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A collision can be many things. In collage itÇs the overlay and the

edges, the abutment that either creates or disassembles meaning. In a

rapid succession of Ʃlm edits the collision of images interrupts and

then creates narrative. Think of Canadian Ʃlmmaker Arthur LipsettÇs

brilliant short Ʃlm VeSZ NJce, VeSZ NJce, ĲĹĶĲ, or Guy MaddinÇs

Èfeature lengthÉ movie TIe HeaSU Pf UIe WPSMd, ĳİİİ, complete in six

minutes. Look at CaravaggioÇs painting TSJVNQI Pf EaSMZ LPWe, ĲĶİĲ-

İĳ, where CupidÇs wing brushes his own thigh and the collision of

feather and skin generates a charged auto-eroticism. ItÇs what art

historian Dickran Tashjian refers to in Joseph CornellÇs boxes

(BPaUMPad Pf MadNeO, Thames and Hudson, ĲĹĹĵ), writing that itÇs

the Èelement of anxiety, generated by initially benign images in

mysterious juxtaposition,É and itÇs the accidental encounterÅmore

preciselyÅa collision at a railway crossing between a moving freight

train and a ƪatbed truck. ĲĹĵĵ.

Geoƨrey Farmer told BPSdeS CSPTTJOHT, in the interview which follows,

that the true nature of how he thinks is associative. Looking at his

work, reading what has been written about it, and in his own texts

and discussions, it seems that in every case, for Farmer the piece lies

in the process of its own making. An orchestral parallel comes to



mind. The music begins, all the instruments are brought in by the

artistÇs conducting hand, all moving together to produce a single

composite sound. Then nothing, a caesura, what Farmer calls Èa

collapse and a great silence appears that feels expansive and electric.É

Vanessa Desclaux, in her essay ÈTo fabulate is to fabricate giants,É for

the publication accompanying Geoƨrey FarmerÇs exhibition at Witte

de With in Rotterdam in ĳİİĸ, identiƩed FarmerÇs interest in the

double, the void and inƩnity, in his seeing historyÇs sweep as one of

continual emptying and Ʃlling. ItÇs entirely consistent with his

diaristic reading of scale as time rather than volume, almost tide-like

in its rhythmic presenceÅcontinuous but shifting, empty, full and

moving. The void is there not as loss or absence but generative, as it

is for David Altmejd, who represented Canada in Venice in ĳİİķ and

constructed a work to inhabit the Canadian Pavilion. For Altmejd the

void is a state of limitless potentialÅan expansive place from which

to begin. An early sculpture of his beloved sister, Sarah, shows a full

and lustrous head of auburn hair pulled back in a tail and bound with

a turquoise elastic. Turn the sculpture around and the face is absent

Åa black void surrounded by an encrustation of crystals and jewels.

Not an absence but a richness of possibilities.



Geoƨrey FarmerÇs sister recently sent him two black and white

photographs he hadnÇt previously seen. One showed a train having

collided with a lumber truck. ThereÇs a strange unreality to the

photo; the freight train, a little blurred, appears to still be moving.

The door on the passenger side of the truck is open and the truck is

angled in the ditch along the track. The heavy, cruciform sign

ÈRailway CrossingÉ has been tossed diagonally across the top of the

cab intersecting the open door. Lumber is scattered on the road and

in the ditch. The truck appears small under the weight of the

designating sign, almost model-like in scale, and very still. Geoƨrey

FarmerÇs grandfather was apparently uninjured by the crash,

although his chest had hit the steering wheel with force. He died a

few months after and the photographsÅthe second taken without

the train in the background, and a boy standing near the hood of the

truckÅwere never published. His death obliged GeoƨreyÇs father, a

young man at the time, to assume responsibility for the family. The

incident was never discussed. The silence was a void which Farmer

said was a profound form in his life.



In FarmerÇs works there is always a structuring device bringing order

where stasis and Ʃnal resolution is never a sought-after condition. In

LeaWeT Pf GSaTT, ĳİĲĳ, there was the long, long table, and the

chronology; in BPOeZaSd, ĳİĲĴ, it was the large circular plinth, and

time; with TIe SVSHePO aOd UIe PIPUPHSaQIeS, ĳİİĹ, the puppets are

diaristic in the sense that all of them, ĴĶĵ, represent a diurnal

measure of time. The texts or annotations that accompany the work

add supporting, accretive structure, more rhizomatic than linear.

The piece that Farmer is creating for the Canadian Pavilion is

autobiographic. This is a signiƩcant shift for the artist, who intends it

to move beyond the personal in its apprehension. He says



organizational frameworks are necessary to Èstructure the

kaleidoscopic nature of my thoughts,É and if you think of a

kaleidoscope, it is not a complete object in itself but instead,

fragments and parts reƪecting possibilities, elusive symmetries and

patternsÅthen FarmerÇs need for an organizing structure is clear.

When he talked with BPSdeS CSPTTJOHT he said a possible title for the

Venice installation was ÈA way out of the mirror,É a line from a poem

by Allen Ginsberg, a poet whose work was shaping and critical for

Farmer as a young man in the ÇĹİs. If the kaleidoscopic, mirrored,

bright and endlessly shifting panoply of images is a quick parallel

Farmer sometimes draws as a reƪection of the nature of his mind,

then Èa way out of the mirror,É to connect more broadly from the

personal, as he said he intends to do with this Ʃrst autobiographical

work, is an apt title. The date of its writing corresponds to the time

of the Canadian PavilionÇs construction, which in turn shares

commonality with his grandfatherÇs accident and death and the

subsequent and signiƩcant change in the direction his fatherÇs life

was obliged to take. Farmer connects these events to CanadaÇs

beginning to develop its own cultural identity and here incorporating

Indigenous iconography and history into its own developmental

myth-making. He links ItalyÇs intention to make post-war

reparations in building the Canadian Pavilion, which itself was

constructed on the rubble of a neighbourhood ordered torn down by

Napoleon during his Italian campaign, to his own act of personal

archaeology, digging down through the past to discover his present.

