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Forward
In lieu of publishing a brochure or pamphlet for each show, PAVED Arts has chosen to publish 
a biennial anthology pairing the artists’ work with an author’s critical writing. We are pleased 
to present the second of these publications with PAVED Meant Vol. 02. Included herein are 12 
reflections on the past two years of programming, providing a relevant commentary on diverse 
and wide-ranging media art practices. The following reveals a strong proof of the importance 
of artist run centres and contemporary art dialogue on contemporary issues in the media arts. 
Providing an accessible space for dialogue, critique and debate, to both the artists and our 
wider community, is crucial to animating the artistic projects that are staged at PAVED Arts. 
This platform is essential to the work and careers of both the artists and the authors as they 
continue their work as part of an international dialogue promoting contemporary visual arts 
discourse.

On behalf of the PAVED Arts Board of Directors, I wish to give sincere thanks to the exhibiting 
artists, the authors, our valuable members, and our staff for the work presented in this volume. 
This publication continues our mandate as an artist-run centre to present a strong history 
of critical work in local, regional and national contexts. This critical overview of outstanding 
exhibitions and events over the last few years is a tribute to the great work by these artists and 
the strong history of programming at PAVED Arts.

Crystal Bueckert
Chair - PAVED Arts Board of Director

Left-Top:  Jeff Thomas, Metamorphosis (detail). Billboard Project, 2016. Co-presented with aka artist-run. Mounted in conjunction 
with The Dancing Grounds at Wanuskewin Heritage Park.

Bottom:  Karla Griffin, Stephanie Norris and Barbara Reimer, Figure 9.12  Dots appear as a continuous line when the human eye can 
no longer differentiate between the spaces and the dots. Collaborative billboard project, 2016.



PAVED Arts Mandate

PAVED Arts is a non-profit, artist run centre for production, presentation, research and 
dissemination of contemporary media arts. The word PAVED is an acronym signifying the 
integration of media art forms addressed by our mandate: photographic, audio, video, 
electronic, digital. PAVED exists to support artists who work in these media.

Our mandate is to support local, regional and national artists working in the ‘PAVED’ 
arts by operating an access and production centre for media and new media creation, 
while simultaneously operating a presentation centre that exhibits and disseminates 
contemporary visual, media and new media art in time-based, gallery, and off-site modes. 

_ 

PAVED Arts is located at 424 20th Street West in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. We wish 
to acknowledge that the land upon which we gather is Treaty 6 territory and Homeland 
of the Métis. 
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Good Dog Bad Dog

Bart Gazzola examines the 
video installation work of Ed Janzen

3.
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I too am not a bit tamed, 
I too am untranslatable.
I sound my barbaric YAWP 
over the roofs of the world.1

And what I assume you shall assume.2

At his accompanying talk to his sculptural/
video installation at PAVED Arts titled Good 
Dog Bad Dog, Ed Janzen cited a number of 
very graphic and telling historical depictions of 
“dog.” There’s Otto Dix’s The Match Seller, 
with its Weimar Republic post WW 1 despair 
and disgust, where the dog gleefully urinates 
on the quadriplegic veteran. This cannot help 
but be greeted with our contemporary eyes 
as an indictment more of that period, than the 
dog. Goya’s The Dog was presented, from his 
equally “black” period that also spawned The 
Disasters of War (I might add that the dog 
seems far more civilized than the ravenously 
cannibalistic god, Saturn, in these paintings). 
Only one painting of the Mexican artist Roffino 
Tamaya was presented, but the dog motif 
appears in many of his works, often feral  
and fierce. 

Ed’s research was also augmented by Robert 
Rosenblum’s The Dog in Art: From Rococo 
to Post-Modernism. The words from his artist 
statement are as follows: “the dog is a diverse 
being- at one time exemplifying all the best 
of human traits, such as loyalty, dedication, 
unconditional love, obedience; at another, the 
most deplorable ones, such as viciousness, 

filth, disgust. Cross-cultural opinions of dogs 
vary from “man’s best friend” to pariah. By 
extension, in human encounters, the “other” is 
often judged in terms of good or evil, trusted 
or feared. Through video, installation, and the 
hybridization of familiar dog/human artifacts, 
these works are intended to occupy the 
space between two opposing poles.”

As you enter the gallery, you “interrupt” 
the dialogue between the newest work, 
appropriating the rabid dog scene from To 
Kill a Mockingbird. Atticus Finch, the civilized 
voice in depression era Alabama now 
demonstrates a more traditional performative 
masculinity. To his daughter’s initial horror and 
then amazement, that her father might be 
anything more than she expects, he quickly 
slays the dog. I’m unsure if I agree with the 
common reading – one Ed referenced – of 
the dog symbolizing the racism of the town 
of Maycomb. Perhaps the dog is being 
maligned, as so often happens to the “other,” 
as though our sins can be placed upon 
it, expunging us. The two projections are 
arranged so that the gun, when wielded by 
Finch in one, is aimed at the jumping, jarring 
dog in the opposite. This works seems to sit 
behind you, as you walk the gallery, and you 
need to break their relationship as you leave, 
walking between them through the door. 

The massive glowing MILKBONE cross hangs 
high enough to invite worship or at least 
deference: this rules the room.  

January 23 – February 27, 2015
Good Dog Bad Dog 
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The video work directly before it, on a white 
clothed “altar,” is just as religious, if more 
nuanced. An arm is outstretched, Jesus-like, 
offering a treat, almost glowing against a dark 
background. Various dogs enter the frame, 
approaching and taking the proffered treat 
(though one, at least to my knowledge, seems 
less than impressed, but others respond 
with an eagerness more expected of their 
species). The old adage that “Man is a dog’s 
idea of what God should be” comes to mind, 
although that is what a human would say, not 
a dog. 

There’s a large doghouse, a found object that 
incorporates an image of a man (the artist, but 
easily a metaphor of everyman) in its door. A 
bit decrepit, a bit askew, it sits in the corner, 
looking as forlorn and sad as any of the dogs 
from Georges Seurat or Alberto Giacometti 
that inspired Janzen. 

Other works play more specifically on Biblical 
quotes about dogs (I’m pleased that Janzen 
used the King James Version, not just for 
the poetics of its language, but also because 
many of its idioms have become part of our 
larger dialect). A large white MILKBONE (half 
eaten, starkly spot lit) hangs at the opposite 
end of the gallery. Text is projected onto it, 
flowing off to the side rapidly. Like most KJV 
Bible text, it’s poetic. Even Deuteronomy, 
the “rule book” of the Old Testament, has an 
erudite phrase: Thou shalt not bring the hire of 
a whore, or the price of a dog, into the house 
of the Lord they God for any vow: for even 
both these are abomination unto the Lord thy 
God. Or Isaiah: Yea, they are greedy dogs 
who can never have enough.

 

I might inject two things here, external to 
the gallery: the “Christian” usage of dog to 
degrade an enemy is like the usage of the 
term “Satan”, which Elaine Pagels explored 
in her research3, and is more about social 
groupings and clearly labeling “others” as 
unclean or foul than any theological distinction. 
The other is that this is still going on, with 
recent racial strife often degenerating into 
assertions of the “animal” nature of the Other.

I have often described the Canadian art 
world (whether the institutionalized spaces of 
academia or other equally inertia laden sites) 
by citing Proverbs 26: 11: As a dog returneth 
to his vomit, so a fool returneth to his folly. 
Perhaps this is unfair– to dogs, that is, as 
they’ve been often exploited and used as 
tools and metaphors that seem to project our 
own failings and follies upon them. After all, 
their mouths are cleaner than ours, and I may 
be speaking allegorically. Ed Janzen in Good 
Dog Bad Dog explores this ongoing trope in a 
variety of ways that can alternately amuse and 
horrify, and perhaps force us to think more of 
ourselves than the dogs themselves. 

Notes
1  Walt Whitman, from Leaves of Grass, http://www.bartleby.

com/142/14.html
2  Walt Whitman, from Leaves of Grass, http://www.bartleby.

com/142/14.html
3  I suggest Pagels’ The Origin of Satan, where she talks about the 

usage of the term more so in the split in the early Church between 
Jews and Gentiles.

Images
1.  Ed Janzen, Good Dog Bad Dog. Installation view, PAVED Arts 

main gallery space, 2010-15. 
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.



Video Terrarium

Jessica Morgun analyzes the 
multi-channel work of Allison Moore1.
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Video Terrarium

Jessica Morgun analyzes the 
multi-channel work of Allison Moore

3.
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March 13 – April 25, 2015
Video Terrarium

For most of us, the city is the backdrop of 
our lives. Familiar and yet sometimes sinister, 
the streets are at once the site of social 
interaction and something darker, something 
more violent. But as cities grow, they begin 
to resemble one another, becoming an 
ever-expanding mass… Do we live in an 
accumulated city, the collected memory of 
all the cities we have known? To live in the 
city, must we assume the position of an 
anonymous stranger?1

Terrariums are both closed and open worlds. 
They are “closed” in the sense that they 
sustain their own ecosystems, including a 
water cycle and the production of oxygen 
without any outside input. Terrariums are 
also “open” in that they reveal self-sustaining 
ecosystems to the viewer, demonstrating 
through glass a miniature version of what 
occurs on planet earth every day.

Allison Moore allows her audience to peer in 
on urban and suburban ecosystems through 
multi-screen panoramic projections, opening 
our view to the closed world of the characters 
and spaces, both public and private, that 
make up her imaginary cityscape. The 
result is a diorama-like menagerie. Moore’s 
landscapes are collaged from a variety of 
photographic and hand-made sources, 
collapsing perspective and scale, digitally 
mimicking the way most of our globalized 
cities are now built. In Urban Terrarium, 
buildings indigenous to Montreal and Belem 

Brazil (where Moore was an artist in residence 
in 2009) meld together, along with fantastical 
elements and local idiosyncrasies. 

The moving parts– colourfully-dressed flower 
people, Mapinguari the Brazilian sasquatch, 
an ambulance, hand-drawn termites, as 
well as the myriad of everyday and surreal 
characters all functioning on separate loops– 
enter and exit as the city changes throughout 
the day. Respectable people sipping coffee 
on a sunlit patio are replaced by lubricated 
partygoers and a unitard-clad dancer as 
evening falls. But others, like a pan-handler 
and a sleeping figure on a bench, remain 
perpetually trapped in their bleak narrative; 
always present to the viewer, but invisible 
to passers-by. These doll-scaled figures, 
each with their own particular narrative, be it 
familiar, ridiculous, or full of pathos, feel like a 
Bruegel painting come to life. 

