

































































REVIEW

EAMOUS ABORIC

POSTAGE
POSTES

# Mary Longman. Stamps — Famous Aboriginal Women,
V CANADA 2009. Courtesy: the artist. <opposite page, left>
James Henderson. Untitled (Plains Indian), c. 1924.

Courtesy: The Mendel Art Gallery. <opposite page,

right> Mary Longman. 10 Bill - MacDonald, Big Bear,
and Poundmaker, 2009. Courtesy: the artist.

Grid Roads and Genocide: the world is not flat

James Henderson’s Wicite Owapi Wicasa —

the man who paints old men
Mary Longman’s New Work

Mendel Art Gallery « 25 September 2009 — 10 January 2010 Rreview By Bart Gazzola

While the Mendel’s “Whose History? Reconstructing Indigenous &
Settler Pasts on the Canadian Plains” focused on a retrospective of

James Henderson’s work titled Wicite Owapi Wicasa, it also spoke to

Mary Longman’s New Work — which was a separate exhibition that
coincided with Henderson’s. These shows evolved separately, but
enhance and enrich one another. Henderson is somewhat typical of
his era (he died in the 1950s) both in painting Hugh Richardson, the
judge responsible for the execution of Louis Riel, and for spread-
ing disinformation that was crucial to building the Canadian Pacific
Railway through the West. Yet he often visited a variety of reserves
in the area (necessary, as his many subjects were unable to leave
without written permission of an Indian agent). His “empathetic
portraits” of figures such as Chief Standing Buffalo, Calf Flying and
Sitting Bull trouble our image of the colonial artist, complicating

superficial readings.

Longman’s work picks up the idea of “arguing histories:” her
lenticular images shift and change. Images that propagate notions
of Empire and the inherent propaganda of our official, approved
“heroes” (the Queen or John A. MacDonald) shift to ones that
challenge this hegemony. John A. cedes to Plains Cree Chief
Poundmaker, but they corrupt each other, as Longman’s version of
the bill with MacDonald includes a drawing of the political assas-
sination of Louis Riel. Where you stand determines what you see,

so you get a massive dollar bill that depicts the Queen from one
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perspective and Buffy Sainte Marie from another, compromising
(or correcting) a fragment of national mythology. Other images

are darker in their transitions — a Harlequin Romance image of a
swooning blonde woman embraced in the muscular arms of a bare-
chested “savage” shifts to an image that portrays a rape and massacre
perpetrated by settlers (the specific site and incident are irrelevant:
they were numerous). This is Saskatchewan: we ARE a palimpsest

and new “myths” are corrupted — or corrected — by the past.

Longman’s works are specific to our heavily gridded, province, and
also personal. Her images of LeBret, Saskatchewan (known for its
historical “re-enactments” and one of the oldest residential schools
in the country), however, reach beyond the personal. She offers
images of the few present day stamps that commemorate Aboriginal
women, but in her representation you realize that (as Chuck D says)
you “look back and find nothing but rednecks for 400 years....”
Sampled historical images have their implicit biases cast in sharp
relief by the images they meld with in the lenticular process, ruining

any ideological “purity” associated with national myths.

The Henderson show is installed in a manner conscious of his con-
tradictions, his various “Saskatchewans” at the front part of one gal-
lery contain his CPR works, intermixed with romantic landscapes
of the Qu’Appelle Valley, while most of his Aboriginal portraits are
isolated from this larger “nationalist” narrative of empire in a sepa-

rate room. The co-curator of the exhibit, Dan Ring, with

Dr. Neal McLeod (whose own Mendel exhibition, Sons of A Lost

River, is also about Saskatchewan facts and fictions), spoke about

arranging the works in a way that acknowledged the contradictions
of Henderson’s “worlds,” like a parent keeping unruly family
members apart at Christmas. So Richardson, regal and gold-framed
in the front room, is a gatekeeper, isolated amidst romantic images
of “his country.” But most telling is Henderson’s portrait of Eliza
Rider and her daughter. The intimacy of this portrait of mother and
child, gazing out in ease and comfort, is unlike the sentiment in his
other Aboriginal portraits, with an air of tempered and appropri-