From excavating and illuminating his past will come reconciliation;

the void or absence of knowledge and understanding had created a

rift with his father, and he sees a kinship between his paternal

relationship and CanadaÇs implementing its process with Canadian

Indigenous peoples. He speaks about trauma, his own, and the

searing national condition. Always seeking the organizing structure



Åthe frame around which the work is built, or the support that lifts

it into the coherence he wants, or the critical central column or stalk

around which it ringsÅGeoƨrey Farmer has identiƩed the black and

white press photograph as the generative anchor for this new Venice

work.

A collision of two large moving

machinesÅtrain and truck, a collision

by way of FarmerÇs working technique,

a collision between his individual

history and his desire to have it reach

others. ÈIf I were going to come up

with a story of how I became an artist, I

would say it is in this collision and the

death of my grandfather. ItÇs my origin

story as an artist.É

TIJT JOUeSWJeX XaT cPOdVcUed bZ QIPOe JO UXP QaSUT: UIe ƩSTU UP UIe

aSUJTUÇT VaOcPVWeS TUVdJP PO JaOVaSZ Ĺ, ĳİĲķ, aOd UIe TecPOd UP BaOƨ PO

JaOVaSZ ĳĲ, ĳİĲķ.

BPSdeS CSPTTJOHT: IÇm interested in the combination of a research-

based practice and your own intuitive sense about where that

research leads. I assume those two things are complementary

processes in the making of your work.

GePƨSeZ FaSNeS: Yes, I think it might work the same way in science

or in any situation where you have hunches and youÇre

experimenting and exploring ideas. An idea is in the process of

emerging, so there is a lot that you donÇt really know. You have

already hooked the idea, but youÇre still in the process of reeling it in.

David Lynch often uses this metaphor. Your intuition leads you to



explore even in the presence of uncertainty. In my case dismantling

or cutting something up has been where the work and my

understanding of the work emerges. The cutting up unhinges things,

it introduces the idea of mutability. You can transform it and move it

around and shift it and juxtapose it in ways that you couldnÇt if it

were still a cohesive whole. It breaks into parts in a way that I

imagine as an alphabet that I can then rearrange and create new

sentences.

**So the dismantling of the preconceived alphabet allows you

essentially to create your own language. If it is a deconstructive

process, it is also inevitably for you a reconstructive one as well? **

The reconstruction is important

because, for example, in a piece like

LeaWeT Pf GSaTT I was destroying the

frame of the photographer, cutting

apart everything the photographer had

constructed. Like dismantling a watch

with Ʃnely tuned springs. Even though

it allowed me to understand what the

photographer had constructed,

something was lost, something needed

to be returned. This was enacted in the

painstaking labour of gluing the images

onto dried grass stalks and then

organizing them in chronological

order, reuniting them as a whole. And

this organization was also spontaneous

and creative. So the reconstruction is

important: it allows the viewer to

experience something that already existed but in a diƨerent way, just



simply because you didnÇt have to take the magazines out of the box

and ƪip through them. We had performed that labour in the studio.

There was an excitement I felt from within the magazine for the

Ʃgures to interact in new ways, to wander oƨ their page and onto

another.

IO WhitmanÇs Leaves of Grass POe PG UIe HSeaU MJOeT JT UIaU ÈI cPOUaJO
NVMUJUVdeT.É IU TUSJLeT Ne UIaU ZPVS RVeTU GPS NeaOJOH JT
WIJUNaOeTRVe. He NJYeT a NeaTVSed cPTNPMPHZ XJUI UIe NJOVUJae
PG ÈbeeUMeT SPMMJOH baMMT PG dVOH.É I HeU a TeOTe ZPVÇSe aGUeS UIe TaNe
SaOHe.

The impulse for me was one that I only recognized over time: it was

to have a multitude, an encyclopedic number of things with which to

play around, to juxtapose, to arrange, to order or to disorder. That

impulse has been to present what could be a cosmology. Also, I

believe it is a way that I deal with some anxieties I have about the of

scale of things, in a cosmological sense. It allows me not to have

anxiety about making choices. How can you be anxious about

making one out of a multitude of choices? If I spread them out it

seems easier to make a choice or even to forget that I am making

choices at all. But more importantly it is a way for me to express the

absolute awe that I have for the complexity and diversity of our

experience.

RaUIeS UIaO beJOH a cPNGPSU, IaWJOH TP NaOZ QPTTJbJMJUJeT JT a
TJUVaUJPO UIaU cPVMd becPNe a TPVSce PG aOYJeUZ PS UeSSPS.

The terror for me is to have to make one choice. If someone says to

me, ÈWhat is your favourite movie?É I canÇt say. For me it is always

shifting and changing. I think that also happens with the work. Each

exhibition gets reconƩgured, again and again, and that disperses the



anxiety I feel in making a deƩnitive statement. The work does have a

framework though: LeaWeT Pf GSaTT has the table and a chronology as

a structuring device.

IO UIe caTe PG BoneZard, UIe MJNJUaUJPO JT UIe bPPLT ZPV VTe UP USace
UIe IJTUPSZ PG TcVMQUVSe GSPN Ĳİ AD UP UIe ĲĹĶİT. TIe GSaNeXPSL JT
UeNQPSaM aOd JO POe XaZ UIe GSaNJOH deWJce JT UIe RVeTUJPO PG
TcVMQUVSaM SeQSeTeOUaUJPO. IT UIaU a XaZ PG aWPJdJOH cIaPT?

Yes, the framing creates the tensions within the work and in those

two pieces, LeaWeT Pf GSaTT and BPOeZaSd, it allows the viewer to see

the entirety as a form in itself. In BPOeZaSd the circular plinth is

important in creating a structuring device, and there are parameters

that load the piece with energy in the same way that a photographer,

in a traditional sense, might use the frame as a dynamic form to

create tensions within the image.

YPV IaWe VTed WeSZ dJƨeSeOU TUSaUeHJeT PG QSeTeOUaUJPO JO ZPVS
XPSL; The Last TXo Million Years SeadT WeSZ dJƨeSeOUMZ UIaO
BoneZard PS Leaves of Grass. OOe TeeNT MJLe dJTQMaZ; UIe PUIeS NPSe
MJLe TPcJaM cPOHSeHaUJPO. DPeT eacI QJece HeOeSaUe JUT PXO GPSN?