Suburban Terrarium is a different kind of 
ecosystem. The sun rises and sets here 
too, but the women wear matching pink 
bathrobes and every family lives in a four-level 
split. The street is populated by mothers and 
babies, men mowing lawns, bored teenagers, 
children playing, and a handful of stray cats 
and dogs. There are even a few recurrent 
characters from the urban cityscape. Though 
less populated than the Urban Terrarium. 
Suburban Terrarium is more technically 
complex given that more scenes take place 
in interior spaces. Curtains and garage doors 
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open and close, revealing and concealing the 
hidden lives of suburbanites, including some 
characters who move forward and backward 
in space. There are less surreal elements 
at play in suburbia, but whimsical gestures 
persist. A baby stows away on a bus. A jogger 
takes a puff of a cigarette. A burglar dashes 
by a passing police car. Suburban Terrarium 
is slightly more mundane yet violent than its 
urban cousin. 

The digital process invested in constructing 
these worlds is almost overwhelming. It is little 
wonder that one of these scenes might take 
up to 8 months to complete. The intricacy 
demands a certain amount of attention from 
the viewer; even after spending several hours 
with each terrarium, I am still discovering new 
characters, new stories. 

But Moore’s technical ability and attention 
to detail doesn’t take away from humanity 
of these whimsical, yet sometimes troubling 
landscapes. She lets us in on the artifice, 
allowing the imperfections of actors walking 
on treadmills to persist. The surreal and 
hand-drawn elements remind me that I am 
looking at a construction. And just as cities 
are constructions, collages of both history 
and culture, so too are the city dwellers. 
Moore’s characters, from the respectable 
to the fantastic, inhabit different states of 
concealment; some are more open to the 
viewer than others. Interior scenes range 
from the intimacy of a couple reconciling after 

an argument to something more mundane, 
such as a man reading a book or a woman 
practicing yoga. Some characters are merely 
their appearance; very few narrative hints are 
given. Several in the urban scene actually 
wear masks or costumes, concealing their 
true identity. Others, like the smoking jogger, 
are walking (running) contradictions. 

As I view these projections, I find myself drawn 
into the world of the characters. I watch 
them carefully, trying to piece together their 
miniature lives from the gestures that Moore 
extends. What would happen if I gave such 
attention to the characters that populate my 
own urban environment? Surely a real city is 
even more complex than these already nearly 
overwhelming facsimiles. As I step outside the 
doors of the gallery, I feel as if my attention 
has been renewed. 

Notes
1.  Tacita Dean and Jeremy Millar. Place (Art Works). Thames and 

Hudson. London: 2005.

Images
1.  Allison Moore, Suburban Terrarium. 3-channel video, PAVED Arts 

main gallery space, 2015.   
2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid.
4.  Allison Moore, Urban Terrarium. 3-channel video, PAVED Arts main 

gallery space, 2015. (Pages 14-15)
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The Ultimate Warriors

Marcel Petit responds to the solo exhibition  
by Bear Witness, curated by Lori Blondeau

2.
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May 19 – June 27, 2015
The Ultimate Warriors

When I first walked into PAVED Arts to see 
Bear Witness’s exhibit, I wasn’t sure what 
was in store for me. Then suddenly, standing 
at the gallery entrance, I found myself 
contemplating various re-mixed images of 
“Billy” (actor Sonny Landham) from the film 
Predator (which was an amazing film) and 
visuals of the “Ultimate Warrior” of WWE 
fame. I was transported back to the late 
1980’s– which should never happen to 
anyone. Back in those days I wanted to be 
Billy fighting alongside Arnold; I thought he 
was the toughest Indian out there. Then there 
was the Ultimate Warrior, who I believed 
was in reality Aboriginal, and that he would 
understand me if we ever met. But then as 

I got older, reality kicked in. Over the years I 
learned about racial profiling and stereotyping, 
and how First Nations and Metis people are 
constantly portrayed negatively, in all types 
of media. I’ve personally been on sets where 
producers have literally rubbed dirt onto 
First Nations and Metis people, muddied our 
clothing because I guess we never washed. 
In time I began to see a lot of these media 
portrayals in a different, more critical light, 
including Billy, the Ultimate Warrior, and of 
course (I need to add) Tatanka, another 
“Aboriginal” wrestler whose portrayal is 
even more problematic. I could go on and 
on about how film and print has circulated 
terrible stereotypes, and is at most times 

3.
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appalling in its treatment of First Nation/Metis people 
(Adam Sandler’s new film is a case in point). But then 
there was Will Sampson, the actor who played Chief 
Bromden from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. This 
is a person who had a huge impact on my childhood; 
as a positive role model he showed me that we could 
be actors, that we are allowed to be on that screen. 
He made it okay to be First Nation/Metis, to be brown. 
But then again, here was the big brown guy playing 
the stoic, quiet and strong type– damn it. Bear’s show 
makes you sit back and think about how First Nations 
and Metis people have been and still are portrayed 
in popular media, and yes, sadly, on average it is not 
good. But he also reminds us that we as First Nations 
and Metis artists can take hold of these images and 
reinvent them. We can make our own films, make our 

own music, tell our own stories– an artistic, expressive 
and self determining process which is already well 
underway. So thank you Bear Witness for the journey 
back to 1987, and thank you for reminding us that we 
are more than just a stoic, quiet people. We are loud, 
we can move the oceans, the mountains and we can 
change the world! 

Marcel Petit

Images

1.  Bear Witness, The Ultimate Warriors, installation view, PAVED Arts main 
gallery space, 2015. 

2.  Bear Witness, Samson, large format digital print, 44x158 inches, 2015. 
(Pages 16-17) 

3.  Bear Witness, Opening Up My Warrior, large format digital print, 44x158 
inches, 2015. (Pages 18-19)
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Don’t Speak
Edward Poitras’ artist statement for his billboard project, curated by Lori Blondeau

I came across this photo along time ago, like 
once upon a time when I was working as a 
graphic artist. There were a few photographs 
that I would end up keeping for what ever 
reason. Thinking that someday I would maybe 
use the image in a piece or maybe just keep 
as a reminder of how things were back then.

One was a picture of Pound Maker and 
Big Bear at Stony Mountain Penitentiary. 
Dressed in their prison clothes which were 
not your usual striped outfits, but rather 
were constructed from light and dark pants 
and tops cut in half and sown back together 
alternating the light and dark. One white 
pant leg and one black and the same with 
the top. They were standing and sitting on 
what looked like the main entrance of a stone 
and brick building, posing with other’s that I 
assumed to be prison officials.

The second photo was of a camp with 
numerous tee pees with carts parked along 
side which seemed to indicate a step up 
from the travois as with the dog and horse. 
Defiantly a sign of change that should have 
been for the better, but with the dwindling 
buffalo herds. A nomadic existence was more 
of a dream of days gone by, then a reality. A 
golden age played over again and again in 
western movies. A car would have been just 
as appropriate parked outside, which is now 
the norm at gatherings.

So the last photo was of these young girls 
dressed in the same uniform, with some 
holding and petting dogs. Some of the girls 
are aware of and looking in the direction of the 
photographer, but not posing as in your usual 
group photo. Most have short hair, and when 
I think back to the period of cultural initiatives 
in the seventies. There was this story of a 
time when our great grand parents and grand 
parents went to school, and that if you spoke 
your in your mother tongue, you would be 
punished by having your hair cut off, if it was 
long which was the case with most. Short 
hair was not fashionable at the time that this 
picture was taken and it would be decade’s 
before it would become fashionable. So with 
this in mind the image loses and gains some 
of its impact depending on whats in fashion. 
Yet they appear to be happy. When I showed 
my mother the image she thought she 
recognized her sister and then began talking 
about the uniforms and how there clothes 
were numbered and how they would do a 
role-call with numbers, rather than using their 
names. A system for keeping track of things 
and creating order in a changing world.

This photograph is a reminder of what was, 
relative to another time and place. Even 
now when I look at this image, I cant help 
but wonder about what happened to these 
girls. I imagine they became mothers, grand 
mothers and great grand mothers. With 
children of their own, some or all taken from 
them and sent to residential school. Some 
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would know or hear of others who would go 
missing like not being there for a group photo. 
Some would lose their language and others 
would get it back.

As for myself being a recluse, I don’t mind 
not talking and my dogs don’t say much 
but express them selves without words. For 
a while I entertained the idea that maybe I 
knew them from another life. That maybe 
its possible for ones spirit to transmigrate. A 
novel idea that is almost like shape shifting. It 
was my grandfather who first told me about 
this old man from the next reserve over, that 
he could shape shift into a black dog. He also 
told me about little people and even had the 
artifacts to prove it. He told me a lot of stories 
while I was growing up and finally laughed at 
me when I was old enough to know better. 

The background information on this image 
is that it was taken in 1909 in Lac La Ronge 
at the All Saints Anglican Residential School. 
The Photo was taken by Mrs. Angus McKay 
who was a teacher from Winnipeg. Special 
thanks to the Saskatchewan Archives and the 
relatives of the students in the picture.

Images
1.  Edward Poitras, Don’t Speak (detail).

2.  Edward Poitras, Don’t Speak. Installation, Billboard Project,  
co-presented with aka artist-run and Tribe Inc., 2015.  
(Pages 22-23)
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Calendar Girls

Tarin Hughes unpacks the work of Lisa Birke 
3.
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September 11 – October 17, 2015
Calendar Girls

Lisa Birke’s practice is difficult to pin down. 
Her frames are composed like paintings, 
complete within traditional aestheticized and 
naturalistic backgrounds. Her actions are 
performative, conceptually linked to her subject 
matter. Her video works are carefully edited 
and manipulated, participating in cinema while 
challenging filmic tropes. Working as a visual 
artist, she creates video installation for the 
gallery, while newly maintaining a presence 
within the short film festival circuit and thus a 
dual consideration of the duration, audience and 
viewing space for her practice.

