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Donald: I wanted to thank you for your idea. It was very helpful. I

changed it a little. Now the killer cuts off body pieces and makes

the victims eat them. It’s like, Caroline has this great tattoo of a

snake swallowing its tail and —

[Kaufman puts his head in his hands.]

Kaufman: Ourobouros.

Donald: I don’t know what that means.

Kaufman: The snake is called Ourobouros.

Donald: I don’t think so. But it’s cool for my killer to have this modus

operandi. Because at the end when he forces the woman, who’s

really him, to eat herself, he’s also eating himself to death.

Kaufman: I’m insane. I’m Ourobouros.

Donald: I don’t know what that word means.

Kaufman: I’ve written myself into my screenplay. It’s eating itself.

I’m eating myself.

Donald: Oh. That’s kinda weird, huh?

Kaufman: It’s self-indulgent. It’s narcissistic. It’s solipsistic. It’s

pathetic. I’m pathetic. I’m fat and pathetic.

Donald: I’m sure you had good reasons, Charles. You’re an artist.

— From the screenplay for Adaptation1

The idea of settling down to write this text put me in mind of Charlie

Kaufman in the 2002 film Adaptation. Charlie is the central char-

acter who is trying to adapt a novel into a screenplay — with much

agony. Charlie still uses a typewriter, he regularly bursts into mono-

logues about his own pathetic character, and he is his own worst

critic. Throughout the film, we watch as he struggles through his

professionally and socially paralysing neuroses. His twin brother

Donald, on the other hand, is succeeding where Charlie is failing

— in a new career as a fellow screenwriter, and in his own social

life — despite Charlie’s obvious conviction of his own superiority.

As many writers have noted, the task of writing is a solitary,

deeply isolating activity. Inevitably, the conditions for writing be-

come of paramount importance. While I can write to a certain degree 

at the office, or in variable surroundings, there’s a point where it

becomes necessary to settle into a particular space: namely, at

home. Beyond issues of privacy, there is a certain psychological

pull that returns me to the space of the home to write—to be within

my own space, with the conviction that it’s a necessary component

to being capable of writing properly. To return to a personal space—

my burrow, at the most essential level.

Writer or not, we all build conditions for living in the world. We

all seek shelter, and we all need to build those walls higher from

time to time. The works in Burrow speak both to that experience and

to that need to reinforce the boundaries between ourselves and the

rest of the world. To render ourselves invisible, and, hence, safe and

secure. More importantly, these works suggest the vicious cycle of

this process — how we can become Ourobouros — and the relative

absurdity of believing that we are even capable of self-sustainability,

particularly within the conditions of contemporary civilization.

Burrow focuses on the human desire for comfort and refuge, and

how it can breed isolation and paranoia in an impossible search for

absolute safety. It investigates the human need for shelter while

alluding to its potential to become a barrier to the outside world.

It might be said that we live in a culture of enclosure. Much has

been written about the strange duality of globalism and isolation-

ism that marks the beginning of the second millennium. Consider

the accessibility of the Internet paired with the distancing methods

of e-mail communication. Most people seem to prefer to use e-mail

or automated machines than to talk face-to-face. There’s some-

thing more comfortable about writing an e-mail than picking up the

telephone, although for most people it would take less time to call.

We are closer to reaching each other in one sense, but more dis-

tant at the same time. Or consider the continued expansion of sub-

urban sprawl, whose intended method for mobility appears to be

the Sports Utility Vehicle (read ‘oversized family transport van’).

Or the popularity of reality television, which creates an illusory

connection between our everyday lives and the “ordinary people”

whose lives are played out on the television screen.
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These often sound like sweeping generalizations, and they are.

They are the clichés of contemporary life. As an art gallery situ-

ated in the suburban Town of Oakville, we are inundated with the

stereotypes of suburbia; some are fact, many are exaggerations,

and a few are fiction. Certainly, there are exceptions to the rules,

shades of suburban-ness, community activism, and many voices

to speak out against a passive entry into these living conditions.

But there is something unmistakably appealing for people about

separating themselves from society. Whether it’s shopping on

eBay, looking for a home with more privacy, spending a Friday

night indoors watching movies, going for a walk with a headset, or

daydreaming, everybody escapes sometimes in some form. Every-

body burrows.

The four artists in Burrow—Janice Kerbel, Adriana Kuiper, Liz

Magor and Samuel Roy-Bois — are intimately connected to these

issues, each pulling out different referential threads. Janice Kerbel’s

suite of floor plan drawings adopts the persona of an obsessive

character. The maps contain decisively marked locations for safe

passage, suggesting they might be used for theft and crime, or per-

haps survival and necessity. But from what? Or whom? Despite

their quasi-scientific approach and the illusion of utter serious-

ness and dedication, they are — in reality — decidedly absurd.