Yes, LeaWeT Pf GSaTT was a gift from Michael Morris and Vincent

Trasov. It was a collection they had, and then BPOeZaSd was sent to

me by Ted Rettig, a sculptor in Toronto who thought I might be

interested in this deaccessioned collection of books from the

university where he was a professor. TIe LaTU TXP MJMMJPO Years was

from a book that I found. The title seemed like a provocation; the

thought that you could contain two million years in a book. It was

really the Ʃrst of this cut-out trilogy and the Ʃrst that was

reconƩgurable. In that sense it is spontaneous and intuitive, but at

the same time itÇs a personal history lesson as I learn about the



individual Ʃgures and their place in history. The Ʃgures themselves

have some say about where they might go; they might be walking, or

in a boat, or objects and images from history might determine their

place. If theyÇre smaller they could come forward on the plinth, or if

theyÇre larger I could recess them. I order them in ways that are both

logical and illogical. Some Ʃgures work better in a procession; some

look like theyÇre stopping. If they have their hands up I might put

them literally in a place where they stop a procession. Their read

might be literal or historical or poetic.

DP ZPV IaWe ƩMeT UIaU aSe PSHaOJ[ed JO
TVcI a XaZ UIaU JG ZPVÇSe MPPLJOH GPS a
cPXbPZ PS a bPdZ QaSU ZPV caO ƩOd
UIe SeRVJSed JNaHe? WIaU JT UIe
OaUVSe PG ZPVS aScIJWe?

When we were cutting out the Ʃgures

for LeaWeT Pf GSaTT in the studio there

was an organizational system

established in the beginning, but as

soon as chronology came into my

mind, we had to backtrack and

reorganize everything. I created a

system of classiƩcation so that I knew

where the cars were, or the military

vehicles, or Ʃgures and groups of

Ʃgures, advertising, objects,

commodities and so on. That was just a practical way that categorical

systems functioned in order for me to install that work. Everything

had to be organized and ƪat-packed in relationship to where it

existed within the magazine in terms of time. When the Vancouver

Public Library threw out their Ķİ-year-old clipping library, we were



able to save Ĳĵ boxes from being tossed into the recycling. The

librarians had organized it in a way that reminded me of what I was

already doing in the studio, which was creating these categorical

systems on the ƪy. If they needed to be augmented we would just

write that in. You could start out with the broad category of ÈWarÉ

and then you might go to Èanimals at war,É Èwomen in war,É or

Èairships and airplanes.É We were mimicking the way a librarian

might organize things. Whereas a piece like TIe SVSHePO aOd UIe

PIPUPHSaQIeS, which was about a bookstore, had to do with creating

Ʃgures from body parts. So that work would have Ʃles with headings

like lips, eyes, jewellery, plants, big hands, small hands, objects, ƪora,

fauna, birds and things like that. Cutting the images out of the

magazine created a kind of chaos, but you can also see some kind of

thoughtful order and meaning-making going on. That was the case

with LeaWeT Pf GSaTT. It was really important that you see it as an

explosion of images and then you understand youÇre seeing a

chronology that actually took a lot of labour to order and to

maintain. So itÇs not just pure chaos.

YPVS JOdJWJdVaM cPMMaHe ƩHVSeT, MJLe UIe HSPVQ UIaU UVSOT VQ JO The
Surgeon and the Photographer, aSe cMeaSMZ caSeGVMMZ Nade. YPV QVU
UIaU NVcI UJNe aOd eƨPSU JOUP a TJOHMe ƩHVSe aOd UIeO ZPV QMace JU
JO a cPOHSeHaUJPO PG ƩHVSeT. WIaU dPeT UIaU dP UP UIe QeSceQUJPO PG
UIe TJOHMe ƩHVSe?

I think it is the nature of how we experience our lives. I donÇt know if

youÇve had the experience of going to the airport for an early

morning ƪight: you wake up in your house and you pack your

belongings and there is an intensity to the singularity of that

narrative. But when you get to the airport everyone is coming

together and your narrative is obliterated by the nature of being

processed in this social form. It can be shocking and you see a lot of



anxiety as people go through this experience. Similarly, in my work

all the labour and the speciƩcity disappear and itÇs not important

anymore. ThatÇs why it is important for me to have these labelling

systems or text associated with what IÇm exhibiting, like in TIe LaTU

TXP MJMMJPO YeaST or TIe SVSHePO aOd UIe PIPUPHSaQIeS. ItÇs not about

the preciousness of the cutout or the form, but something else is

being conveyed.

IO The Metal Will Stand Tall GSPN ĳİĲĲ, ZPV add UIe QaSeOUIeUJcaM
UJUMe, Èa TJOHMe JNaHe JT OPU a TQMeOdPS.É IU PccVST UP Ne UIe UJUMe JT
OPU QaSUJcVMaS UP UIaU QJece, bVU addSeTTeT a MaSHeS VOdeSTUaOdJOH
abPVU IPX ZPV WJeX ZPVS XPSL.

It is always a battle for me. When I was working on LeaWeT Pf GSaTT I

wanted to focus on an historical moment, letÇs say like the

assassination of Martin Luther King or Robert Kennedy. I thought I

could somehow make these focal points, but there was so much

happening at that time and there were so many other cutouts that

the speciƩcity of those events was obliterated. ThatÇs not to say that I

donÇt think speciƩcity is important and that everything becomes a

wash of generality. What I do with the text is to have places where I

can say something from my perspective about that speciƩcity.



TIeSe JT a TecUJPO JO Leaves of Grass XIeSe a OVNbeS PG caNeSaT
aQQeaS. IU TeeNT MJLe a NeUa-TecUJPO, XIeSe ZPVÇSe dSaXJOH PVS
aUUeOUJPO UP UIe XaZT JO XIJcI UIe JNaHeT aSe ƩSTU HeOeSaUed.

That was happening in the ĲĹĸİs when digital cameras were starting

to emerge and there were more and more ads in the magazines for

video cameras and new technologies. By focusing them at the end, I

was foreshadowing the death of the magazine as we were entering

the digital realm. I also wanted to express a kind of cannibalism. It

was the period when there were images of Princess Diana or Marilyn

Monroe, images of war, and placing them with Suzanne SontagÇs

warning about the medium in _On Photography _allowed me to say

something about the power of photography and the eƨect images

have on our lives.