Calendar Girls (2014) has been screened 
approximately fifteen times at various 
international festivals and shown for the first time 
in a gallery space at PAVED Arts. A projection 
in the centre of the gallery is surrounded by 
twelve calendars, each open to their respective 
months in sequential order. Available for 
purchase, the calendars remind the viewer of 
mass produced commodities, and historical and 
contemporaneous representations of women 
and their bodies. They also act as intimate 
viewing spaces juxtaposed against the large-
scale and at times overwhelming projection. For 
the video itself, twelve sequences were shot, 
performed and edited into a single-channel 
work by the artist over the course of a year, with 
each scene being captured within its respective 
month (with the exception of July and August, 
which were both filmed in July). Through 
rigorous consideration of weather conditions, 
time of day, costume and audio, Birke captured 

and portrayed multiple characters or “girls” 
performing for the viewer.

Dancing within the landscape in various states 
of dress (or undress), the character’s clothing 
relates to her movement, each costume 
punctuating the figure’s setting and season. 
Among Birke’s outfits: a blazer with fishnets 
and gloves, a black tutu, a flowing sheer dress, 
her birthday suit and even a pylon, seen above 
a vast field of corn. As a female alone in the 
landscape, the artist conjures a multitude of 
references; she is a Renaissance model in a 
historical painting, a Hollywood starlet, a cultural 
signifier, a pin-up and a consumable image. 
She creates, controls and enables the public 
access of this image, going a step further and 
embedding the work within the falsified reality 
of social media. Perhaps, Calendar Girls is a 
kind of spectacular “selfie”. Even within that 
construct, as a performer her actions and her 
body are on display for the viewer, she is alone 
in the land and she is behind the lens. Her 
vulnerabilities are multiple and multi-layered 
enhancing the tension between accessible  
and exposed.

The complexity and humour of her face 
coverings may be an added precarity or 
potential power, the viewer can see Birke’s 
face a few times and only then in short and fast 
moments. The masks or hats make her clumsy 
- a dunce, a jester - all the while protecting her 
from the viewer’s eye. We never really connect 
with her gaze, although that is all she gets from us. 
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She makes herself a figure for consumption. But 
reducing Calendar Girls to that would be missing 
the level of consideration and editing that 
Birke alone exercises over her footage, therein 
allowing her to control the performance and 
therein the viewers encounter with her work.

The four-minute video presents twelve 
shots and twelve figures entering the frames 
simultaneously, then individually and next in sets 
of four. Off camera a conductor raps his baton, 
varied music - set according to each character 
and dance - begins and the figures respond. 
Between the music, the audience experiences 
wind, birds and insects. Eventually, when the 
performances are complete, twelve girls in 
twelve scenes walk out of frame and the viewer 
is confronted with a nude woman in December. 
The sequence as related is complex and finely 
tuned, splitting screens, coordinating timing 
and building audio from pastoral silence to 
cacophonous music. However, in person there 
is an in-the-moment casualness that Birke 
achieves that belies her skilled editing and 
places the audience, however briefly, within a 
durational performance. 

One cannot help but think of Cindy Sherman’s 
Untitled Film Stills series (1977-1980) and how 
she also harnessed feminine power within 
the vulnerability of the public and often male 
gaze. There is also a relationship to Carolee 
Schneemann’s use of her body in discourse 
around taboos, feminism and sexuality. Another 
likeness could be drawn to Jin-Me Yoon’s 

depictions of herself within the Canadian 
landscape in Souvenirs of the Self (1991) and the 
humour with which she challenged cultural and 
gendered stereotypes. Or perhaps, especially 
in relationship to PAVED Arts history and its 
predecessor, The Photographer’s Gallery co-
founder Sandra Semchuck who employs identity 
politics, narrative and often her own image to 
explore her position within the world. 

Birke locates this work and her video practice 
as a whole within the context of gendered 
dialogue and the construct of the female within 
history and popular culture. The work is also 
anchored within a long history of contemplating 
representations of the self and the female body 
within performative, lens based and time based 
visual practice. Within that trajectory, Calendar 
Girls provokes a timely consideration of the 
constructed yet “insta” social media self-
imagery, formulaic, highly edited and so-called 
casual depictions of personal realities for 
public absorption. 

Images
1. Lisa Birke, Calendar Girls. Video still image, 2015. 
2. Ibid.  
3.  Lisa Birke, Calendar Girls. Installation view, PAVED Arts main 

gallery space, 2015.
4. Lisa Birke, Calendar Girls. Video still image, 2015. (Page 28-29)
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Chun Hua Catherine Dong:  
An Instrument Of Empathy 

Sandra Fraser responds to three projects 
in Chun Hua Catherine Dong’s The Surface

3.
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Montreal based performance artist Chun Hua 
Catherine Dong presented two bodies of work 
in The Surface, articulating her interest in the 
body– her body– as a site of racial and gender 
politics. I want to situate the exhibition and my 
experience of it in theoretical territory, but I can’t. 
My attempts to ground it leave me disengaged. 
The work has a particular speculative quality 
and it gets under my skin. Dong allows for such 
vulnerability in this exhibition and throughout 
her practice. Is it a utopian trust or a rush of 
adrenaline that drives the artist? Is it empathy?  
I want to keep it personal. I know it is political.

The exhibition is anchored by Dong’s ongoing 
performance series, Husbands and I. Dozens 
of photographs hang in a grid, each the scale 
of 11” x 14”, suggesting a wall of familial 
portraits. I imagine the conversation that the 
artist would have to entice each of these men– 
all selected based on their white skin– to pose 
for a photograph, acting as her husband. After 
all, it’s just a photo, a lark; it doesn’t require 
any commitment from the participant. Dong is 
persuasive, enacting a certain role, predicting 
what is expected of her. What promise is 
suggested by her posing the question? The 
accumulation of photographs signals success– 
that one is desirable enough even for simulated 
husbands. Is that what the men think too? 
Desire? Their serial accumulation reads as 
an addiction, a quest for novelty, a display 
of trophies, a desire that cannot be satiated. 
Or perhaps it signals failure: a series of futile 
relationships. Hopeless.

This performance is a ritual enactment of Dong’s 
attempt to assimilate into Canadian culture: 
too Chinese or not Chinese enough? The artist 
wears a fitted red cheongsam, targeting the 
stereotypes embodied in the embroidered silk 
dress with its specific history and connotations 
in 20th century China. Not only has it come 
to signify authentic Chinese identity, it is used 
as a costume to suggest such an identity. 
Although more complex in meaning, the dress 
is shorthand for sexy, bourgeois, liberated 
women– symbolizing a cultural exoticism 
that is both docile and bon vivant. Is it this 
contradiction that encourages men to pose 
as a “five-minute” husband? The dress is a 
caricature of Dong’s position as Other, used as 
a mask that simultaneously separates her from 
her true self and brings her closer to it. 

Taking this irreconcilable venture to the next 
level, Dong put advertisements in various 
Vancouver media over the course of a year, 
offering herself as an “exotic, compliant and 
artistic Asian girl looking for a white husband 
who would take me to his home and live 
with him for a day as his mail-order bride.” 
The resulting 15 minute video, also entitled 
Husbands and I, is a montage of several men 
and one woman, documenting conversations, 
sharing food and various moments of 
intimacy. Like reality television where everyone 
performs his or her banality for the camera, 
the invasiveness is unsettling nonetheless. In 
her motivation to explore her role as an Asian 
fetish, Dong remains the protagonist, while the 

November 6 – December 12, 2015
The Surface
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motivation of the “husbands” remain unclear. 
The video is installed with a bed beneath it– an 
empty stage for the performance of coupling 
where marriage is a brief exchange. Despite her 
explicit vulnerability in this scenario, the artist 
cultivates a space of generosity and sensitivity in 
the portrayal of her subjects, which suggests a 
shared longing to belong. 

The grid of playful and charming couples in 
Husbands and I is confronted by four large 
scale and grotesque family portraits in The 
Red Baby. Here the artist is an oversized 
toddler, perversely posing bare-chested in a 
white diaper. Positioned alongside same sized 
parents, she alternately disrupts their activities 
or is nurtured by them, suggesting a complex 
set of relationships between mother, father, and 
the one child allowed under Chinese law. Dong 
is a product of this restriction, however the white 
father is not autobiographical, pointing instead 
to the present. The lurid red body of the toddler 
and of the sets refers to communist China and 
creates a visceral, hallucinatory tension to the 
scenes. The red baby wears a mouthpiece that 
refers to the child being “just another mouth to 
feed” while at the same time suggesting a blow-
up doll (although it is technically a Japanese 
tool for reducing wrinkles). We see a nightmare 
of women’s conflicting roles in families: mother, 
partner, role model, sex toy, forever youthful. 
This work exposes Dong’s feelings of shame 
and uselessness of being born a girl in China, 
an experience she now negotiates as a 
Canadian woman.

For the artist, the body is a site of control and 
an instrument for acting out that control. It 
can be the only thing an individual controls, 
yet it is the thing most controlled by society 
through laws and norms. Dong’s work takes her 
between private and public spaces where her 
body manifests an internal dialogue that is both 
individual and social in nature. As I leave the 
exhibition, I see the billboard that first greeted 
me: a giant red toddler lying at her parents feet 
peering out at me as if at the end of a temper 
tantrum. “Love me,” she seems to say, “Please.” 

Images

1.  Chun Hua Catherine Dong, Red Baby. Installation view, PAVED 
Arts main gallery space, 2015.

2.  Chun Hua Catherine Dong, The Surface. Installation view and 
artist talk at PAVED Arts. November 6, 2015.

3.  Chun Hua Catherine Dong, Husbands and I. Video still image, 
2010-2011.  

4.  Chun Hua Catherine Dong, Red Baby. Photo credit: Dayna 
Danger, large format digital print, 44x59 inches, 2013.   

5.  Chun Hua Catherine Dong, The Surface. Billboard Project, 
2015. (Pages 34-35) 

6.  Chun Hua Catherine Dong, Husbands and I. Photograph, 12x8 
inches, 2009-2010.
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What the Body Holds, the Body Archives 

Leah Taylor explores 
Sebastian + The Boxer by Laura Taler
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In both dance and sport, muscle memory plays 
a key role in how the body is able to re-create a 
particular movement or action with ease, grace 
and repetition. Artist Laura Taler’s multi-disciplinary 
practice links movement and performative actions 
to create conceptual dialogues that position 
the body as an archive. How the body holds 
and archives lived experiences from the past, 
such as childhood memory, failure, hope and 
determination, may come to be reflected in 
the present. 