ate rage. Empathetic, like a friend’s image made after being invited
into a warm and homey space. This indicates a different man than
the dutiful servant of empire that his landscapes — and his social
affiliations — suggest. He left no journals, but I think it best that he
didn’t. The people and places Henderson depicted tell us enough.
At the related Whose History? Reconstructing Indigenous & Settler Pasts
on the Canadian Plains Conference, which hosted speakers such as
Gerald McMaster (speaking of his work at the AGO in the Cana-
dian collection), Len Findlay and Lynne Bell of the University of
Saskatchewan, and the co-curators Dr. Neal McLeod and Dan Ring,
Henderson was described as paradoxical, whereas Longman spoke
of her work in terms of “intersections.” Was Henderson a racist

capitalist, or an empathetic portraitist? I would reference Longman’s

lenticular images, and say he was both, shifting back and forth
depending on where he stood. Longman is “correcting history” to
reflect a truth, using contested sites — literally and metaphorically
(such as her “correction” of a pro-Catholic, colonial statue that shifts
and merges with one that celebrates Aboriginal leaders and history).
But because Henderson left no journals, he provides no clean,
palatable answers for us. No defining voice of the artist is available

to guide us.

Wicite Owapi Wicasa is a show that should go elsewhere, as it por-
trays Saskatchewan, the west and Canada in a contradictory and
sometimes oppositional manner — something made stronger in

its dialogue with Longman’s images. This is not about palatable,
often false, founding myths. I'd echo a common adage out here that
states, “we are all treaty people.” I interpret that saying as referring
to a common history, not “us and them,” not the often reactive
discourse of post-colonialism, but an acknowledgment that we have

shared, intimately entwined histories — good and bad, but all true.

BART GAzZzoLA hosts and produces The A Word, on CFCR go.5 FM /
cfer.ca, and is visual arts critic for Planet S magazine. He has taught
digital imagery for a decade at the University of Saskatchewan.
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REVIEW

A I'affiche for the First Time in
English Canada: The Automatiste
Revolution: Montréal 1941-1960

Varley Art Gallery « 28 October 2009 — 28 February 2010

curaTeD BY Ronald Nasgaard  review By Debra Antoncic

Embracing the interdisciplinary nature of the group of artists gathered around
Paul-Emile Borduas in the early 1940s in Montreal, The Automatiste Revolution:
Montréal 1941-1960 showcases dance, theatre, poetry and literary endeavors along
with experimental work in painting. Although the gradual opening up of the
intellectual climate did not take hold until a decade later, the manifesto published
by the Automatistes in 1948 is often considered a starting point for Québec’s
Quiet Revolution. This exhibition is a welcome reminder of a time when artistic
experimentation fueled by intellectual debates aspired to challenge the repressive

atmosphere of post-war Quebec.

The antithesis of a daunting blockbuster show, the exhibition provides a com-
prehensive yet concise history of the Automatistes from the earliest paintings to
the large-scale, fully abstract works of the 1950s. The death of Borduas in 1960
provides a convenient end point, although the group had effectively dispersed
earlier, separated by geography and internal dissent. Carefully balancing scholarly
and educational content with aesthetic presentation, the exhibition includes pho-
tographs, books, video and other documentation to accompany the early works
executed under the principles of automatic writing gleaned from their reading of

the French Surrealist author André Breton.

While the exhibition opens with the first abstract canvas attempted by Borduas, a
compelling introduction is provided by a mural-sized photograph of members of
the group. Positioned above the entrance to the gallery, the photograph docu-
ments the group’s second exhibition, which took place in 1947 at the apartment
of Mme Gauvreau, mother of Pierre and Claude Gauvreau. Suggesting a con-
genial gathering of a close-knit circle of friends, the picture shows members of
the Automatistes seated with the pivotal figure of Borduas beneath his painting
Leeward of the Island (1947). In the photograph, the painting dominates the domes-
tic setting, although we are perhaps too accustomed to the large-scale paintings
produced by the American Abstract Expressionists, so that the paintings by the

Automatistes appear small today. Nasgaard attributes this difference in scale to the
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lack of funds for large canvases available to the impov-
erished artists in Montréal; however, the photograph
suggests that the origins of the movement lie within the
conventions of easel painting rather than the large-scale
public murals that informed the work of Jackson Pol-

lack, for one.