YPVS JOUeSeTU JO UaLJOH UIe JNaHe aQaSU aOd QVUUJOH TPNeUIJOH eMTe
UPHeUIeS aHaJO JT eTTeOUJaMMZ a deTcSJQUJPO PG IPX cPMMaHe GVOcUJPOT.
AT ZPV LOPX, cPMMaHe IaT a MPOH USadJUJPO aOd QaSUJcVMaSMZ JO UIe
ĳİUI ceOUVSZÅIÇN UIJOLJOH PG JPIO HeaSUƩeMd aOd HaOOaI H³cI,
aOd NPWJOH UISPVHI UP aO aSUJTU MJLe WaOHecIJ MVUV. TIe ƩSTU UXP
VTe cPMMaHe JO a dJTUJOcUMZ QPMJUJcaM XaZ aOd MVUV GPcVTeT PO UIe
SeQSeTeOUaUJPO PG UIe bMacL bPdZ. DP ZPV UIJOL ZPVS cPMMaHe
PQeSaUeT XJUIJO a QaSUJcVMaS GSaNe PG SeGeSeOce HPWeSOed bZ
IJTUPSJcaM UJNe?

In the beginning I didnÇt know what I was doing because I was just

cutting the works out and treating them as objects in three-

dimensional space. Because you can see the Ʃgures amongst other

Ʃgures it creates the sense of collage. But I felt that I wasnÇt really

doing collage work and even though I would love my work to refer to

those histories, it had more to do with exploding the technology of

printed matter and photography. I think from the beginning

magazines were made to be cut up, so that individuals could use

them to make their own meaning or create their own wall of desire. I

was just continuing in that tradition. When I think back, it has less to

do with the individual page than with a collective project that is

attempting to depict something un-depictable. TIe LaTU TXP MJMMJPO

YeaST as the title for a book seemed absurd to me. Calling a magazine

LJfe was in itself a kind of conjectural work. I was interested in

investigating that. To depict the world was something I wanted to

explore and that was how the work emerged. I wasnÇt necessarily

thinking in a political sense, even though I know the particular

politics of the owner of LJfe and that the life being depicted was life

in the United States. I wasnÇt interested in simplifying things, but in

keeping that complexity inherent within the work.



AMM ZPVS XPSLT beHJO XJUI aO Jdea; ZPV IaWe a cPOceQUVaM
GSaNeXPSL aOd UIeO ZPV ƩOd a XaZ UP bVJMd aO PbKecU aSPVOd UIaU
Jdea.

There needs to be some framework and some structure for the work.

For example, labour has played an important role and that labour

becomes a kind of rigour. IO LeaWeT Pf GSaTT you could mindlessly cut

out all these images, but my interest was in selecting the ones that I

cut out, keeping them in chronological order, and then arranging

them within that chronological order. That work was like doing

research for a thesis on the image and the magazine and history seen

through the magazineÇs eyes.

TIe JOWeTUNeOU PG UJNe aOd eOeSHZ ZPV Nade cPVMd aMTP be TeeO aT
NadOeTT. TIe PUIeS TJde TeeNT UP be eYUSaPSdJOaSJMZ cPNQVMTJWe.

I see it as a reƪection of modernity, of the compulsiveness of our lives

and the compulsive continuation of factories and material things. We

desire the books, the knowledge and the systems that are developing.

So there is a compulsiveness to it. A friend of mine in Milan called

me a visionary artist once, and it really shocked me. I was initially

insulted but it stuck with me and I think there is some truth there. I

am so much drawn to conceptual types of work, to the intellection of

things, but when I think of LeaWeT Pf GSaTT for DPcVNeOUa it really is

like a work for a worldÇs fair, where people could be eating popcorn

and then looking at the work. Like New York city made out of

toothpicks. It functioned as a spectacle. But there needs to be a

rigour about how the structuring device functions, it has to create a

form and a certain level of order so that itÇs not completely

overwhelming. Some kind of engine has to be operating. IÇm making

work for a context. But I think it is also a reƪection of who I am. Each

artist brings something diƨerent and this is what I bring. To do



anything other than that doesnÇt feel right. I can always feel it when

IÇm doing something that is not really authentic.

Sound has continued to play a role in your work. In LeUÇT MaLe UIe

WaUeS TVSO BMacL you go to the life and art of Frank Zappa. What was

it that made you build a piece around him?

I found a record of his and became intrigued with the title, and then I

started to listen to his music, which I found quite diƫcult. But

listening to his compositions fascinated me more and more. I was

intrigued by his tendencies to want everything in one song, with the

encyclopedic way he was working and with the kind of mash-ups

that were occurring within his music. Listening to his music and

Ʃnding pleasure in it opened up a world for me. I felt like there was a

kind of rewiring of my brain. Music is revolutionary because it can

rewire the way youÇre experiencing things and in discovering

pleasure it can have a radical eƨect.

IO The Surgeon and the Photographer
UXP PG UIe WJTVaM USPQeT UIaU cPNe VQ
cPOTJTUeOUMZ aSe UIe eZe aOd UIe IaOd.
WaT UIaU aOPUIeS eYaNQMe PG XIaU
ZPV GPVOd JO UIe aScIJWe?

That piece came out of the experience

of holding a book in the bookstore. I

started to think that the images in the

book had some relationship to the

hand because thatÇs how you hold a

book. So I took a book apart and

started cutting out the images and

putting them on a form that was about



the size of a hand. To my surprise,

these characters began to appear out of

the books and looked back at me. The

piece became about creating Ʃgures

and personalities with the capacity to

look back.

TIe QJece QSPdVceT a WeSZ TUSPOH TeOTe PG eOHaHeNeOU. TIeZ aSe
TNaMM ƩHVSeT bVU UIeZ IaWe aO eƨecU dSaNaUJcaMMZ abPWe UIeJS TcaMe.

IÇve been playing around with the way that work has been exhibited. I

showed it recently in Boston at the ICA and created a shelving system

so that I didnÇt have to exhibit all of them at once. They go back on a

shelf as books, and I liked this return to the shelf, which somehow

stabilized the chaotic nature of the work.

SP eWeSZ UJNe ZPV SeJOTUaMM POe PG ZPVS XPSLT JU becPNeT a OeX
QJece?