Liz Magor’s focus is on the solitude and refuge of the woods.

She challenges the romantic stereotype of the woods as an ideal-

istic place of escape. Instead, in her photographs of abandoned

shelters and her sculpture of a sleeping bag tucked into a tree

trunk (entitled Burrow), we see the strangeness behind the human

attempt to integrate into the natural environment. Her sculptures 

entwine the fake with the real and play with the notion of illusory

appearances and disguise.

Adriana Kuiper constructs sculptures that allude to the fall-

out shelters of the 1950s, investigating the practicality of human

self-survival in the face of disaster. With a wry sense of humour,

she explores the act of becoming over-prepared or obsessively

concerned with safety. The works draw parallels between the cold

war fears of the 1950s and 60s, Y2K, and the current seclusionary

tactics in the fallout from 9/11 and the war on terrorism.

Samuel Roy-Bois focuses on the conditions of urban living, and

the delicate point of transition between the choice of becoming

the observer or the observed. His sculpture Ghetto enacts a power-

ful social condition that creates a state of discomfort between

individuals. And his work plays on the notion of psychic space and

the psychological impact of the enclosures we create in order to

define our privacy.

All of the works in Burrow move beyond the specificity of these

topics and their referents to contemporary culture, to express a more

universal, timeless, and complicated human condition. They point

to an individual attempt at refuge in the face of unknown threats.

And so it becomes the individual that is the focus. But while the

works are all highly character-driven, ironically, they are all vacant.

One could imagine that a casual observer, or someone unaware

that they had entered an art gallery, might perceive these works

to be the efforts of one single figure, but that is not the intention.

They resonate from the character’s absence, but an absence that

is strangely similar. One might think of Charlie Kaufman’s self-

obsessed character in Adaptation, or perhaps the unnamed char-

Above: Janice Kerbel, Rue Constantine, Paris (Canadian Cultural Centre), drawing 1 of 3 from the series Home Fittings, 2004.

Photo courtesy of Janice Kerbel.
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acter in Franz Kafka’s The Burrow, who has become obsessed with 

the safety of the underground burrow he has constructed to pro-

tect himself against an undescribed danger:

Now the truth of the matter — and one has no eye for that in times of

great peril, and only by a great effort even in times when danger is

threatening — is that in reality the burrow does provide a consider-

able degree of security, but by no means enough, for is one ever free

from anxieties inside it?2

Kafka’s character becomes fixated on the fragility of the burrow.

Eventually, he is unable to live within it at all, for fear of neglect-

ing its safety. The absurdity is that, in the end, it is the defence of

the burrow that becomes his obsession, not his own safety:

… the vulnerability of the burrow has made me vulnerable; any wound

to it hurts me as if I myself were hit. It is precisely this that I should

have foreseen; instead of thinking only of my own defence — and

how perfunctorily and vainly I have done even that — I should have

thought of the defence of the burrow.3

What makes this character so compelling is that he speaks to a

universal, timeless condition. We can relate to the desire for seclu-

sion and safety, however absurd the situation eventually becomes.

He is one of many characters that could be behind the artworks 

in this exhibition: the recluse, the refugee, the criminal, and per-

haps something of ourselves. Ultimately, these are abandoned or

sheltered structures that retain their anonymity. The user remains

hidden and the viewer is left to complete the narrative.

In the end, there is no one individual to inhabit the space of

the burrow, because it speaks to a collective desire to seek com-

fort in isolation. Importantly, these artworks are all deliberately

unsuccessful. They present the ultimately impossible attempt to

exclude oneself, to go underground and try to become absolutely

self-reliant. They have a nearly post-apocalyptic quality. In all of

this search for safety and self-reliance, this is not a particularly

pleasant existence depicted by these works. The mindset of Burrow

represents a state of ongoing internal conflict at its most basic,

human level. Strangely, it’s still an intriguing place to be.

— Shannon Anderson

1 Adaptation Screenplay: www.beingcharliekaufman.com/adaptationnov2000

.pdf, pp. 76, 77. The ancient Ourobouros symbol of a snake swallowing its own

tail and forming a circle (Ourobouros means “tail-devourer” in Ancient Greek)

has been used to represent many things throughout history, including ideas

of cyclicality, eternity, and self-sufficiency.   2 Franz Kafka, “The Burrow”

(1923–24) in Willa and Edwin Muir (trans.), Selected Short Stories of Franz

Kafka. New York: The Modern Library, 1952, p. 292.   3 Ibid., p. 315.

Above: Samuel Roy-Bois, Ghetto, 2006, wood, Plexiglas, fiberglass, paint, electric lighting and mixed media, 142 x 203 x 183 cm, 

courtesy of the artist. Photo: Guy L’Heureux, Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal.