Laura Taler’s 2016 exhibition at PAVED Arts 
involved an immersive mixture of video and 
installation, occupied by two distinct works: 
Sebastian and The Boxer. The first work, 
encountered upon entering the gallery, was a 
projected single channel HD video titled Sebastian. 
I found myself transfixed by the crisp, tactile 
sounds and the sharp, methodical movements 
employed in this video. It was evident that this 
work was intrinsically informed by Taler’s extensive 
background as a film director and contemporary 
dance choreographer. Though Sebastian and 
The Boxer were created nearly 20 years apart, 
with seemingly disparate narratives, both films 
are non-linear and explore a similar language of 
movement and gesture in relation to stillness. 
Through a process of collaboration, Taler adapted 
both works from original, live performances. 
Sebastian was from musician/composer Charles 
Quevillon’s live performance in Room with Sticks 
(created with choreographers Tedd Robinson and 
Ame Henderson), and The Boxer from dancer/
choreographer Bill Coleman’s live performance
in Heartland.

In Sebastian (18-minutes), the doorway of an old 
wooden barn frames the foreground of the video. 

The natural trees of the surrounding woods form 
a backdrop as Taler focuses the camera on a 
shirtless male figure, repetitively and gracefully 
swinging a pendulum of branches overhead, 
shaking them and whipping them from one side 
of his body to the other to produce sound. The 
tension in this video is established in the dichotomy 
between the mesmerizing and tireless effort in his 
series of movements and the peaceful calm of the 
chirping birds in the still, surrounding environment. 
Further to that, Taler’s cinematic framing creates 
a voyeuristic tension between the male figure and 
the viewer. If it were not for the blindfold covering 
the man’s eyes, therefore subverting his gaze, he 
would appear almost confrontational, as though 
he was trying to impart a message through this 
abstract ritual. 

Found tucked away in a nearby room adjacent to 
the main gallery space, The Boxer was exhibited 
as an installation that recreated a forgotten office 
storage room. The storage room housed cold 
metal shelving units, random supplies, and several 
outdated monitors that each played the 16mm, 
27-minute film, The Boxer. The film is at once both 
poetic and haunting. Shot in black and white, an 
unknown boxer trains alone in a ring, shadow-
boxing. The film focuses on the irony of the boxer’s 
apparent physical strength while capturing him in a 
moment of weakness, as he ultimately falls to the 
floor of the boxing ring in dramatic slow motion. 
Housing the work within the bleak, dark storage 
room emphasizes the themes of isolation as well 
as forgotten, archived footage of the past. With 
The Boxer, Taler evokes a sense of melancholy by 
unpacking how the body, in addition to cultural or 
historical memory, holds on to and archives failure. 

January 15 – February 20, 2016
Sebastian + The Boxer



41

Laura Taler’s contemplative video and film works 
investigate and problematize ideas of body-
centered knowledge by exploring temporality 
and gestures found in body language. On one 
hand, Sebastian focuses on the body at its 
most capable, with enduring strength, while 
on the other, The Boxer explores fragility, failure 
and defeat. The dichotomy between the works 
mirrors the progress and failure archived in the 
body through lived experience. 

Taler leaves the viewer with narrative gaps 
in which to contemplate these passages of
time and progress through physical gesture 
and repetition.

Images 
1.  Laura Taler, The Boxer. Installation view, PAVED Arts media 

gallery space, 2016. 
2.  Laura Taler, Sebastian. Installation view, PAVED Arts main 

gallery space, 2016.
3. Laura Taler, The Boxer. Video still image, 2009-2016.  
4. Laura Taler, Sebastian. Video still image, 2016.
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Resolution

Curatorial essay by David LaRiviere on the photographic projects 
of Karla Griffin, Stephanie Norris and Barbara Reimer
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The resolution of a photograph constitutes the 
graphic conceit whereby the constituent dot or 
pixel is sufficiently obscured, small enough to 
disappear, so as to allow for a representational 
suspension of disbelief. Verisimilitude is borne 
out of a “high” resolution, whereas artifacts that 
are produced from the interpolations of a “low” 
resolution image impede such indulgences. Depth 
of field comes into effect and sets up narrative 
priorities. First there is the decision of the frame, 
and then the play of decisions that transpire inside 
of this selection. The question of a photographic 
ghost, of what actually happened, is always 
mitigated by resolution. And yet, resolution is not 
merely a mechanical determination. When the term 
is applied to the encounter that lends consideration 
to artistic expression, an actualization of an idea, 
all bets are off. It is in this sense that there is no 
“correct” resolution, only variables and decisions 
that imbue the work with all manner of expressive 
consequences and implications. 

What does resolution mean to contemporary 
photographic practices in the age of digital 
media? How does an artwork inscribe a space for 
contemplation relative to the relentless procession 
of images that pervade social media and our 
globally connected mobile devices? Between 
Karla Griffin, Stephanie Norris and Barbara 
Reimer, the open-ended concept of “resolution” 
will serve to contemplate their varied practices 
together. In other words, the three artists on view 
in Resolution engage photography in radically 
different ways. As such, the curatorial position of 
this exhibition does not suggest a unified sense 
of photography in Saskatoon, except perhaps 
for a certain circumstance. This exhibition began 
two years earlier with a PAVED Arts workshop 
led by Winnipeg-based artist and inventor 
Andrew John Milne, whereby each participant 
assembled a rudimentary box camera. Karla 
Griffin, Barbara Reimer and Stephanie Norris 

participated in the Milne workshop, bringing wildly 
different backgrounds and interests to the table. 
In effect, the present exhibition examines the 
work of three contemporary Saskatoon-based 
artists with extremely distinct practices, set in the 
beginnings of photography, and carrying forward 
problematically into the full saturation of our 
contemporary information age.

Stephanie Norris approaches the photograph in 
a direct manner very much in keeping with the 
physical encounter that Milne’s workshop fostered. 
Her interest in a non-reproducible process, of 
drawing or painting through the chemical process 
of photography, both recalls very early rudiments 
in photography as well as a long tradition of 
experimental “cameraless” photography, such as 
those developed by the Surrealist artist Man Ray. 
Four small images are embossed onto much larger 
sheets of rag paper, lending each piece a physical 
heft while stressing the delicate and intimate scale 
of the work. Norris used melting ice to create 
strangely detailed black and white compositions, 
directly exposing photo paper at times from 
oblique angles with a handheld ‘Q’ flashlight. 
The resulting images are cosmic both in terms of 
allusions to celestial content, patterns and effects 
suggestive of the night sky, and with the intimate 
sense of reflection that they illicit.

Barbara Reimer’s monumental, large-format 
diptych 245 DL 2.1 adopted its title from the 
popular Volvo car model, an example of which 
is prominently featured in front of a nondescript, 
garage-like structure. Many in Saskatoon 
will recognize the building as sculptor Clint 
Neufeld’s studio. Neither the car nor the studio 
are coincidental features, given that Reimer’s 
project involved both the actual Volvo and work 
undertaken at the studio over the course of 
the previous year. 245 DL 2.1 doubles up on 
the question of resolution, first with the peculiar 

March 11 – April 16, 2016
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selection of coffee as a photo-developing agent 
and then with the destiny of this empty, seemingly 
abandoned vehicle. For years now, Reimer’s abiding 
interest in using coffee as an environmentally friendly 
developer has inflected her work with certain formal 
properties, impacting the resolution of her images. 
More significant than the obvious sepia tonality of 
the work is a kind of ghostly air that is produced, a 
mysterious yet finely detailed resolution that retains 
gestural traces from the process1. Coupled with her 
chosen content, 245 DL 2.1 is an exterior scene 
where the absence of a human subject is tangible, 
dominated instead by the empty Volvo seen from 
two angles, sunken into an overgrowth of weeds  
and dead to the world.

While Barbara Reimer’s work in Resolution is 
monumental in terms of scale, and Stephanie Norris 
adopts an intimate approach, the work of Karla 
Griffin appears here and there around the gallery, 
dictated less by the “objective” criteria of gallery 
standards and more by setting up conditions to 
contemplate perspective. Here the artist harkens 
back to her earlier experience as a journalistic 
photographer, invoking the notion of perspective as a 
way to grapple with the question: “what happened?” 
Griffin intentionally places the spectator above 
or below the pictorial horizon, as dictated by the 
original situation in which she depressed the shutter. 
Pushover depicts, as the title suggests, a toppled 
grain container lying on its side in the middle of an 
open field. One is invited to ascend a short wooden 
staircase to view the hapless (anthropocentrized) 
structure, and thereby assume the approximate 
height of the back of a pick up truck, like the one in 
which Griffin actually took the photo. Likewise, with 
the ground-level placement of the morbidly comic 
Roadrunner/Coyote, one finds oneself standing 
directly overtop of the wile roadkill, recreating the 
circumstance of framing the shot and depressing 
the shutter. While the topic of death effectively 
produces a kind of fascination with this photograph, 
humour carries the subject to a different plane of 
contemplation, whereby the “truth” of the matter 

is problematized. Once again we find the coyote 
is thwarted, and yet his exaggerated frozen smile 
seems ever defiant from beyond. Finally the show 
ends on the back wall of the gallery, featuring the 
centrally located Paved with Good Intentions. Here 
Griffin places the spectator at the end of the road, once 
more implying a kind of death worthy of a last laugh.

As an in-house project focused on Saskatoon-
based photographers, Resolution also afforded the 
time and proximity to develop a collaborative work 
for the PAVED Arts/aka outdoor billboard space. 
The lengthy title, Figure 9.12 Dots appear as a 
continuous line when the human eye can no longer 
differentiate between the spaces and the dots, was 
drawn from a Color Photography textbook2 of Karla 
Griffin’s, and in some respects became both the 
literal and figurative collage work to encapsulate 
the project. The illustration referred to in the title 
schematizes the very concept of resolution, and as 
such provides an adequate geometric substrate 
upon which the three artists arranged various 
collage elements. Their billboard design replaced 
the textbook illustration with somewhat wonky, 
hand drawn shapes and a battery of colliding 
photographic images. Stephanie Norris contributed 
her cameraless photosensitive paint on paper, while 
Barbara Reimer and Karla Griffin added various 
photographic images drawn from their past work, 
in some places mixing in original (albeit cut up) 
photo negatives. The resulting potpourri is light 
years away from the dry stoicism of the original 
illustration, finding in the concept of Resolution an 
open paradigm, given to multiple perspectives.