ItÇs a way of learning and developing. I learned a lot from my

Vancouver Art Gallery survey. I came back to the show a couple of

days before it closed, and it felt so full of work that it was oppressive.

So the next time I had an exhibition, I worked on creating more

space for the viewer by holding back. This is how the shelving came

about for TIe SVSHePO aOd TIe PIPUPHSaQIeS. I needed to create an

ordering that could justify my including only a few of the pieces. It

worked better. If you present everything at once it can be completely

overwhelming and fatiguing. ItÇs important to consider this.

IÇN JOUeSeTUed JO IPX ZPV SeHaSd UIe aOOPUaUJPOT UIaU accPNQaOZ
UIe JOdJWJdVaM QVQQeUT. TIeZ aSe bPUI GaTcJOaUJOH aOd QeSQMeYJOH.
IO The Surgeon and the Photographer TPNe PG UIeN aSe deTcSJQUJWe,



aOd I HeU UIe cPOOecUJPO beUXeeO UIe JNaHe aOd UIe MaOHVaHe UIaU
HPeT XJUI JU. BVU UIeSe aSe caTeT UIaU IaWe a XIPMe TUPSZ. TIeSe JT
POe abPVU a cIaSacUeS OPU XaOUJOH UP MeaWe a QMace becaVTe IJT
IeaSU XJMM bSeaL; JU eOdT XJUI UIe decMaSaUJPO UIaU ÈI XaOU NPSe
UIaO eWeS UP becPNe a HPPd QaJOUeS.É IU TeeNT UP be NPSe dJSecUMZ
abPVU ZPV.

For me the annotations are really the work. ItÇs as if I make the

sculptures as an excuse to make the annotations. The annotations

structure the work in a way that gives it some tension. I want them

to be inconsistent in the way that the voice functions. It jumps

around, just as the images do. I can say a lot of things because it has a

multitude of voices, and a lot of the texts are collaged from diƨerent

sources. Then I alter them. It is like titling, which is something I

really enjoy. It can be contradictory, and it gives a Ʃgure or the forms

something to play oƨ of. In that sense, it is almost musical and allows

me to express myself in ways that can be both humorous and quite

poignant. To me it has to do with cinema, especially with TIe SVSHePO

aOd UIe PIPUPHSaQIeS, which I see as a kind of Ʃlm, or a multitude of

Ʃlms. In that work it was like I was scriptwriting for diƨerent

characters.

I UIJOL PG a QJece, UIe OaNe PG XIJcI beHJOT, ÈTIJT JT XIeSe UIe
QMaUe HPeTÌ,É aOd XIaU GPMMPXT JT a TeSJeT PG cPOOecUJPOT UIaU TeeNT
UP be OPWeMJTUJc. TIeZ SeNJOd Ne PG RaZNPOd RPVTTeM. TIe
cPOOecUJPOT ZPV NaLe aSe OPU TVSSeaM, bVU UIeZÇSe OPU MPHJcaM
eJUIeS. YPV TeeN UP be NaLJOH TPNe PUIeS LJOd PG NeUaQIPSJc PS
QPeUJc cPOOecUJPO.



Absolutely. The way they function in all the works is as another layer

that allows people to spend more time with the Ʃgures and for me to

add another layer of intentionality. It has the potential for viewers to

make their own meaning, in particular with that piece. And it has the

potential for discovery because some of them are poignant, and some

of them are funny and unexpected as well, and it can feel like one of

those exquisite corpses. Two things are meeting, and in that meeting

something happens.

IÇWe HPU UP TaZ UIaU IÇN TVSQSJTed bZ UIe GacU UIaU UIe JNaHe JT Nade
UP HeOeSaUe UIe MaOHVaHe. CPVMd UIe aOOPUaUJPOT TUaOd aMPOe?

I made it so that you could take the book away and the book could

exist, but always in relationship to the Ʃgures. It is important for

people to know that the work is not about the preciousness of the

Ʃgure. I donÇt want it to be about that, even though thatÇs part of the



work. I think the work needed to have contradictions. With the

Ʃgures you may be looking at something that appears to be quite

precious, and then you walk around it and it turns into something

else. To be honest, the most enjoyable part of that particular work

was the writing of the annotations.

TIeSe JT a TecUJPO JO Leaves of Grass XIeSe WIJUNaO TaZT, ÈDP I
cPOUSadJcU NZTeMƮ? WeMM UIeO, I cPOUSadJcU NZTeMG.É I UIPVHIU PG JU
XIeO I caNe acSPTT UXP PG ZPVS UJUMeT; POe IaT a ƩHVSe JOTUSVcUJOH
UIe WJeXeS UP ÈMPPL aU NZ Gace TP ZPV LOPX XIP I aN,É XIJcI I UPPL
aT TPVOd adWJce, bVU UIeO OPU MPOH aGUeS POe PG UIe OaSSaUJWe UJUMeT
SeQeaUT UIe QISaTe, ÈJG ZPV TUaSe aU JU MPOH eOPVHI, UIJOHT XJMM
cIaOHe.É SP MPPLJOH aU UIe Gace NaZ HJWe ZPV NeaOJOH bVU UIe NPSe
ZPV MPPL aU JU, UIe NPSe JU cIaOHeT. TIe cPOUSadJcUJPO JT bVJMU JOUP
ZPVS QIeOPNeOPMPHZ.

Well, I think weÇre continually contradicting ourselves and as much

as we want to be consistent beings, weÇre not. I wanted to have that

in the work as well. Even though I can frame it in a consistent way by

having a very particular structuring device, I can allow for

contradictions and idiosyncrasies and for the occurrence of

complexity.

TIeSe aSe QSecedeOUT GPS UIe LJOd PG cPOHSeHaUJPO PG JNaHeT ZPVÇWe
Nade. IÇN UIJOLJOH PG AbZ WaSbVSHÇT_ MeNPSZ AUMaT_, WaMUeS
BeOKaNJOÇT Archive aOd AOdS¦ MaMSaVYÇT ImaginarZ Museum.
WaSbVSH PQeSaUeT XJUIJO a TQecJƩc UJNe GSaNe. I TeOTe UIaU Ie
XaOUed UP bSeaL GSee PG a cPOWeOUJPOaM OaSSaUJWe UIaU MPPLed aU
TcVMQUVSe JO a caVTaM XaZ. DP ZPV XaOU UP GSVTUSaUe UIe OPUJPO PG a
cPOWeOUJPOaM OaSSaUJWe?



