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Introduction

Presenting works from Oakville Galleries’s permanent collection,

Re-Envisioning Habitat examines the ways in which contemporary

artists continue to respond to their environments and to depict

their habitats. Their works demonstrate the hold that nature still

exerts as a source of identity, nostalgia — even despair. Although

none of these artists claim a detachment from the pervasive influ-

ences of our urbanized condition, they share a common affinity for

the artist’s discursive role and, given the theme of this exhibition,

art’s engagement in the questions posed by the state of our natural

environment and our stewardship of its resources.

The primary discourse at the time of the Group of Seven empha-

sized the connection between landscape painting and its cultural

identity. Today the argument has broadened to include legitimate

concerns about the environment, changing land use, and conser-

vation practices. The once ubiquitous culture-nature debate has

been absorbed by a broadened coalition of concerns that exam-

ine the land and our place within it, from a diversity of cultural,

geographic, social, political, or planning perspectives. Thus, it is

common to think of a continuous but diversified topography — as

typified by places such as California’s Silicon Valley, Vancouver,

or even Oakville in Ontario — that share the generic qualities of

urbanism but build discrete economic bases and cultural identities

of their own.

Nature re-envisioned

Kim Adams references the American earthworks artist Robert

Smithson in Mount Smithson, 1997—a maquette built from HO scale

model railway parts and plaster. Although for Smithson, rocks held

stories and fissures revealed deep mysteries about the earth and

its origins, Adams adopts a playful and, at times, ironic approach

to nature. His is the adaptability of the survivalist, or the vision

of the imaginist who unbridles technology in potentially new and

creative ways. Here, we see a system of freight cars stacked to

create a modern version of a ziggurat that rises in splendour from

the tailings of its foundation. In Country Estate, Earth Shelves, 1993,

Adams posits a paradigm, one that fantasizes about our freight-

ed existence in its adaptation of a child’s wagon to act as a plat-

form for this Lilliputian world. In both of Adams’s vignettes human 

leisure and work are juxtaposed with the extractions of industry

and the fluvial operations of nature.

Geoffrey James, the Toronto-based photographer, creates

images that examine the history of landscape to depict how, as a

culture, we impact on our environment (from the asbestos mines

of Québec to the border fence between California and Mexico). His

photographs presuppose an intimate knowledge and interaction

with his habitat. James preserves something of the topographical

tradition in his panoramic images. The Terrace Bridge, Prospect Park,

Brooklyn, 1990; The East Meadow, Central Park, 1991; The Muddy

River, Boston, 1991; and Prospect Park, Above the Long Meadow,

1991 are from a series based on the urban landscape designs of the

19th century American landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted.

Although they salvage the idea of a cultivated nature, the trees,

water features, and general landscaping are orchestrated to pro-

duce a picturesque and romanticized version of nature.

West Coast habitat

The work of Rodney Graham, Scott McFarland and Roy Arden, all

Vancouver-based artists, examines and re-envisions our relation-

ship to environment and the city with special emphasis on the West

Coast habitat.

Rodney Graham’s Untitled (Oak Trees, Red Bluff), 1993–1994,

is typical of his early work and his interest in the indelible, monu-

mental presence of trees. Extensive travels in search of mature

specimens led him to photograph red cedars in Stanley Park and

oak trees in France and England. Most curious, but distinctive,

about Graham’s series of trees is the upside down orientation of

the image. This can be attributed to his interest in early photography

and the camera obscura, an invention utilizing the pinhole and its

mirroring capability to project an inverted image onto paper or the

surface of a wall. Graham first reproduced the concept in 1979, when

a shed-sized camera obscura constructed to his specifications was

installed in the countryside near Abbotsford, B.C. With a sense of

renewed discovery, Graham connected the gallery experience with

early photography and the archival practices of natural science.

Scott McFarland’s large-format photograph Orchard View, Late

Spring: Vitis viniferia, Wisteria, 2004, is one of a series of works that 
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comprise a sustained investigation of the garden. Ostensibly he

examines the hermeneutics of the garden, its cultural history, and

how — within the social fabric of present-day Vancouver — the

garden mirrors the social hierarchy and privilege of property. The

surface detail and panoramic scope of his photographs allude

to the stunning spectacle of the image but, in practice, it is their

documentary verisimilitude that facilitates their impact. Here, our

field of vision is filled with the abundance of spring — our senses

piqued by the blooms and fragrance of the orchard trees, the distant

North shore shrouded in cloud, or by the Wisteria that acts as a bar-

rier above a gateway into a tennis court. Although this speaks of

social position and sense of place, the shed and the unkempt form

of the garden signify the appearance of general neglect. Although

the remnants of cultivation are here, the forces of nature are re-

claiming the hillside habitat.