Notes
1.  Reimer scans her images at a very high resolution from oversized 8 x 10 

film negative and prints at a large scale onto archival ink jet photo paper.
2.  Exploring Color Photography From Film to Pixels (Fifth Edition), Robert 

Hirsch with contributing writer Greg Erf.

Images
1.  Stephanie Norris, Untitled. Installation view, PAVED Arts main gallery space, 

2016. 
2.  Karla Griffin, Push Over (detail), PAVED Arts main gallery space, 2016. 
3.  Barbara Reimer. 245 DL 2.1. 8x10 film developed in coffee solution, 

scanned for enlargement, archival inkjet print, 44x55 inches (diptych), 2016.
4.  Karla Griffin, Roadrunner/Coyote. Photograph mounted on MDF,  42x42 

inches, 2016. 
5.  Stephanie Norris, Untitled. Photograph embossed onto stonehenge rag 

paper, 5x7.3 inches, 2016. 
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Zoé T.: spectres et autres apparitions
 

Rose Bouthillier reflects on the sculptural  
sound installation by Martine H. Crispo
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Entering Martine H. Crispo’s installation Zoé T.: 
spectres et autres apparitions, my first thought 
is of an orchestra warming up: short notes of 
string instruments in random cacophony, private 
tuning in prelude to harmony. But this is quicker, 
more frenetic; the notes are fleeting and hard to 
hold in my ears. A piercing blip punctuates the 
noise, sharp like the top piano note but louder 
and rounder—clear, high, urgent. There are 
soft whirring layers under these musical tones; 
air, cut into subtle breezes, flutters around my 
face. Dark, the room feels cavernous… my 
eyes adjust, slowly taking in different shades of 
information: bright flashes of light mixed with 
soft, ebbing radiance, the mechanisms that 
drive this strange composition are revealed in 
shadows and silhouettes. 

For over 20 years, Crispo has been working 
with sound through an interdisciplinary and 
often collaborative practice. Exploring its 
immediacy and physicality, she’s experimented 
with live performances and radio, customized 
electronics and hand-built frequency generators. 
Most recently, she’s been working with optical 
sound—light you can hear. At play in Zoé T.: 
spectres et autres apparitions are multiple 
photodiodes, components that transpose the 
pulsing of light into audible frequencies. Four 
tripod stands hold components in balanced 
arrays, each topped by a swirling disc that 
filter the flashes and beams. Brief glimpses 
of shapes emerge when my eyes meet their 
trajectory; at rest they show radial patterns of 
dots, bars and triangles laser cut into black 

acrylic sheets. Each opening allows a burst of 
light through to hit the photodiodes but also the 
walls, bouncing through other shapes on other 
discs: an echo chamber of photons. Chords 
spill out, carrying currents. Invisible energy 
drawn from the wall turns into light, modified 
by motion, which crosses a void and turns 
into sound. (And what was this energy earlier? 
Water, wind, a Paleozoic palm?)

Optical sound was explored in the early 20th 
century as a means of military communication; 
eventually, it was used to integrate sound 
with motion pictures. In Russia and Germany, 
avant-garde artists, composers and scientists 
pioneered graphical sound, drawn or cut 
directly on paper or film, for entertainment 
and encoding. I Google these technologies 
and am stunned by the beautiful, intricate 
patterns and waves that appear; I am also 
baffled by the clunky, maximal, materially 
inefficient struggle of these breakthroughs. 
The technologies I interface with in daily life are 
made to be invisible, seamless and integrative. 
Thinking about a song or an image as a file of 
information, a series of 0s and 1s, offs and ons, 
can be dizzying, like zooming in on a plant to 
see the carbon chains. Hard to imagine now 
the kilometers of sound engineered and stored 
on scrolls by the Multzvuk group in Moscow. 
Kilometers of sound– odd, because sound is 
immaterial. Sound travels but doesn’t cover 
ground, it is untouchable. Yet I read somewhere 
that Mikhail Tsekhanovsky thought that the 
curves of Greek vases might reveal some 

May 6 – June 18, 2016
Zoé T.: spectres et autres apparitions
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auditory experience of an ancient culture. As 
such we do see sound, I think. Light and noise 
enter through different organs but flow to the 
same one. What I see I can’t help but hear, and 
I can’t help but hear what I see, through recall, 
in association. They’re not divisible in a multi-
sensory experience, not really. 

The longer I stay in Crispo’s installation, the 
richer and more complex the sound feels, chains 
of repetition and dissonance that build and break 
in endless variation. I become more aware of my 
own form, volume and shadow, and how I can 
move through the work, interact with it, altering 
frequencies while catching them differently. 
Recalling my first association—a mass of 
musicians at work—I register the lack of other 
human presences, and think of the piece alone, 
playing only for itself, hurriedly and continually. 
To hide from it, I crouch in a dark corner and 
let my focus drift into the hypnotizing blur of 
pulse and cadence.

When the room falls silent and dark, it’s 
deafening and blinding. My senses recalibrate, 
and traces of sunlight along with sounds from 
the street outside begin to faintly filter in. But 
the spectres et autres apparitions still haunt 
the room, only now as mental projections. 
Stored as a memory, my brain etched like 
vinyl, cut like paper.

Images 
1.  Martine H. Crispo, Zoé T.: spectres et autres apparitions.

Installation view, PAVED Arts main gallery space, 2016.
2. Ibid.   
3. Ibid.
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Sounds Like VI: Echoing (Silent) Machines

David LaRiviere interviews Sounds Like 
festival curator Eric Mattson
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David LaRiviere: So Eric, I thought maybe to 
begin that we would talk about the theme of 
“transformation,” as this concept was coming 
up in so many of the projects. How, for you, 
does the idea of transformation play into 
contemporary sound art practices? 

Eric Mattson: There are many different things 
in your question. First of all, I am not sure if it’s 
really sound art that underpins the dominant 
thinking of this project. You know, I am more 
and more interested in the idea of working with 
artists and dealing with different media. I think 
that is what Les Transformables1 was all about. 
It was more about showing works that create 
different experiences, involving all kinds of 
different media– one of them being sound. 

LaRiviere: Lets talk about one of the artists that 
you included in Sounds Like that could almost 
be, if I can put this in a slightly playful way, 
the poster child for transformation, and that’s 
Alexandre St-Onge– especially considering the 
way that he works.

Mattson: Yes, exactly.

LaRiviere: His practice involves transforming text 
through a process of translating, subjecting it to 
a computer algorithm that regenerates the text 
but always in a way that is changing…

Mattson: You mention Alexandre St-Onge’s 
project, which is really engaged in translation, 
from one media to another, from analog to 

digital and vice versa. This method of working 
is very interesting in the present context, 
because it tends to produce a lot of new 
possibilities. We live in a world where digital 
technologies dominate. I try to break with 
this trend by including projects that bridge 
analog to digital and also bridge mechanical 
means to the computer. Artists in Echoing 
Silent Machines, such as Anne-Francois, 
choose to work mechanically alongside the 
computer, or at times with small arduino chips, 
which are totally ideal in that you don’t see the 
computer anymore. Now you have a little chip 
incorporated into the mechanical assemblage, 
and it totally undertakes what it is programmed 
to do in cycles and sequences. It’s amazing.

LaRiviere: You mentioned Anne-Francois’ 
project being more mechanical. It’s interesting 
to me how she works in a way that is quite 
distinct from a lot of artists. She prefers a lower 
volume that invites intimacy: drawing attention 
to subtle properties in her chosen materials, 
utilizing mechanized movements that resemble 
a fingernail scratching across a surface, teasing 
out peculiar and idiosyncratic traits.

Mattson: What she says in her work is, “Please 
listen to whatever happens around you and you 
will discover a lot of interesting sounds.” When 
Anne-F staged this workshop, for example, 
it was funny to see participants discovering, 
exactly as you said, that you could scratch a 
little thing with another little thing and make 
interesting sounds. It really shows that there is a 

July 13 – 17, 2016
Sounds Like VI: Echoing (Silent) Machines
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universe of possibilities contained in really simple 
things. Anne-F shows that you don’t need 
computers and all this big software to make 
music. She is first and foremost a musician. 
When she was delivering her talk the other 
day, I pointed out near the end that she didn’t 
mention sound; she was so preoccupied with 
processes, the mechanics of things, and about 
the discovery of little units. However, once she 
completed her installation the first thing she did 
was really listen to every unit and then to the 
whole thing in the context of the space. The 
whole while she was making decisions about the 
spacing of the objects in relation to the room. 
This is not merely the work of a scratcher, it’s the 
work of a sound engineer. Every unit is also like 
a nicely designed low-fi, slow-moving sculpture. 
And then there is this orchestra of different 
works experienced together.

LaRiviere: I quite like the way that you refer 
to the discovery of “little units,” these little 
microcosms that she teases out. You placed her 
in a space with Ellen Moffat. In the negotiations 
that occurred leading up to the festival, there 
was a lot of discussion about sound bleed 
and possible contamination. These two artists 
seemed to embrace the sound bleed to some 
degree, with Anne-Francois being always 
present in the space and then with Ellen 
Moffatt’s piece rearing up but then subsiding, 
making for an interesting dialogue between  
the work.

Mattson: Yeah, I’m personally really interested in 
what I call positive contamination. We are always 
talking about negative contamination but there is 
also a nice possibility to put things side by side. 
If one goes into a museum and is sensitive to 
the interplay between spaces and displays and 
works, there is a kind of dialogue that happens 
with paintings. So why not with sound? I was 
really happy with what Ellen was doing. I felt that 
these two artists would work together because 

here are two people who are not selfish and who 
are able to be overlapped. Not all artists are able 
to work this way. 

LaRiviere: I think Carsten Stabnow remarked 
that he was kind of enjoying this sound coming 
together between his installation and Thomas 
Begin’s video documentation in the lobby and 
Alexandre St-Onge’s piece in the men’s washroom. 

Mattson: Yet, the artists are also aware of what 
they want to achieve alone on a solo basis. They 
also gave each other some quality time where, 
for example, each installation was recorded with 
the other works shut down. Even where you 
have people who are not selfish, and their sound 
can withstand some contamination, sometimes 
it really doesn’t work at all. That’s part of the 
curatorial mandate, to take care of these 
relations and to anticipate, even where there is 
bound to be a lot of surprises. I must say that I 
didn’t know exactly how the sound would relate 
between all of these projects. I knew the sound 
of Alexandre, I knew the sound of Thomas, but I 
didn’t know exactly what would be the sound of 
Diana or the sound of Carsten. Then it happens 
and there are some good surprises.