Two things are occurring. One is that I do value what people have

thought about and made over time, which has to do with the labour

of thinking, of considering and of writing about history and art. But

at the same time I value the ability to play around with it, treat it in

diƨerent ways, be curious about it, and understand it in my own way

that makes it fresh and alive.

In looking at your work I think of diƨerent artists, Kim Adams and

his BPTcI-BSeVHIeM BVT, Mike Nelson and his ANOeTJac bJLeS HaOH, and

James Ensor and his painting of CISJTUÇT EOUSZ JOUP BSVTTeMT.

I think the work is inherently associative and that is part of what I

want to occur. I have impulses to create certain framing devices and

ways that the viewer comes to encounter the work in the beginning,

and there can be a baroqueness to it. I am attracted to diƨerent kinds

of work but it seems like the work I have been making has this sense

of multitude and the ability to experience that through photography

and the miniaturization of the world. ItÇs actually an experiment and

an investigation. Something happened to me in collecting, working

with, organizing and presenting so many images. I learned something

from that experience. It was an ad hoc history lesson.

YPVS TeOTe PG TcaMe JT JOUSJHVJOH. IO aO eaSMZ XPSL ZPV JOcMVde UIe
GVTeMaHe PG a ķĶķ QMaOe. IT UIaU GeaSMeTTOeTT abPVU TcaMe TPNeUIJOH
UIaU caNe OaUVSaMMZ? WaT JU aO acU PG XJMM NPSe UIaO JNaHJOaUJPO?

No, it just occurred through repetition. I donÇt think of scale; I think

of units. For example, in TIe SVSHePO aOd UIe PIPUPHSaQIeS, I was

producing these small units in my garage; it was a way to cope with

the size of my working space. I could make them at a table and it was

about duration. The scale didnÇt really occur to me until we started to

put them into crates. To me it was more about a number and ĴĶĵ



days seemed like a logical number to me. It was diaristic; a number

relating to life. I thought it might bring the Ʃgures to life. But also I

have learned about numbers by physically handling them. You get a

much better sense of ĳķ thousand when you cut out or arrange that

number. It turns out to be quadruple that amount in handling,

cutting, packing, unpacking and arranging. But this is nothing when

you consider numbers in the world. This is something that I learned

making a work like LeaWeT Pf GSaTT: the catastrophic eƨect of WWII

where between ĵİ to ĸİ million people were killed. Or now, the ĲĲ

million Syrians that have had to ƪee their homes. This is

unimaginable, but we must attempt to comprehend the scale and

scope of it.

IO Leaves of Grass UIeSe XaT a
QSeWaMeOU VTe PG bMacL aOd XIJUe
NJYed XJUI cPMPVS. ASe UIPTe
decJTJPOT Nade JO UIe cPOTUSVcUJPO PG
UIe QJece?

It was what was happening in the

magazines between ĲĹĭĵ and ĲĹĵİ.

Initially, colour was mostly being used

by advertisers, and then there was this

dramatic post-war shift to colour

beyond that. Perhaps I organized it to

be more dramatic. When I was making

the piece and ƪipping through each

magazine, it was like a slow-motion

Ʃlm. The Ʃrst full-colour ads for candy

were shocking. They felt like they were

in ĴD. It was dramatic. I realized during

that experience that these were the



magazines Andy Warhol would have

ƪipped through and would have seen

his rows and rows of CampbellÇs soup

cans, or images that Robert Rauschenberg or Hannah Höch would

have ripped out and used. It was an interesting experience to see how

the magazine changed. Very diƨerent editorial shifts occurred in the

United States. You see the emerging propaganda created by

advertisers: the formation of a mythology, the creation of the

American myth and the Marlboro ManÅand all things that came

after the Second World War.

YPV IaWe aO aOOPUaUJPO XIeSe ZPV TaZ UIaU ÈSeaMJUZ IaT aMXaZT beeO
JOUeSQSeUed UISPVHI UIe SeQPSUT HJWeO bZ JNaHeT.É

This is a quote from an essay Susan Sontag wrote in ĲĹķķ. I recently

read Kaja SilvermanÇs TIe MJSacMe Pf AOaMPHZ: OS TIe HJTUPSZ Pf

PIPUPHSaQI PaSU I and I strongly connected to it after my experience

of handling so many images. I began to think of images as analogy

and not just representation. Both Sontag and Silverman write about

Whitman but in very diƨerent ways, and I value both. But in

SilvermanÇs book, there was an immediate and deep connection to

her idea that images are the worldÇs primary way of revealing itself to

us. But photographic images are not Ʃxed and continue to develop

over time with us.

DPeT UIe VeOJce QSPKecU IaWe a OaNe?

I am thinking of titling it ÈA way out of the mirror,É which is a line

from a poem by Allen Ginsberg. It is from his book KaddJTI AOd OUIeS

PPeNT, ĲĹĵĸÄĲĹĶİ. I wanted to Ʃnd a poem or a line from a poem

written around the time the Canadian Pavilion was built, but also



something that connected to my

experience of making the work,

something that could guide me.

The lines surrounding this are:

History will keep repeating itself

forever like the woman in the image on

the Dutch Cleanser box

A way out of the mirror was found by

the image that realized its existence

was onlyÌ

a stranger completely like myself

A way out for ever! has not been found to enter the ground whence

the images

rise, and repeat themselves

KaddJTI JT a QSaZeS GPS UIe dead, TP dPeT UIaU UJe JOUP UIe XPSL?

Yes. Part of the project came out of a press photograph my sister sent

me that I hadnÇt seen before, of an accident involving my grandfather

in ĲĹĵĵ. It is an image of a train colliding with his lumber truck at the

Flannigan Mill, in Port Mann, BC. It is a pretty dramatic image. What

makes it so compelling is the scattering of all this lumber and the

rail-crossing sign that landed on his truck. It creates a striking

composition that is further constructed by the photographer. We

found another one in which the photographer has placed a small boy

holding an apple among the wreckage, and you can tell in comparing



the images that some boards have been moved to make it a better

picture. Adding a Ʃgure to a news story is an old ploy used by press

photographers. As far as I know, the photographs were never

published because my grandfather didnÇt die immediately. He died a

couple of months afterwards.