Contrasting the works by Graham and McFarland are Roy

Arden’s Pulp Mill Dump (#1), Nanaimo, B.C. and Pulp Mill Dump (#2),

Nanaimo, B.C., both of 1992. They are uncompromising and straight

forward in their recording of the pulp mill and its waste operation.

Although it is Arden’s goal to present the dump as objectively and

dispassionately as possible, the viewer cannot help but react when

confronted by this behemoth of bulldozed debris. Do we construe 

a statement here about the ecological impact that forestry has had

on the environment, or is Arden content to remain neutral and let

the photograph speak for itself? The fresh tips of ash, wood chips,

and eviscerated or scaled logs draw him, reframing his image a

second time by moving to his right. Ultimately, we are reminded

that this is the end process of an elaborate industrial operation

initiated by the felling of trees. The third of Arden’s works, a trip-

tych of C-prints titled Bedroom in Copse, Vancouver, B.C., 1999,

represents an improvised habitat in which a mattress, foam pad,

sleeping bag and articles of clothing are strewn about a secluded

wooded site. The narrative of this work is contingent on our inter-

pretation of the provisional or alien aspects of the scene: who is

seeking refuge here and what protection does this thicket provide?

Although the three panels facilitate different viewpoints, the ques-

tion of what is represented remains enigmatic. Evidence points

to the fact that someone has slept here and, although we cannot

know the person’s identity or circumstances, the camera produces

a work framed by socially weighted questions.

Suburban ecology

Susan Dobson, lately of Oakville, has chronicled the suburban

construction sites of Oakville and its environs. The five works from 

Above: Roy Arden, Bedroom in Copse, Vancouver, B.C. (#1) (detail), 1999, colour Cibachrome print, 
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her Home Invasion Series, Lot 62; Lots 23–24; Lots 46–73; Lot 15 and

Lots 16–20, are a vivid and eloquent response to the suburban ter-

rain. Construction machinery, the exposed pressboard houses under

construction, the phalanx of suburban streets, the de-featured

spaces excavated and cleared of vegetation, and the moribund

piles of earth (or snow) capture the distinct ecology of the suburban

habitat. Dobson seeks to identify the keynotes of this environment

by revealing the æsthetics associated with new spaces, fenced

lots, and regimented homes in close proximity to one another. How-

ever, (with the exception of Lots 23–24 in which the hoarding of the

foreground houses under construction frames a distant view), these

examples relegate the built subdivision to the far distance, leaving 

the artist’s presence and the camera’s relationship to foreground

elements in dynamic play.

The West Coast artist Jeremy Borsos was invited in 2003 to pro-

duce a series of photographs of Oakville. Sourcing street addresses

from old letters or postcards, in some cases a generation or two

removed, he photographed the corresponding locale as he found it.

In his final presentation he juxtaposes his image with a reproduc-

tion of the envelope or postcard. Borsos underscores the fact that

families relocate, homes are upgraded, and properties sold or rede-

veloped. Oakville provides the example of a prosperous community

in which the process of development is ongoing and trends driven

by upward mobility, economic growth, and demographic need.

Above: Susan Dobson, Home Invasion Series, Lots 46–73 (top); Lot 62 (centre); Lots 16–20 (bottom), 1999, 

Cibachrome prints, collection of Oakville Galleries.
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Recycled landscape

Robin Collyer, based in Toronto, has long been associated with the

conceptual or semantic questions that have guided art since the

1970s. His early interest in the inherent meaning of found relation-

ships between sculptural objects continued in his photographs

that juxtaposed image and text. His engagement with the environ-

ment resulted in photographic images that depicted a growing sen-

sitivity to a changing urban ecology and a stressed natural habitat.