According to Ray Ellenwood’s catalogue essay, the aes-
thetic investigations undertaken by the artists were not
the ultimate goal, but merely a means to an end. In this
analysis, the critique of artistic conventions is a starting
point for challenging the strictures of contemporary life
and the institutions that support them, most notably the
dominance of the Catholic Church in Québec society.
As history tells us, the challenge did not go unnoticed,
with Borduas suffering immediate consequences for

his rebellion: the loss of his teaching job at ’Ecole du
meuble. The language employed by Ellenwood in his
description of a “heterogeneous collective™ suggests
why the group was perceived as potentially disruptive,
particularly during a period of intense anxiety regarding
communist subversion within Canada. The multidisci-
plinary nature of the group, which included proponents
of modern dance, experimental poetry and theatre,

along with the use of a manifesto to announce their

aspirations, no doubt added to contemporary suspicions.

Ellenwood is careful to distance the group from Marxism
and emphasizes the absence of communist sympathies
among the Automatistes. Nonetheless, members of the
group may have been perceived by authorities as, if
not members of the Communist Party, at the very least
“fellow travelers.” The suppression of communist and
“broadly defined” unionist activities in Canada in the
early years of the Cold War, employed most vigorously
in Quebec through provisions of the Padlock Law,

no doubt had a chilling effect on intellectual debate.
Against a background of police surveillance, forfeiture
of property rights under charges of illegal assembly and
other methods of censorship, the photograph depicting
a congenial evening among friends and colleagues takes

on new significance.

It is this suspicion of potential subversion that perhaps

accounts for the lack of attention the Automatistes as a
group have received in Canada in subsequent years. As
the publicity for the exhibition invariably notes, this is
the first comprehensive exhibition of the Automatistes
in English Canada and also the first time the group has
been exhibited in the United States. Borduas and other
members of the Automatistes participated in many solo

and group exhibitions from the 1940s on, not only in

Marcel Barbeau. Rosier-feuillies, 1946. Courtesy: the artist and SODRAC. <right> Paul-Emile Borduas.
Composition, 1942. Courtesy: Estate of Paul-Emile Borduas and SODRAC.

Québec but in major public institutions in English Canada, such

as the National Gallery and the Art Gallery of Toronto (now the
Art Gallery of Ontario) and also internationally. Emblematic of the
tendency to privilege the individual artist as singular, creative (male)
genius and the promotion of art as “personal expression” in the
context of the Cold War, the lack of attention for the Automatiste
Revolution in the past also suggests sensitivity around artist’s groups,
particularly those organized for political, rather than aesthetic,
investigations. Institutions have perhaps been more accepting of the
positioning of Borduas as mentor to a circle of younger adherents
and subsequent histories have situated the group within a context of

rising Québec nationalism.

Needless to say, the exhibition at the Varley is long overdue. While
many of the works may be familiar, the opportunity to view them
in the context of the other work produced at the time should not
be missed. It will also be interesting to observe the progress of the

exhibition south of the border.

DeBRA ANTONCIC is a Ph.D Candidate in the Department of Art,
Queen’s University. An art historian and curator, her exhibition
reviews and other essays have appeared in Canadian Art, RACAR
and Fuse Magazine.
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BOOK REVIEW

FROM EL SALVADOR TO PANTYCHRIST:

Bob Ostertag’s Creative life: music, politics,

people and machines

University of lllinois Press, 2009 Rreview Y Chris Gehman

POLITICS

~ PEOPLE
AND
- MACHINES
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Bob Ostertag’s name is probably unfamiliar
to most people. But if you know it, it could
be from a number of contexts: as an impro-
vising musician; a composer; or a journalist
and activist. I first came across Ostertag’s
work in the early 1980s, when he was
involved in the avant-garde improvised
music scene active mainly in New York
and Europe. Ostertag collaborated with
guitarist/composer Fred Frith and percus-
sionist Charles K. Noyes on the wonder-
fully strange and inexplicable Getting A
Head (1980) and with Frith and singer Phil
Minton on Voice of America (1982). During
the late 70s and early 80s Ostertag also
performed with Anthony Braxton, Eugene
Chadbourne and John Zorn as part of larger
improvising ensembles. Ostertag stood out
in this world because he performed using
experimental electronic instruments and
recording devices, while most of his col-
leagues played traditional instruments in
unusual ways. He also stood out in introduc-
ing direct reference to contemporary politics

through the use of found sounds on tape.