AT a SeTVMU PG UIe accJdeOU?

It was never spoken about in my family but my father had suspicions

that his death was associated with the accident. His chest had hit the

steering wheel and it was quite a strong impact. I never met my

grandfather, who was an absent Ʃgure in my life. But I was really

interested in the silence around the accident and his death. I realized

intuitively it was a void that has this form in my life. There was some

kind of familiarity about it that I felt explained a lot about my

fatherÇs behaviour. Traumatic things are passed through generations

and psychological or ideological or emotional structures are handed

down in a way that is maybe not so direct or obvious. Strangely, I

ended up removing my fatherÇs last name and my grandfatherÇs name

from mine at about the same age my father was when his father died.

Now that we have begun to talk about the accident, we realize it was

a traumatic event in my fatherÇs life, and while he never spoke about

it, we experienced it through emotionally violent reactions he would

have. You grow up in a context that you accept as completely normal

but as you get older you begin to realize it has a certain speciƩcity.

My sister sending me this photograph was a way of saying it might be

an explanation for some things within the family. Obviously I was

interested because it existed as a photograph and I have used

photographs in past work, but the ones I used belonged to other

people, or press photographs of other peopleÇs accidents and

traumas. I decided to start with this image that had been held within

my family but that I hadnÇt known about. I thought if I examined and



studied it and tried to understand what this collision and its trauma

meant in my life, I could move from a personal narrative to other

narratives and start to construct the work for Venice. I needed a

central, gravitational force to begin the process of Ʃguring out the

work. I think of the press photograph as a kind of anchor that is

generative, a guide or doorway to connect to my family, to myself

and to the world.

YPV UaMLed eaSMJeS abPVU UIe OeceTTJUZ PG aO PSHaOJ[aUJPOaM
GSaNeXPSL, TP Leaves of Grass Iad UIe UabMe aOd UIe cISPOPMPHZ. IT
UIe QIPUPHSaQI UIe PSHaOJ[JOH GSaNeXPSL GPS UIJT eYIJbJUJPO?

The photograph yes, and also using my life as the chronology around

which to construct the work. The accident happened around the

time the Canadian Pavilion was being constructed in Venice. It was

Ʃrst referred to in ĲĹĵĵ and it opened in July of ĲĹĵĸ. This also

connects to the time period of the Ʃrst reading of HPXM, and KaddJTI.

The Canadian Pavilion was payment for war reparations, which is a

reconciliation; Italy was reconciling with Canada over war. The

pavilion is literally built on rubble of a neighbourhood torn down on

orders from Napoleon, who wanted to build a park. The pavilion sits

on the only hill in Venice. If you dig below ĵİ centimetres you have

to have an archeologist on site because of what you might Ʃnd. I dug

down just to that limit. One of the works is a bronze cast of a hole

which I dug using a shovel from the First World War that we got

from the War Museum that is about Ĵİİ feet from the pavilion. I dug

down through the foundation of the pavilion.

SP ZPVÇSe ZPVS PXO aScIePMPHJTU?

I was digging only to ĵİ centimetres but I learned a lot from digging

that hole. At Ʃrst it was rough digging but the deeper I got, the more



delicate the process became, until Ʃnally I was using a brush and

tweezers. It seemed to mirror the process of following an idea to

make a work.

AOd ZPVS QJece JT bVJMU aSPVOd UIe SVbbMe PG UIe accJdeOU?

Yes, I was thinking about

superimposing these histories because

there is a reconciliation occurring with

my father in talking about the

traumatic event that he had never

spoken about. In this sense I am also

reclaiming my father and grandfatherÇs

place in my life. This is an emotional

process, which is represented through

the ƪowing of water. It made me think

a lot about the nature of history: what

is visible and what isnÇt. But I also

thought about history and emotion,

and the emotional nature of history,

which is a lot harder to comprehend or

discuss. ItÇs the trauma of history. I was

thinking about Canada as a family, about the diƨerent stories that

arenÇt spoken about, and the kinds of reconciliation that are

occurring in diƨerent forms within the country. Reconciliation that

is necessary and can only occur through the expression of emotion

on both parts. So for me it was a way to begin to connect my own

personal investigation of my family with the construction and

history of the pavilion, with its connection to war reparations and

with Canada in the ĲĹĵİs, which was attempting to construct a

unique cultural identity through documents like the Massey Report

from ĲĹĵĲ.



AT XeMM aT cPOTUSVcUJOH a cVMUVSe, becaVTe TIe CaOada CPVOcJM
cPNeT PVU PG UIe MaTTeZ ReQPSU.

Absolutely. Part of the reason the pavilion was built was to extend

this new vision describing a uniquely Canadian art. I also didnÇt want

to disregard the building, which I think has been a strategy that

artists have used in the past; itÇs been referred to as turning the lights

oƨ. Janet and George built a theatre within it to great success; David

Altmejd used mirrors in a fantastic manner to open it up and to

obliterate it in a way; Rebecca BelmoreÇs FPVOUaJO has been

important; as was Rodney Graham using it as a cinema and Steven

ShearerÇs restoration, where he returned the space to the way it was

meant to be used in the ĲĹĵİs. But being me, I wanted to look at the

building and its history; at how it was constructed and what itÇs lying

on, who were its architects and how can I Ʃnd meaning in it for

myself. All these things will become part of the work.

In previous works youÇve had a personal investment in the material

but you have gone to other sources to Ʃnd it. This work in Venice is

quite particular. The Èanchor,É as you call it, for this show is deeply

personal.

ItÇs personal but it is also foreign to me in that I never knew my

grandfather, and because he was never spoken about, thereÇs an

objectivity to the image. But the story explained a lot about my

relationship with my father. There was a lot of misunderstanding

and I feel now that I am able to have empathy for my father and his

experience as a man in the ĲĹĭİs and Çĵİs, growing up in Vancouver

in a lower income working-class family. I can understand the impact

all that had on him. He was only ĳĲ years old when his father died.