LaRiviere: It’s interesting, Carsten’s work is so 
elemental in the sense that he’s dealing with this 
tonality that is extremely present in the room, 
extremely physical but very elemental, and by 
contrast, with Alexandre St-Onge’s work there is 
a constant excess. 

Mattson: Yes, totally… there are moments that 
blend two approaches that greatly contrast, 
even in terms of genres of music. The artists in 
Sounds Like were there to be part of a group 
show. If there was even a single artist who 
was totally selfish, who didn’t want anyone to 
interfere with his or her work, then the project as 
a whole would become totally impossible.
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LaRiviere: And there were various conversations 
that developed between artistic projects. I think 
for me your late inclusion of Tod Emel, as a 
local artist, produced a very interesting kind of 
conversation between his field recordings and 
the work that Steve Bates presented.

Mattson: Exactly, it’s miraculous. I’m really 
happy that I happened to be at PAVED Arts 
when Tod was in the event space working 
on his sound. We were looking for some 
local people to be part of the festival and, as I 
discovered, there are not so many people doing 
this kind field recording work in Saskatoon. Tod 
said to me, “I’m trying to recompose what I 
felt in this forest, this other world,” and he was 
doing it sonically. I said, “This is it.” He knows 
the space, he’s ready to play, and his work 
relates so well to the other projects, especially 
with Steve’s. In fact, with Steve’s piece there 
were also sounds of walks into the woods but in 
Verdun. With this late addition suddenly the line 
up of works was really working. This is when I 
feel like I am doing my job, you know?

LaRiviere: Yes, such convergences are very 
satisfying. And with Nikki Forrest’s work, like 
Carsten Stabenow in a certain sense, her 
vocabulary is elemental, she’s dealing with 
red, blue, green– RBG as the very basic sort 
of division of light that feeds most of video and 
television. On the other hand, Nikki has a kind 
of painterly aesthetic when it comes to video. 
In this sense, Nikki achieves painterly qualities 
that are somewhat akin to Leyla Majeri’s and 
Katherine Kline’s collaborative work.

Mattson: Yes, well, Nikki has been working 
with these colour gels and a lot of layers. And 
of course we enjoy making these connections 
between the different projects. But Nikki’s use 
of light is a little different in this context. It is also 
an expression reminiscent of low-fi musicians 
working without many tools or instruments. It 
is, however, a totally different aesthetic. Nikki is 

fundamentally playing with the art of light, you 
know? She’s using real light to activate these 
processes but also with this open camera without 
a lens and this analog or digital RGB light.

LaRiviere: With Leyla Majeri and Katherine 
Kline’s work there’s more of a political aspect to 
what they’re doing. It’s quite aggressive in some 
respects, especially the performance works. 

Mattson: Yeah, it’s rough, but it’s also an 
aesthetic, influenced in some way by these 
low-fi bands. It’s something that I can’t talk too 
much about, I just know that when I saw their 
project the first time I loved it and I wanted to 
work with them. I enjoy working with Katherine; 
I’ve worked with her a few times in the past but 
never on that scale. So it was interesting for me 
to see how it would work– I’m happy that they 
were a part of the program.

LaRiviere: So we haven’t yet discussed Diana 
Burgoyne’s project. Diana’s work has so much 
to do with her own body and an endurance 
performance. She and a volunteer complete a 
circuit in her installation, and so she develops a 
tension around the limits of their own physical 
engagement. For yourself, how do you think of 
her work in relation to the curatorial task?

Mattson: I had to sink into my repertoire of 
artists that I knew who were living out west. 
There were some other names, but in the end, 
I decided to work with Diana Burgoyne and 
Ellen Moffat. With Diana’s work, I really like the 
minimal aspect of her project. She is operating 
like a switch– on and off, you know? And 
when they break the circuit and the sound is 
suddenly on, they have to move; they have to 
do something to relieve the situation. So yeah, I 
was even surprised about Diana’s proposition, 
that it was so performative and also so intense, 
endurance to the point that it may even cause 
pain because it was quite a long performance. 
She has developed all kinds of work where her 
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body is implicated and in a relationship to the 
digital world. For me, Diana’s installation also 
made connections with Thomas Begin’s robot, 
or the work of Alexandre St-Onge as a body 
performer. I know that as soon as you invite 
Alexandre to do something, the body will be 
really, totally present.

LaRiviere: And Alexandre St-Onge actually 
jammed with Thomas Begin’s robot, interacting 
with this kinetic sculpture. Alexandre 
collaborated by use of his extended vocals and 
his really eccentric kind of manner of exploring 
the back yard. Thomas was also performing, but 
he was off to the side with a joy stick. 

Mattson: What is really interesting for me is 
the spontaneity of it. Since before our arrival 
in Saskatoon, it was obvious that Alexandre 
St-Onge would do his performance in this small 
washroom. Then we discovered that he could 
move into the adjacent corridor with Thomas 
Begin playing nearby, just outside the back door 
with his robot. Their performances ended the 
day really well because suddenly we were into 
something which is really, very important to me– to 
link the interior and exterior, not to be trapped in 
the gallery space just because it’s a gallery space. 
And so the last performance moved outside. I 
wanted some of the works to be like an activity, 
activity-as-exhibition but also as a performance 
tool. With this last performance both artists 
were open-minded enough to include another 
artist’s work into their project. Alexandre included 
Thomas in his work, but likewise Thomas was 
able to let go and he was able to say, “I don’t 
care. It’s not my robot. It’s our robot.”

LaRiviere: They both escape the gallery space, 
but I also think they both escape the rational. 
There’s something a little bit mad about 
Alexandre’s work, and being in that washroom 

space there’s almost this overwhelming feeling 
of being projected into a kind of psychosis. 
That feeling is perhaps a part of the excess in 
his method.

Mattson: It’s interesting because the work of 
Alexandre St-Onge is exactly on this edge of 
rationality and irrationality. He likes the subject 
of “monstrosity” for example. Everything he 
does has a lot of underlying rationality because 
he draws on philosophical ideas. But then 
again, he is projecting something that is totally 
irrational. To be sure everything in his installation 
is exact, perfectly placed as he wants it, like a 
painter doing his painting who then decides “it’s 
finished,” and doesn’t touch it anymore. But 
unlike the painter, Alexandre’s returns to his work 
all the time, everyday he returns to glue again a 
piece of toilet paper or whatever.

LaRiviere: From here I’d like to return to Carsten 
Stabenow’s piece. Carsten spoke of inventing 
this instrument, of having time with his laser 
to establish this relation to the gallery, where 
the space itself becomes the instrument. 
He mentioned that he wished he could have 
stayed longer because he was just learning 
how to play it. With Carsten, the space is itself 
is a well-established rationale, but then he 
plays it and it enters into this creativity. It was 
so fun to watch his subtle manipulations that 
opened up tones to different vibrations, even 
with just his finger at times.

Mattson: He was at first surprised by the space 
because there are a lot of different walls, a 
nook, and some other details. At the time he 
was playing with these factors, so it was not so 
important that the laser line was totally perfect. 
More important to him was the feedback in-
between the light itself and the sound, a set up 
which is talking to each other. These days you 
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can take any data and change it, for example, 
a gif image may be played as a sound file. So 
then you are playing the visual, you’re playing 
sound from a visual source. When I look at 
images I also see sound, so I understand all 
these processes and I am really interested in 
this transformation, or translation, in-between 
two mediums. From visual to sound and from 
sound to movement, but all in a way which 
was intense but also really subtle. The line was 
never going crazy; it rendered small variations 
between the dense green line of the laser to 
something more diffused and moving, and this 
produced the differences in the sound. What 
was nice, like you said, is Carsten’s instrument 
is this kind of open structure. He was doing 
some recording of the installation with Steve 
Bates and I heard him say, “We should meet 
again and work on a project together.” I like this, 
I like this a lot. This is an important outcome 
from the week, as with all of the meetings 
between artists and the discoveries they make 
of each other’s work. 

LaRiviere: What really strikes me about Steve 
Bates’ work at Sounds Like is his engagement 
with the htistorical qualities of place; the fact 
that he’s recording in Verdun and occupying a 
machine gun turret– which becomes a resonant 
chamber that distorts the Bartok he plays back 
with a radio. 

Mattson: I’m happy that we played Steve’s 
piece with headphones because the sensation 
of it was more obvious. He told me that this 
piece is more formal than many of his previous 
works. Steve knows that his piece is not the 
easiest work to understand, and so he included 
a small leaflet to describe the project. All the 
other artists in the festival do not require this 
kind of explanation. Some of Steve’s past work 
is much more physical, like working with barbed 
wires, radio frequencies, etc. This piece was 
produced at a two-week residency where he 

was responding to a world that he didn’t know, 
and a site of total displacement because of 
Verdun’s relationship to World War One. The 
city itself is really grey and not really funny. He 
needed to have that distance, and so he made 
this subtle work with three pictures, one of them 
listening to a distorted Bela Bartok. 

LaRiviere: Steve’s works is very haunting, and 
that haunted aspect is part of being in Verdun. 
There is always this thoughtfulness in his 
process, and it’s so layered. Well, Eric, I think 
maybe that’s a good place for us to… 

Mattson: I want to say one final thing that is 
really important. One of the key aspects of this 
project was bringing together artists who are 
from different places. They shared experiences 
and some of them played together at the after 
parties. I know that many things will come out 
of this.
Notes
1. Les Transformables is the title that curator Eric Mattson has ascribed to 
a number of different projects that he has curated.

Edited for space and clarity.
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September 16 – October 22, 2016
TL;DR

Reilly Forbes: Can you describe the genesis of 
the idea for TL;DR?

Bruce Montcombroux: The basic idea comes 
from wanting to do something which was 
beyond my comprehension. I’ve had a long 
standing interest in how people interact in a 
gallery space, and I think goes to my interest 
in what does it means to be somewhere and 
how do different spaces function? how does a 
crowd function in a certain space or how does 
an individual function in a new space? In grad 
school I got really interested in the idea of “the 
room,” the gallery as a room, and being able to 
put something in there that produced reactions, 
very basic, almost trying to understand the 
formal properties of the room. TL;DR became 
this project where people would enter the gallery 
and have their presence recorded.

