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PASSES WATER
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by NICHOLAS BROWN

It’s no secret that Vancouver artists enjoy
special status in Europe. Recent program-
ming at Rotterdam’s Witte de With provides
evidence of this phenomenon. Sandwiched
between last year’s Brian Jungen exhibi-
tion and an upcoming show of Ian Wal-
lace’s work are simultaneous exhibitions
by Geoffrey Farmer and Gareth Moore.?
While this year has been particularly good
to Farmer, with a mid-career survey at Mont-
réal’s Musée d’art contemporain and his
inclusion in the Sydney Bienniale, this exhi-
bition is still a remarkable achievement for
the relatively young artist, whose profile in
Europe may not be as established as some
Canadians think. Moore, on the other hand,
is still making a name for himself both in
Canada and abroad, having spent the last
two years as an international transient for
his Uncertain Pilgrimage project (2006-07).
Their alignment within this prestigious in-
stitution comes as no accident—both share
an affinity for eccentric found and manip-
ulated objects that sit precariously with-
in the gallery space and which frequently
shift contexts over extended periods of time.
These two exhibitions gave me—also a Van-
couverite travelling abroad—an opportunity
to consider the two artists, whose individu-
al contributions establish a dialectical ten-
sion, to the benefit of both.

Moore’s new works draw inspiration from
Austrian naturalist Viktor Schauberger,
whose chief contribution to science seems
to be a patently unscientific study of wat-
er. Water figures throughout 4s 4 Boar: a
16mm film entitled We both step and do
not step in the same rivers, with Heraclite-
an bench (2008) is projected against a wall,
within an installation of thorny branches,
while the adjacent room offers Dutch visi-
tors a glass of British Columbia spring wa-
ter drawn from a wooden keg in For a spring
abrim with songs of love is constantly reborn
(2008). Around the corner lies Into the Wat-
er (In his Leather Breeches) (2008), a pair of
pants fashioned from fish leather, flattened
as if drying out. Moore clearly has affinities
with Schauberger’s methods of autodidac-
tic study in the world (as opposed to the
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cigarette and match, saw blade, knife blade, fishing line, thread and needle, 5 euros and 1 green-
back (currently), sail, needle, mirror, portion of handkerchief, metal ferul, tin badge, case
dimensions not available, IMAGE COURTESY OF CATRIONA JEFFRIES GALLERY, VANCOUVER

hermetic confines of the academy), his own
commitment to education existing chiefly
in relation to casually appointed mentors
that the artist chances upon in his travels.
Whereas earlier projects such as Uncertain
Pilgrimage took form from fleeting encoun-
ters with peripheral sites—the result of a
nomadic and elusive methodology—here,
the artist isolates objects neatly and spar-
ingly within the gallery.?

If As a Boar feels less ambiguous than
Moore’s earlier work, it might be due to
its narrative thrust, anchored as it is within
in a small, beautifully printed book made
available to the viewer in a modest card-
board box in the middle of the gallery
floor. The text compiles a few selections
from Schauberger’s writings and places
the exhibition in the context of Moore’s
research and affinities with the historical
figure. This is not only significant for read-
ing Moore’s own artistic process as a kind
of evolving apprenticeship, wherein the
artist foregrounds his relationships with
mentor figures, living and dead, it also

helps to distinguish the works from those
of Farmer, who offers no guiding historical
figure or text to contextualize his output,
which is always fragmented and elusive.
While Moore may have phantom-like
tendencies, his presence located in the
traces of his research, travels and sited
relationships, Farmer is more like a pol-
tergeist.* Similarly hidden, yet indexed by
the constant movement of things within
the gallery, Farmer differs from Moore in
that he cannot leave the gallery, as exhibi-
tions dating back to Catriona Jeffries Catri-
ona (2001) have made clear. Nocturnally
haunting the gallery, disguised in a wig
that deliberately aped the hairstyle of his
dealer, Farmer continually altered not only
his installations, but everything in the gal-
lery down to the heating ducts and plumb-
ing. In his first solo show at Witte de With,
Farmer undertook a similar project, occu-
pying the gallery at night and constantly
shifting the installation that took his 2006
Vancouver exhibition dirliner Open Studio
as its point of departure (this show, too,



Geoffrey Farmer, Airliner Open Studio, 2006, variable dimensions and components
installation view, Catriona Jeffries Gallery, Vancouver
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was predicated on the artist’s modus oper-
andi of taking up residence in the gallery
during the wee hours of the first month of
its two-month run). Thus, the opening was
really the beginning of the process, where
viewers could reuse the same admission
ticket until the show closed (allowing the
viewer to re-enter an exhibition in a state of
constant flux provides a nice institutional
compliment to Farmer’s practice).

