While the photo-

graphic image has remained nearly identical, 
everything has changed, it’s physical proper-
ties, our interaction with the medium and the 
overall general perception of photography. 
While the change from technological innova-
tion is far from new to the photographic me-
dium, the entire history of photography is tied 
in with technological steps, the shift to digital 
is easily the most significant change in gener-
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ations and perhaps the most significant change 
in the medium’s history. 

I don’t view digital photography as a replace-
ment for film processes, but as a new form or 
branch of photography, I see a parallel with 
the introduction of acrylic paint in the 1950s. 
Acrylic allowed painters to work quickly and 
differently. This innovation helped spur new 

painting styles such as Color Field, Op Art, 
and Pop Art, alongside painters who were still 
working with oils and continue to do so today. 
I’m confident that pre-digital forms of photog-
raphy will continue to be practiced well into 
the future. Like the choice of paint, there will 
be reasons, or preferences to work with one 
form of photography or the other.
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My attention has focused on the enormous 
photographic legacy of the negative. These are 
undervalued essential artifacts that have been 
the genesis of the photographic image for the 
majority of the history of the medium. Near-
ly every photograph made from the demise of 
the daguerreotype in the 1860s, through to the 
invention of pixel-based photography about 
twenty years ago is the offspring of a negative. 

I’ve been amassing a cross section of negatives 
that are being discarded and sold. I discovered 
a vast archive of children’s portraiture nega-
tives here in London about two years ago. As 
is the case with many found images, there was 
little to no information about the archive, I 
have no idea who the photographer is or who 
the children are. For me, the erasure of identi-
ty and context of the photographic image is an 
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interesting phenomenon. What value does the 
portrait of an unknown person hold? Why was 
the image made? What is its meaning? This is 
an issue that resonates with images created and 
distributed today. In the not too distant future, 
billions of images will be floating about, or-
phaned from context and meaning.

In some instances, found images can be recon-

nected with an event, or person from the past. 
When they can’t be connected, the images 
become representations rather than identifi-
ers. For me, these portraits have changed from 
having (sentimental) meaning to become repre-
sentational of a population from a period in the 
past.

Based on styles of clothing and surroundings, 
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I believe the portraits to be from the 1960s 
through 1970s––the era of Sputniks, moon 
landings, and interplanetary probes, a time 
when cosmic exploration occupied the imag-
ination of children of the day. It was a mod-
ernist era that gazed to the future, and away 
from the grimness of recent history. Many of 
the children pictured in the portraits will be 
approaching their twilight years today. They 

are of an aging population seemingly dissatis-
fied with the modern world they’ve inhabited. 
Many of this group have reversed their gaze 
and look back with a false nostalgia, support-
ing the politics of “take back control” (as with 
Brexit in the UK), and “make America great 
again.”

As the identity of the sitter has been lost, I’ve 



17

WILLIAM MOKRYNSKI

removed the identifying feature of the portrait. 
In place of the face, a plain white circle has 
been added. Circles are a symbol with a mul-
titude of meaning, for me, they represent the 
cosmos. With the absence of a face these are 
still portraits but with an emphasis on gesture, 
attire, and surrounding.

The Children of Mars are dreamers of the fu-

ture from a monochrome past.

AN: How do you capture and process your im-
ages?

WM: It’s a conscious decision to not work with 
the images digitally, but instead work directly 
with the source negative. I like the idea of the 
process remaining in the physical photographic 
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world that the negatives embody. Through this 
approach, nothing is hidden, the transforma-
tion is visible. The negatives are quite small, 
6x6cm, so I use a magnifier and light table 
when working. I try to make my interventions 
as carefully as possible, but I don’t mind that 
over-cuts and other traces of the transformation 
are visible in the print. The substrate used to 
hold the negative together can be seen, along 

with the incision edges, and the occasional 
particle of dust trapped in the enclosure. The 
transformation is as important as the image. 

AN: What or who are your influences? 

WM: This is a large question and a moving 
target for me. I believe everything artists are 
exposed to influences them in one way or     
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another. A couple of things have been on my 
mind while working on the series. 

Hip-hop tracks from the early days of digital 
recordings with the layered crackle of record 
grooves. A reclaiming of the texture of the an-
alog medium lost in the digital space. Also, 
the series Tag um Tag guter Tag / Day by Day 
good Day by Peter Dreher for its repetitive, 

almost meditative revisit of the same subject. 
Dreher has painted the same empty glass, at the 
same scale, on the same sized canvas again and 
again since 1974. He has now completed about 
5,000 of these paintings. Dreher has inscribed 
the date of creation in the wet paint of each 
canvas. Through the date, a chronological se-
quence of the works can be assembled. What’s 
particularly interesting to me is that over the 
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decades that Dreher has painted the exact 
same subject, again and again, we can see his 
approach to the medium change and mature. 
Through this repetitive action, he is revealing 
to us his evolution as a painter as he ages. As 
the archive of negatives in my possession for 
The Children of Mars comprises enough ma-
terial to last for years, perhaps a similar evolu-
tion will be visible over time.

AN: Do you have any upcoming projects or 
shows?

WM: I currently have work from a couple of 
projects on the walls at the Lonsdale Gallery 
in Toronto in an exhibition titled Red Light (on 
until the end of June 2018). No other exhibi-
tions are planned at the moment, but there is a 
film and book in the works connecting several 
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of my projects together, including The Chil-
dren of Mars. It’s inspired by Carl Sagan’s idea 
that at some point in the future, civilization 
will experience a last perfect day.
 
AN: What is your final say?  

WM: The Children of Mars series is approach-
ing the one-hundredth piece. I expect the se-
ries will be there by the end of June. For this 

centesimal work, I will be creating a special 
edition of the print which will be in a slightly 
larger edition than the typical edition of two 
for the series. If anyone would like more infor-
mation, or to be informed when these will be 
available, send me a message through my web-
site. ♥ 

See more at: wmokrynski.com

http://www.wmokrynski.com
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