My grandfather had a lumber truck and at night his other business

was to collect scraps of wood, out of which he made kindling to sell



in the neighbourhood. My father was involved in that as a child. My

grandfatherÇs death had a major impact on the economy of the

family, so my father took on that role and worked all his life. He was

able to escape his class boundaries by becoming a lawyer, but I think

he would have become an artist if he hadnÇt had to take on the

responsibility for the family. When he retired from being a Crown

prosecutor ĳİ years ago, he started painting. Today he has a studio

and is a painter.





TeMM Ne abPVU IPX UIe pater familias XJMM NJOHMe XJUI UIe cVMUVSaM
IJTUPSZ PG UIe cPVOUSZ.

Central to that investigation is a collision, this idea of two things

coming together. I can make analogies to everything from particle

accelerators to the cultural collisions that occurred in the

construction of Canada. I can also think of colliding in the sense of

collage and montage. To me, opposing images coming together

abruptly is a kind of collision. Arthur Lipsett has been an important

Ʃgure to me in the way that he constructed his Ʃlms in montage. But

collision can also be described as a catÇs whiskers touching grass as

itÇs walking through a Ʃeld, so it can be very elegant and not

necessarily catastrophic.

OUIeS UIaO UIe QIPUPHSaQI, XIaU XJMM be JOcMVded JO UIe
eYIJbJUJPO?

It will be all sculptural work in varying materials. I am working in

cast bronze, aluminum, found material and text. But there are

similarities in the way IÇm cutting from life and what IÇm casting. I

am cutting out moments in my life and superimposing and

juxtaposing them into the pavilion. ItÇs really like a three-

dimensional photograph rendered as sculpture. WeÇre still in process

but I would say that there will be six or seven works. Probably more.

YPV UaMLed abPVU The Surgeon and the Photographer aT beJOH
ÆdJaSJTUJcÇ aOd JU TeeNT aT JG UIe VeOJce QJece XJMM IaWe UIe TaNe
RVaMJUZ.

Yes, it is like I took news from my life. IÇm here in Banƨ working on

the publication, which weÇre now thinking of as a book of images and

a book of texts which are annotations of the images.



This is a way for me to create what is almost a diary as a structuring

device for the images. ThatÇs the way I feel about the photograph of

the collision. It helps me create an ordering structure for the work. I

can look at a piece like HPXM or KaddJTI and understand them

through this idea of a collision and what it meant within my family.

It creates bridges for me to understand someone elseÇs suƨering. It

helps me understand a lot of diƨerent things, like the culture and the

economy at that time, gender roles, what the role of men had been in

society, and why my father didnÇt talk about the accident or the death

of his father. There are diƨerent socio-economic forces that are also

translatable to behaviour or could partially explain how people

behaved.

IU NaLeT TeOTe UIaU ZPV XPVMd HP UP
HoXl aOd Kaddish becaVTe bPUI QPeNT
aSe SPPUed JO GaNJMZ. TIe ÆHIPTUJOHÇ PG
UIe QPeNT JO ZPVS XPSL JT a TeOTJbMe
POe.

Yes, and the reason IÇm speaking about

Allen Ginsberg is because of the

diaristic quality of the piece for Venice.

I came into contact with him in San

Francisco in the ĲĹĹİs when I was in

art school. He came to the city poetry

conference that I attended, and he was

being interviewed about poetry. He

talked about cadence and about how

he stole the voice of Jack Kerouac in

order to write his poetry. When he was

asked to read a poem he pulled out a

squeezebox and began to sing, ÈFather



Death Blues.É He sang the poem and it

had a profound eƨect on me. I found it shocking. It was so intimate,

like a collapse. It felt like a collision to me.

OG cPVSTe, GJOTbeSH JT UIe JOIeSJUPS PG a USadJUJPO PG QSPQIeUJc
QPeUSZ cPNJOH PVU PG WIJUNaO. SP UP HP GSPN Leaves of Grass UP
HoXl aOd Kaddish JT a TeOTJbMe TIJGU.

It all gets a bit kaleidoscopic. San Francisco was such a profound time

in the ÇĹİs; I was there in the middle of the AIDS crisis, I was a young

man coming out, and I was discovering art for the Ʃrst time. I began

to understand that there was something you could call gay culture

and gay history and who the Ʃgures were in that narrativeÅ

Whitman, Burroughs, Gertrude Stein. Hearing Ginsberg read his

poems for the Ʃrst time was a radical moment. In a way, the Venice

project is an exploration of that time, and I got there thorough the

idea of collision. When I saw the photograph of the collision I

realized that if I were going to come up with the story of how I

became an artist, I would say it is in this collision and the death of my

grandfather. ItÇs my origin story as an artist. I think we can create

that kind of myth in lots of diƨerent ways.



YPV UIJOL MJLe a QPeU. YPV NaLe cPOOecUJPOT UIaU caO UeMM a TUPSZ PG
TeMG.

The true nature of how I think is associative. I always feel like I am

battling it. It is going everywhere, all at once. This is why I make

projects with many elements. At some point in the task there is a

collapse, and a great silence appears that feels expansive and electric.

I think the work has poles and attempts to structure the

kaleidoscopic nature of my thoughts. The attempt to structure and

order it has been happening through the texts. In a piece like TIe

SVSHePO aOd UIe PIPUPHSaQIeS the ĴĶĵ puppets are diaristic portraits.

The texts associated with those Ʃgures are an attempt to order them.

In all the pieces there is this constant rearranging of the materials. In

that sense, Venice is an arrangement of signiƩcant moments that I

have extracted from my life, which IÇm collaging together in a way

that I guess you could describe as a collision.



TIe PUIeS UIJOH abPVU ZPVS HIPTU JOƪVeOce JT UIaU Kaddish JT
dedJcaUed UP GJOTbeSHÇT NPUIeS, TP JU JT SPPUed JO GaNJMZ JO UIe
TaNe XaZ UIe VeOJce PSPKecU JT.

There are these serendipitous moments which form our lives, and I

also think we are the constructors of our own history. I am arranging

these moments in a way that is a portrait of my life. But it needs to be

more than that. How to make it meaningful outside of the personal is

the goal and the real job. That is where the tension is in the artistÇs

role. 
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