Christianburg, 1994, a colour photograph, illustrates a landscape

from this West Virginia town. On first viewing, it may appear decep-

tive, for Collyer exploits our expectations regarding landscape

subjects; in other words, the foreground trees and the lush set-

ting alert us to the picturesque qualities of the image. On closer

inspection, we realize this placid scene is actually a graveyard for

cars. The wrecks appear “naturalized” and seemingly re-absorbed

by the rural habitat. This speaks ostensibly to nature’s ability to

forgive our excesses while continuing to absorb the by-products

of our consumption.

Edward Burtynsky, who resides in Toronto, has been drawn to

the industrialized sites of North America where operations such

as open pit mining produce their own degraded habitat: railways

their embanked tracks, cuttings, and tunnels; smelting or refin-

ing operations their tailings. Burtynsky is also drawn to the ethi-

cal question of how much our material consumption continues to

impact upon our environment. This cannot be more persuasively

demonstrated than in his C-type photographs of the Oxford tire pile

in Westley, California, one of the world’s largest recycling dumps.

Oxford Tire Pile #4, Oxford Tire Pile #5 and Oxford Tire Pile #8 are

unreal images that risk transforming the unpalatable reality into

something sublime. They give credence to the idea that one of the

concomitant perils of our increasing consumption is the mounting

waste we produce, and the parallel industries that have emerged

to recycle it.

Mediated experience of nature

The two examples by Euan MacDonald and Stan Denniston are

time-based works that provide insight into how other technologies,

such as digital video, allow for equivalent real-time experiences

or more elaborately constructed narratives consistent with the

practices of filmmaking.

Euan MacDonald’s video, Interval, 1997, is shot, hand-held,

from the stationary vantage of a second-storey hotel room in Los

Angeles. The camera frames the highway below and records the

lateral movement of traffic over a 2:23-minute duration. It is provoca-

tive in that it asks us to rise above the banality of the scene by

asking what there is of importance to discover in the mundane.

The ebb and flow of traffic is punctuated by intervals (hence its

title) in which vehicles drive by, slow or vanish from the frame (one

assumes in response to a traffic light). It is during those intervals

that we become more acutely aware of the shadows cast by two

palm trees across the surface of the road.

Similarly, we are habituated to the internal logic of Toronto

media artist Stan Denniston’s digital video Still #30 (Rattler), 2003–

05. A stationary camera trains onto a flat rock surface filming the

projected shadow of the artist and the outline of the ridge on which 

he stands. Caught in suspension, we view this as a large canvas

across which the sun etches the sharp lines of its shadow play.

There is minimal movement over the course of its 2-minute loop

save for the opening gesture of the artist whose hand drops from

above. We wait for other gestures but none manifest themselves.

Subconsciously, however, we remain open to the stimuli provided

by the sound track in which the reverberations of nature — the call

of a bird and the more pronounced warning of a rattlesnake’s rat-

tler — alert us to the sensorium of the desert ecology.

Ecology of fear

The underlying anxiety of our time is brought into vivid relief by

Susanna Heller’s monumental painting Ghost Tower, 2003. A poignant

statement and reminder of how art still plays an important medi-

ating role at times of crisis, this is one of a series of works she

produced on the theme of 9-11. Her original fascination for the Man-

hattan skyline began in the late 1990s, when she spent a 15-month

residency in a studio on the 91st floor of the World Trade Center.

Heller, who lives in Brooklyn, reacted personally and viscerally to

the shocking aftermath of 9-11. Her ærial perspectives of the city

gave way to a series of agonized images in which she traced the

horrific action of the collapsing towers. Heller’s vivid gestural

expressionism gives vent to raw emotion and her quick agitated

strokes pay witness to a personal catharsis. The besieged city is

resurrected through the artist’s eye but, as this painting forcefully

demonstrates, it is our attachment to the mythical presence of our

architecture and the sanctity of our habitat, be it urban or natural,

which compels our spirited defense.

Conclusion

Insightful and thought provoking as many of these works are, they

remind us of art’s continuing dialogue and our desire to see our-

selves in relation to the consumerist culture or the natural world.

Within the confines of our respective habitats — linked by trans-

portation and communications networks, highways, public spaces,

non-spaces, commercial zones, service industries — are the im-

pulses that give rise to our individuality. Whether observing the

rituals of daily life, the dynamics of our built or suburban environ-

ment, or the dialectics of nature, these works function as creative

responses to our habitat and provide alternative mappings of a

world in flux and transition.

— Derek J.J. Knight, Guest Curator
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