“Cheap rent, I learned,
1s more important to
fostering a vital art
scene than grants, gal-
leries and so on.”

— Bob Ostertag

I lost track of Ostertag after Voice of America,
only to be surprised by his appearance on
stage with a sampler at the 1989 Victoriaville
Music Festival, as part of Fred Frith’s Keep
the Dog group. I was surprised again when
he presented his multi-media Balkan Suite at

Montréal’s Festival International: Nouveau

Cinema/Nouveau Medias in the fall of 2000,
this time working with interactive digital
video and a live performer as well as sound.
In fact, Ostertag is full of surprises. As it
turns out, he really did take a break from
music-making for several years during the
1980s. Following a disastrous accident that
destroyed his hand-made synthesizer, he
temporarily abandoned music to concentrate
all his energies on Latin American politics.
The Sandinista movement in Nicaragua

had recently overthrown a decades-old
dictatorship, while El Salvador was mired

in a protracted and extremely violent civil
war. As Ostertag describes his feelings at the
time, “What was the point of another little
show at an obscure underground venue for a
handful of in-the-know hipsters when death
squads in El Salvador were murdering over
two hundred people a day, American aid to
the regime was ramping up, the revolution-
ary movement was gaining momentum by
the day, and there was simply no time to
lose?”” He spent his years in Latin America

as a journalist, occasionally returning to the
US to lecture and do fundraising. Since

his return to music, Ostertag has been very
productive, and continues to refuse to repeat
himself. He now frequently incorporates
visual media into his performances (often

in collaboration with Québécois animator
Pierre Hébert), and with works like All the
Rage (1993, a commission for the Kronos
Quartet) and PantyChrist (1996/99, with
Justin Bond and Otomo Yoshihide), has
brought avant-garde practice and queer
politics together. He has also continued to
write, notably as a blogger for The Huffington
Post, coauthor of The Yes Men: The True
Story of the End of the World Trade Organiza-

tion (2004) and author of People’s Movements,
People’s Press (2006).

“It 1s striking that the
tech-nology NATO
used to bomb Yugo-
slavia is the same tech-
nology I use to make
music, which is also the
same technology used
to make the computer
games that simulate
real-life wars.”

— Bob Ostertag

In his new book, Creative Life, Bob Ostertag
describes the unique path he has followed,
and tries to make the connections that are
not always obvious or clear. Many of the
texts that make up the book have been pub-
lished elsewhere, but in the most divergent
forums, ranging from Mother Jones to Musik-
Texte, from The Wire to QuestionCopyright.
org, so that bringing them together in a sin-
gle volume is an important step for Ostertag
in making clear the ideas and motivations
behind his work. He acknowledges that the
worlds he has inhabited, as a queer person, a
political activist and an avant-garde musician,
have often seemed entirely separate from
one another, but he has frequently been
able to bring them into productive contact
with one another. One thing Ostertag is

not afraid to do is to criticize his allies and
colleagues: with bracing forthrightness, he
calls out mainstream newspapers for the
dishonesty of their “professional standards;”
the avant-garde for its political indifference;
mainstream gay culture for its dullness; the

Sandinistas and FMLN for strategic blunders;

and, in one memorable short essay, academic

computer music for being “awful.”

“I have always thought
the notion that there
is such a thing as ‘gay
art’ was ludicrous, and I
have never been inter-
ested in being a ‘gay
artist.’”

