
  

No Man’s Land 

We live in a measured environment, built to negotiate imaginary boundaries and restrictions; 
Our lives are governed by lines, colours, symbols, and rules, be it a plot of land, a parking 
lot, walkways, or international borders. We define our environment, and in turn, it defines 
us.


There are no such concepts in Antarctica. An endless ocean of water and ice renders man 
as a floating chunk of ice at the mercy of the elements. Arriving at the end of the world, the 
mind is overwhelmed by a sense of bewilderment that is impossible to be experienced 
elsewhere. Any attempt to fully understand the lay of the land is futile. All sense of scale is 
dismantled by a featureless canvas where concepts of near or far, big or small become 
meaningless. everything was and wasn't at the same time. Within the seemingly infinite 
vastness of space, the personal world shrinks, and at times the mind is grasped by a 
chilling sense of claustrophobia, as if I had just arrived in Lilliput. 


Antarctica is the purest place on earth, giving us a glimpse of what the world was once 
before the age of man. Until today, there are no humans living there permanently. The 
Antarctic Treaty, signed in 1959 suspends all national claims onto the continent, and allows 

�1

Mahen Bala 
Balai Seni Negara 

12 September - 1 October 2017



only for activities with the purpose of ‘science and peace’. Antarctica today represents the 
success and future potential of international cooperation in a shared space, promoting 
scientific research and new ways of imagining the future of humanity. 


The continent is a vast land mass with a 99.66% ice coverage, 2km thick on average. With 
rising global temperatures, this ice sheet is gradually shrinking, putting the coastal areas 
around the world at immediate risk. Standing on the shores of the Antarctic Peninsula I 
looked out at the horizon and saw the same eternal sea I grew up with in my hometown, 
Kuantan. For centuries, the east coast monsoon have arrived like clockwork in November, 
basting the coast with continuous heavy rain for days and sometimes weeks. Today, no one 
really knows when the monsoon begins or ends, not even the weathered seamen who used 
to listen to the wind and the waves. 


*******


No Man’s Land is an installation featuring two series of photographs; The first series are 
fleeting glimpses of the icy landscape at dawn, and the latter monochromatic portraits of 
remnants from the whaling era on Deception Island, an active volcanic caldera. How ironic 
that beautiful landscape should only last for a brief moment, and symbols of violence 
should be naturally preserved for generations.  


The ‘invisible’ perforations on the prints represent a gradually fracturing continent as the 
world continues to warm. Last July, a 6,000 square kilometres ice sheet, weighing more 
than a trillion tonnes, broke away from continental ice shelf. Visitors are encouraged to tear 
away a small piece of the print, in an act reflecting man’s instinctive nature of wanting to 
own, or to claim ownership of, physical territories and objects.
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Within the 
seemingly 
infinite vastness 
of space, the 
personal world 
shrinks… 
- Mahen Bala 
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Beginning of exhibition 

End of exhibition

Visitors were allowed to interact with the installation 
however they wanted. Many took part in tearing the 
prints, and posting a photo of themselves doing so 
on social media. 
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Size: 3’ x 2’

Material: Pigment ink on archival paper
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