In contrast to the romantic, flowing nar-
rative taking place one floor below, Farm-
er’s ongoing installation was marked with
a sense of creeping discomfort. During my
visit, in which I viewed just one iteration
among dozens, I couldn’t help but feel as if
I was trespassing upon something fraught
and unresolved. Unlike the pre-emptive
viewing of an unfinished painting or a rough
draft of a piece of writing, here the com-
bination of re-enactment—Airliner Open
Studio revisited—and the artist’s compul-
sive refusal to complete the narrative made
for a vexed yet exhilarating viewing expe-
rience. Like the first dirliner, the show in-
corporated a section of airline fuselage
complete with cabin seating, which the
artist slowly manipulated, transformed,
decorated and dismantled over the dura-
tion of the show. Whereas the first airplane
housing occupied the centre of Catriona
Jeffries’ impressive project space, this time
it took on a fragmented form. Instead of
the massive, intact fuselage that was con-
textually bound to the Vancouver show,
Farmer presented a partial section supplied
by Aircraft-End-of-Life Solutions, a Dutch
company that specializes in giving ancient
airplanes a dignified retirement.

At the time of my viewing (April 8 to be
exact—each work in the show was labelled
by date of alteration), the fuselage itself oc-
cupied just one quarter of the exhibit space,
while familiar features such as its rowed
seats were dispersed throughout the gal-
lery. Also transformed is the overall labour
process of the first exhibition, which fore-
grounded the meticulous work required to
clean the mould-infested airplane cabin,
which had been rescued from a dilapidat-
ed farmhouse. Here, the process unfolds
in a more diffuse and indirect manner, the
airplane acting as a catalyst rather than the
locus of meaning and activity.

Moore and Farmer’s offerings posited
two very different conceptions of the art-
ist’s role in the space of the museum-gallery.
Not only different in form, the two shows
also brought into focus two distinct no-
tions of life and labour within an art prac-
tice. Farmer’s amateur/worker dialectic, a
recurring theme, is exemplified in the art-
ist’s emphasis on a constant, traumatic
need to construct, transform and position
generic objects. Unlike Moore’s recurring
role of the apprentice, Farmer eschews any
specific discipline of labour outside of the
generic fact of work within the overarch-
ing context of contemporary art and the
specific location of the gallery (this brings
to mind another recent work by the art-
ist, occasioned by the MAC survey, which
referenced Gordon Matta-Clark’s expres-
sion “not the work, the worker”). Moore’s
role, by comparison all the more roman-
tic, emerges in a dialectic of leisure and la-
bour; the nomad who gleans for skills in
the wide, open world.

1. Farmer gave the exhibition a number of
titles, but eventually came to call it For-
getting Air, a reference to French Femi-
nist philosopher Luce Irigaray.

2. That all four artists are represented by
Catriona Jeffries gives a hint of the role
the dealer can play in consolidating pow-
er in Vancouver.

3. The show’s aesthetic tidiness may have
something to do with its position with-
in context of another artist’s exhibition,
placed as it is within the “Curatorial
Zone” designated by Liam Gillick, whose
architectural intervention in Witte de
With doubtlessly impacted on Moore’s
installation.

4. Farmer invoked this term in a past
work, which incorporated a prop from
the film of the same name.

MARTIAN MUSEUM OF
TERRESTRIAL ART

Featuring Marina Abramovic,
Jennifer Allora & Guillermo
Calzadilla, Jobn Bock, Chris Burden,
Spartacus Chetwynd, Christo &
Jean-Claude, Barbara Hepworth,
Luis Jacob, Brian Jungen, Mike
Nelson, Piero Manzoni, Andy Warhol,
among other artists. Curated by
Lydia Yee & Francesco Manacorda,
Barbican Art Gallery, London

by JESSE MCKEE

ydia Yee and Francesco Manacorda’s

curatorial premise for the Barbican
Art Gallery’s ambitious Martian Museum
of Terrestrial Art (MMTA) is inspired by the
first chapter of Thierry de Duve’s book Kant
After Duchamp (1999), in which he imagines
artas it would be perceived by that most ex-
tremely othered figure: the extraterrestrial.
The MMTA includes over 100 post-war artists
and over 170 works, arranged within the
1970s brutalist architecture of the Barbican
Art Gallery. The exhibition’s hanging re-
lies on a Martian taxonomy, asking you to
play along and consider how a Martian an-
thropologist would recognize, collect and
normalize contemporary art for a Martian
audience. Considering the sheer size of the
exhibition, this curatorial framework could
have been a joke that got old fast. But the se-
lection of works offered a fresh mix of can-
onical figures such as Andy Warhol, Piero
Manzoni, Christo & Jean-Claude, Barbara
Hepworth and Marina Abramovic, with
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