Forbes: So you come into the gallery space with 
this idea about recording visitor experience and 
creating this situation where they are able to 
have a moment of reflection about their time in 
the gallery. Let’s talk about how you customized 
the build of the project for the PAVED Arts 
gallery space specifically. I know the installation 
was slightly longer than what’s typical. What 
was the process like actually building the show 
and putting it together physically?

Montcombroux: It was pretty terrifying because, 
while I had a good idea of what I was going 
to do when I arrived in the space, part of the 
approach was that I needed to test the idea. All 

of my plans went really askew and I began to 
anticipate failure. What I wanted to do was build 
something very volumetric in the gallery and I 
realized that the amount of time that I had was 
not going to accommodate that. So I looked 
for a series of compromises that would work. 
One of them was hiring an assistant to help me 
glue things together, but another was spending 
the majority of time sorting the idea out. So for 
me, the build process was about a 4-5 day 
installation time. Part of the entire approach 
for this project was to develop the underlying 
concept in real time. I brought raw materials and 
a basic idea, some fundamentals, and literally 
went to work saying, “I’m going to use this as a 
testing ground so that i can establish a process 
for another exhibition.” 

Forbes: The title TL;DR is an acronym (for Too 
Long; Didn’t Read) that is used in the online 
communities as a jab towards someone 
being wordy or boring but also as a self 
acknowledgement of impatience and laziness. 
I’m wondering how the title relates to the show 
conceptually, or if it’s simply a nod to the open 
source computer communities that played a 
role in making the show possible?

Montcombroux: I think all of the above. I wanted 
to indicate to the savvy viewer that they were 
getting an abbreviation, and that it was ok if 
they simply walked through and got only certain 
aspects or ideas. For me, the project was a 
testing ground for the materials, process, timing, 
and ideas. I wanted to make a radar, I wanted 
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to record people in the gallery in different ways. 
Personally, I just wanted to make something that 
was entertaining, that kind of drew you in and 
made you want to hang out. The important thing 
involved being in the moment and spending time 
somewhere that was also enjoyable. But I also 
wanted to hint to people that if they stopped and 
tried to get a longer read, they could.

Forbes: Let’s talk more specifically about the 
computer hardware and software that was in 
play for the show. The machines behind the 
magic are Arduino microprocessors. What 
initially led you to working with such devices in 
your artistic practice? 

Montcombroux: In the early 90’s I started 
working with chip BASIC and chip boards that 
you would actually have to burn and stamp, 
I think the programming language was called 
STAMP BASIC. It was horrible, and I just wasn’t 
very good at it. Searching for alternatives, along 
the way I came across Arduino. I started to 
work specifically with Arduino microprocessors 
in early grad school, so the early 2000’s. I had 
a programming background from doing web 
design so the underlying technology was familiar. 

Forbes: And the seed for your wanting or 
needing a technology like the Arduino obviously 
comes early in your artistic process.

Montcombroux: Yeah, I think so, and it comes 
out of that desire to have a discussion about 
space and place. But it’s a pain in the ass. 

They’re horrible, they’re frail. Fortunately, during 
TL;DR only one motor came off its mount, which 
was literally assembled with hot glue and sticks. 
There is a real kind of vulnerability to Arduino 
boards, they’re not robust industrial things. So 
it really prompts the question; if I’m doing this 
project in another setting do I need to step up 
the technology, perhaps into a more robust, 
industrial level of electronics?

Forbes: During the installation you mentioned 
that there was a level of randomization in the 
way that the Arduino’s were programmed to 
interact with each other. Can you talk about the 
intention behind building a show where you give 
a small level of control over to the machines? 

Montcombroux: I think it’s partly a real interest 
that I have in autonomous technology. It’s 
amazing that we live in a world with self-driving 
cars that can get you home safely from the bar, 
but that there also exists a real dark side to such 
technologies– in terms of automated military 
equipment and the reduction of human input. 
What are we setting ourselves up for? Twenty 
years from now it won’t even be a discussion, 
it will just be the norm. The fact that everyone 
carries a phone around with them is already 
the norm, and at one point it was completely 
weird. I have this idea that I want to make my 
art practice, or at least a portion of it, open 
source. It would be great to publish part of the 
art, to put all the components online so that you 
can assemble your own drawing, you would 
just have to acknowledge the creator. In terms 



68



69



70

of creating an exhibition, I would like to build a 
system where there would be a certain level of 
autonomy, that would respond to the space and 
to visitors, and that would be a collaboration 
between myself and the machines. 

Forbes: One thing that was particularly 
interesting was the way that shadows moved 
on the wall. What was the thought process 
behind that design of the scaffolding and the 
photo sensitive paint. 

Montcombroux: I’ve been working with 
scaffolding for a long time. Part of the idea came 
from a magazine that presented the notion that 
everything is a scaffolding; you have temporary 
scaffolding to build permanent scaffolding 
and your building goes into that scaffolding. I 
grew up moving across Canada and living in 
campgrounds. We lived up north for a long 
time, and up north everything is on this pylon 
system, originally with wooden timber, now 
more commonly with metal and plastic. This 
system was used because of the movement 
of the ground, otherwise you couldn’t have a 
stable foundation. The idea of always building 
on scaffolding became really important in my 
work. That’s where the idea originates and later 
it became a quest for cheap materials. I cut up 
2x4s into smaller 2x4s, eventually building really 
large dioramas, and then building places where 
I can hang or place other things. In the process 
it becomes a really strong structure, and then it’s 
just sort of glued together on site. The shadows 
were totally unintentional, I didn’t realize that 
was going to happen.

Forbes: That’s a great happy accident.

Montcombroux: Yeah, it added a dimensionality 
to the installation that was really quite bizarre. 
The wall would sort of go forward and 
backwards if you changed your gaze.  
Whereas the paint was always intentional. The 
basic idea was that I wanted to build a kind of 
radar, this glow in the dark thing. It arrived as a 
studio experiment. I was mucking around with 
some glow in the dark paint, put it on the wall, 
and then built a little arm device that moved 
across the wall. I didn’t think it was going to 
work, but the moving led light (attached to the 
arm) actually left a mark on the glow in the dark 
paint. It was only strong enough to leave the 
mark for a little while but I was happy to achieve 
this moment.

Forbes: The way the installation sits dormant is 
for me one of its strongest connections to the 
idea of place. You mention exploring notions of 
site and situation as a means to expand on the 
idea of what it means to be somewhere. One of 
the most interesting interactions that I witnessed 
was of people realizing how the installation 
worked and then trying to get it to turn off. 

Montcombroux: Turning it off is interesting 
because then what you are doing is the 
opposite of what is intended. Although, in turn, 
that was also intentional on my part, to allow 
that to happen. If one sits there long enough the 
whole room goes black, even the red marking 
lights. Perhaps the only remaining trace would 
be those glow in the dark panels and those 
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little lines and dots. To further that idea of space 
and place, one of the most literal things was to 
locate your presence as a marker point. The 
radar is really a phantom or a representation of 
your place in the gallery space. You’re obviously 
not physically there but you have to be physically 
somewhere to trigger the installation and 
make that mark. So for me, I wanted to offer 
both those sides; the have and have not, the 
activated and the deactivated. 

Forbes: Absolutely, the other side of trying to 
turn it off is the way that show turns on. It does 
force this acknowledgement of place. Can you 
talk about how the show comes to life and really 
instills this sense of place?

Montcombroux: Having specific locations in 
the gallery come to life sets up a kind of reward 
system, but conversely the situation was a 
little antagonistic as well, because you couldn’t 
actually set everything off at the same time by 
yourself. For example, by the time you had 
reached one side of the gallery, if you wanted 
to keep one particular part going you could try 
to race back over but it was sort of timed so 
that you couldn’t. So the notion of community 
emerges, that if two or three people share the 
experience they could activate a lot more of the 
installation. I tried to build some contradictions 
into the experience, the idea of activated 
and deactivated as contradictions and 
stumbling points. 

Forbes: How will this experience influence your 
artistic practice moving forward?

Montcombroux: The experience has actually 
made me confident about repeating the 
experiment, and generated several new 
considerations: how to do it in a more timely 
manner, what I would change, and how to 
build upon or generate even more community 
support. Moving forward, I will continue to 
develop that open source process whereby 
a lot of the work is done ahead of time and 
the installation is undertaken by a group of 
people. Maybe I need to focus on one or two 
particular aspects, such as the digital elements, 
or the autonomous capacity of the work, or 
the programming. In the spirit of collaboration 
I can also rely on other people’s skills, abilities, 
and feedback given their familiarity with other 
environments. That’s the kind of hump that this 
experience has pushed me over, it’s enabled far 
more problems than I had before, which is kind 
of great. 

Images
1.  Bruce Montcombroux. TL;DR. Installation view, PAVED Arts main 

gallery space, 2016. 
2. Ibid.  
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4. Ibid. (Pages 68-69)
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From the moment we met, on a panel 
discussion held in conjunction with the Beneath 
A Petroliferous Moon exhibition (curated by 
Jen Budney for the Mendel Art Gallery), my 
interactions with Austrian artist Ernst Logar 
were cast as a response to “big oil.” The topic 
is in itself large enough to encompass a broad 
spectrum of politics, and from this starting point 
Logar and I had much to learn about each 
other’s positions. Nevertheless, the panel did 
spark a conversation that would lead to us on 
a camping expedition to Northern Alberta less 
than two years later. 

At the Mendel Art Gallery, Logar was showing 
work related to a larger research project entitled 
Invisible Oil, a multimedia presentation that 
examined off shore drilling enterprises in the 
Central North Sea near Aberdeen, Scotland. As 
with other projects in his artistic career, Logar 
was concerned with finding ways to navigate 
the bureaucratic systems that industry has 
erected in order to partition public accessibility. 
This interest in engaging the Leviathan, of 
finding permission(s) to gain access and cross 
over the “No Trespassing” zones that cordon off 
territories of powerful corporate and industrial 
interests, is really an invisible thread that runs 
through many of the artist’s past projects. Logar 
has variously sought access to photograph the 
vaults of the United States Federal Reserve, the 
World Bank, and the Louvre Museum, among 
other mighty institutions. His more recent 
obsession with the energy sector comes at a 
time where there is an increasing emphasis on 

private security and surveillance, prohibiting 
the citizenry access or oversight with regards 
to mining operations. It is in this context that 
Ernst Logar would shift his investigation to the 
giant concessions near Fort McMurray, of what 
Andrew Nikiforuk once described quite simply 
as the world’s largest capital project.1 

In August of 2015, Logar was invited back 
to Canada to participate in the After Oil 
School, organized by Imre Szeman, Research 
Chair in Cultural Studies at the University of 
Alberta. Logar’s visit to Edmonton provided 
an opportunity for the two of us to visit Fort 
McMurray, setting out on Sunday, August 23rd, 
and setting up a tent at the Surmount Creek 
worker’s camp site. This two-week excursion 
was strange and full of contradictions, a kind 
of political whiplash tour of the petrol-industries 
that partition vast tracts of Treaty 8 territory. 

Our first full day was spent in Fort McMurray 
at the Oil Discovery Centre, a museum that 
corresponds with an Alberta government 
email domain, yet still visibly sports equally 
strong ties to industry, in particular with 
Suncor. There, one could spend hours on 
end watching films that deliver industry talking 
points, interact with various displays, and climb 
over decommissioned equipment, such as a 
giant electric scoop2 or a three-story “heavy 
hauler” that carries ten times the payload of a 
conventional dump truck. From this exposure 
it became clear that there is indeed a thriving 
tourist industry in Fort McMurray that is in 

November 4 – December 10, 2016
Tar Sands: Approaching An Anthropocentric Site
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no way related to a notion of “disaster tourism.” 
Wherever your political position may land in relation 
to climate justice, global warming, and fossil 
fuel dependency, this tourism is rather an ernest 
celebration of industrial technologies, reveling in the 
other worldly scale of operations that “develop”  
the region.

Logar and I spent most of our time in the first week 
driving right up to various Suncor and Syncrude 
installations, including associated tailings ponds, 
upgraders, and the so-called “reclamation sites.3” 
Some of our excursions involved rolling up to the 
fenced off areas around the Nexen oil spill just south 
of Anzac, and driving down various side roads and 
access routes as far north as Fort McKay. There 
was a constant stream of half tonne pick up trucks 
on the highway up to the patch, but not much by 
way of private security to prevent us from taking 
loads of pictures, video, and recording sound. How 
this work would constitute elements of Logar’s 
eventual exhibition at PAVED Arts might be termed 
“experiential,” at least insofar as we were not 
programmatic about the media assets that we were 
collecting so much as we were simply living in the 
space. The open-ended nature of Logar’s method 
was necessary to engage a spectrum of concerns, 
involving the political, economic, technological, 
and social spaces. In this respect, his approach 
is opposed to the spectacle that embodies the 
touristic Oil Discovery Centre, or the seductive 
photographic work of Luis Helbig or Edward 
Burtinski. On the contrary, Logar invests in a social 
activity that attempts to render this all-too-human 
enterprise tangible, even from the inside of the white 
cube gallery space. In spirit, Logar’s artistic project 

has more strategically in common with the Weather 
Underground’s famous imperative to “bring the war 
home,” to make abstracted representations real and felt.

We arrived at Fort McMurray and were immediately 
exposed to the well marshalled talking points of 
industry, both at the Oil Discovery Centre and then 
later with a related bus tour that drove us directly into 
the belly of the beast. At all times, the ever-present 
case for development seemed to vacillate between a 
kind of romance, what Stephen Harper rhapsodized 
as “Brobdingnagian” feats of technology, and 
the otherwise lucid calculations of statistical data 
positioned in service of a strategic argument. One 
side of the story maximizes while the other, in blatant 
contradiction, minimizes. Meanwhile, in town there 
pervades a kind of cone of silence whereby even 
the barista at Starbucks is reticent to engage in 
problematic questions. It’s not hard to see why, given 
that industry is EVERYWHERE in Fort McMurray, 
including, but not limited to, the world class Shell 
Place and the Suncor Leisure Centre. Far more 
profound than such corporate payola is the lack of 
critical discourse resulting from relationships with 
industry. It’s hardly possible to be a citizen of Fort 
McMurray without having direct or indirect family ties 
to the energy sector.

Be this as it may, as one might expect, many 
other elements, perspectives, and stories exist 
in this place as well. With contacts provided by 
Saskatoon-based activist Jeh Custerra, the gracious 
hospitality of Andriko Lozowy, and the kind help of 
Theresa Nahwegahbow and others at Nistawoyou 
Association Friendship Centre, Logar and I would 
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soon be exposed to a very different side of 
the social and political make-up of the Wood 
Buffalo region. Custerra placed us in touch with 
Cleo Reece, an organizer of what has become 
an annual three-day healing gathering (August 
29-31, 2015) based on the Fort McMurray #468 
First Nation at Gregoire Lake. Many Indigenous 
community leaders from across the province 
travelled to be there, as well as other interested 
people, including a documentary film crew from 
Seattle who cycled all the way to Fort McMurray 
following a pipeline.4 At first glance, some of the 
activities at this gathering may seem interesting 
but perhaps not directly related to the subject of 
our research. We partook of communal meals, 
attended a medicinal plant workshop, and 
participated in erecting a teepee, all activities 
with which Logar and I were very honoured to 
be included. Upon further reflection, however, 
these elements of the gathering are all profoundly 
connected to a politic of resistance, just as the 
medicinal plant workshop imparted a profound 
connection to the incredibly complex and dynamic 
ecosystem of the boreal forest of Treaty 8 land. 
In short, we were exposed to a sustainable 
way of thinking and being, so far removed from 
the litigious and at times conniving logic of the 
corporate-industrial-governmental mentality. 
With Cleo Reese, Rose Marie Cheecham, Lee 
Deranger, and so many others, we found not so 
much of an “argument” as we found compassion. 
It is perhaps in this sense that no amount of 
legal wrangling could overcome the affective 
contemplation of being in this place.

Later everyone attending the gathering travelled 
to various sites on the tar sands, this time 

watched closely by Syncrude Oil security. We 
saw tailings ponds from very close, including 
spots where bitumen gathers near the shoreline. 
In this brutalized landscape, one is surrounded 
by an omnipresent stench and the regular firing 
of sound cannons, a bizzaro industry solution to 
the problem of waterfowl being killed by the toxins 
in the tailings. Another stop on our walking tour 
brought us back to the observation deck of a so-
called “restoration site.” Here, many of the people 
in our group responded with very strong emotions 
to the inadequate, misbegotten notions that would 
drive such a project. Not only is the complexity 
of the boreal ecosystem not restored, there are 
monstrous substitutions installed, such as dead 
trees planted upside down so as to provide 
space for birds to perch. Our time at the healing 
gathering came to a close with a talking circle and 
later returned to this exhibition project, Tar Sands: 
Approaching An Anthropocentric Site, from points 
far afield.
 
By now you may have noticed that this essay has 
veered away from a direct discussion about the art 
in Logar’s exhibition at PAVED Arts. Having said 
this, the people in this recounting, the encounters 
detailed above, the smells and the physical, 
tangible entanglements, this is what actually 
constitutes Logar’s work. Our visit to this area 
did not proceed from a distant areal perspective 
that would liken open pit mining to some kind 
of gestural abstract painting worthy of Tàpies or 
Motherwell. We were in the weeds, among the 
“bitu-men5, sound canons, cutlines, dirt roads, and 
pipelines. Ultimately it is this ground-level approach 
that permeates the work in the exhibition. 
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Logar’s non-narrative, three-channel video piece 
draws on our time at the healing gathering as 
well as the artist’s various tours through the 
industrial scape– including a return trip where 
Logar, travelling by himself this time, bore 
witness to the aftermath of devastating wild 
fires that ravaged the region in 2016. As Logar 
worked on the project he found the focus of 
his research shifting from the politics of oil 
extraction to a wider concern implicated by 
the energy sector, namely the politics of water. 
The triptych of videos taking up the long wall of 
the gallery depict three different aspects of this 
water-intensive industrial landscape, with the 
centre video featuring the world’s third largest 
watershed and the river that runs through it, the 
mighty Athabasca. On the centre screen we are 
aboard a tranquil canoe trip up the Athabasca 
river, one that is suddenly disrupted by a giant 
upgrader that comes out of nowhere and seems 
to teeter over the riverbanks. Flanking this 
document are intermittent images of a massive 
tailings pond on left and, on the right, video 
taken of the 2015 healing gathering during the 
group’s visit to yet another tailings pond. All 
three videos feature bodies of water, running the 
gamut from the central source of fresh water 
required for extracting and refining bituminous 
earth to its eventual slurry waste collected in the 
poisonous tailings. Likewise, the collection of 
six water tanks in the show feature images of 
water and industry that Logar collected from his 
time in Northern Alberta. Logar conceptualized 
this photo-based project during a 2016 Banff 
residency entitled On Energy. Images of tailings 
and the river are silkscreened directly onto the 
interior of each watertight, custom made glass 

vessel, designed to hold actual water that Logar 
collected from the Athabasca river. The material 
used for the silkscreened images is significant as 
well, given that asphaltum is a form of bitumen. 

His use of actual materials, of the kind drawn 
from the Wood Buffalo region, bring oil and 
water into contact within the gallery space, 
thereby epitomizing Logar’s artistic relation 
of “sense.” In this way, the exhibition resists 
consolidating what amounts to an enormous 
social/political complexity. Rather, the  
artist leaves us with a real problematic– an 
active and ongoing engagement that is not 
resolved so long as we live the consequences  
of our consumption.

Notes
1.  “ The tar sands boom has become the world’s largest energy project, 

the world’s largest construction project, and the world’s largest capital 
project.” 

2.  We were told that the electric scoops used to fill heavy haulers are 
powered by dedicated power stations that are purpose built on site. 

3.  We were not able, however, to visit the Syncrude reclamation site 
because four bison had recently died and tested positive for anthrax, 
effectively closing the public viewing area. http://globalnews.ca/
news/2180982/dead-bison-in-herd-on-reclaimed-alberta-oilsands-
site-test-positive-for-anthrax/

4. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=717AO92Gf_A

5.  The name “bitu-men” (obviously a pun on bitumen) refers to crude 
scare crows installed around tailings ponds, intended to repel water 
fowl, and made with florescent orange plastic stretched over a 
generalized man-like wire form. 
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