— Bob Ostertag

Creative Life contains personal histories;
extended reports from Latin America; a
Jjournal of Ostertag’s tour of the Balkans
with Yugoslavia Suite (an intense experi-
ence!); appreciations of artists James Magee
and David Wojnarowicz; and essays on the
intersections of experimental media, queer
politics and technology — all rooted in the
artist’s practice and experience. In some
ways it’s a complicated, perhaps even messy
book, but its intensity, clarity and directness
are refreshingly tonic at a time when the

art world often seems sunk to its neck in
academicism, careerism and outright fraud.
This book, and Ostertag’s practice, give one
hope that there can still be such thing as

an “avant-garde,” and that people working
in culture need not choose between art and

political engagement.

Bob Ostertag has made all of his music to which
he holds the rights available for free download
on his website at http://bobostertag.com /music-

recordings.htm.

CHRIs GEHMAN has been balding for several
years, but has yet to achieve the rigorous
baldness of Bob Ostertag.
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MANOEUVRING PARLIAMENT &y micheel Wheeler

In the last week of January 2010, thousands of people turned out to

rallies across the country to demand the Harper government rescind

its prorogation of Parliament. The rallies were part of a rising move-

ment of citizen led participation — frustrated “ordinary” Canadians

taking to the streets in order to show their increasing disappoint-

ment with a government intent on undermining the conventions of

parliamentary democracy. What was interesting in this case was that

the decision to prorogue parliament was based on the belief that

Canadian citizens are indifferent to democratic government. This

assumption completely underestimated the momentum of grassroots

organizing and power of web 2.0 platforms such as facebook.

The move by a minority Prime Minister to suspend Parliament days

after being ordered by a majority of MPs to hand over documents

relating to allegations of a government cover-up of the torture of

Afghan detainees undermined the fundamentals of Canadian democ-

racy. At its core was the notion that a PM representing one third

of the country could choose to ignore MPs representing more than

half. The manoeuvre was fundamentally undemocratic — using the

letter of the law to violate the spirit of the law.

Over 210,000 Canadians
joined the facebook group

Canadians Against Pro-

roguing Parliament, more

than double the members
of all four major Canadian

parties combined.

Prior to proroguement on 30
December 2009 the legitimacy

of the Conservative government
had been quickly disintegrating:
On 18 November 2009, diplo-
mat Richard Colvin testified at
the Special Committee on the
Canadian Mission in Afghani-
stan that detainees captured by
Canadian soldiers were routinely
tortured when handed over to the
Afghani detention system and that
this was widespread and common

knowledge in 2006. Faced with

the possibility of an international human rights scandal that could

implicate the entire Ministry of Foreign Affairs and possibly the

Prime Minister’s Office in violations of the Geneva Convention,

Harper went on the offensive.

The government began to characterize any questions or requests for

information on the topic as “attacks on our troops,” while giving

full and unfettered access to government documents to witnesses
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who had been most damningly implicated by Colvin’s testimony.
The committee deteriorated into a farce as high-ranking military
and government officials referred repeatedly to documents that MPs
questioning them were denied access to. Faced with little recourse,

opposition MPs in The House banded together to pass a rare

“order-to-produce,” which has the power of subpoena, to force the

govcmmcnt to release the documents.

On 15 December 2009 Conservative MPs boycotted the committee
hearings leaving it unable to call witnesses. They justified this move

by criticizing the opposition parties for having poor holiday spirit:

“It’s not the time to be having meetings that are implying, inten-

tioned or not, that Canadians are somehow guilty of war crimes,”
explained Conservative MP Laurie Hawn. Two weeks later, facing
the possibility of being held in contempt of Parliament, Harper
suspended the ability of MPs to pursue the matter further through
a telephone request for prorogation to Governor General
Michaelle Jean.

The move was predicated on citizen apathy and proved to be a
grave miscalculation for Harper and a major victory for grassroots
organizing. Over 210,000 Canadians joined the facebook group
Canadians Against Proroguing Parliament, more than double the
members of all four major Canadian parties combined. Significantly,
this online forum translated into massive national on-the-ground
mobilization. An estimated 25,000 people attended pro-democracy
rallies in every major Canadian city on January 23", while the gov-

ernment dropped 15 points in the polls.

Will these newly politicized citizens engage in more complex and
demanding forms of social protest? The 2008 Federal election had
the lowest turnout in history. Whether or not the new facebook
political class remains engaged and invested in the political process
in the future will play a huge part in determining whether democ-

racy is restored or denied.

MicHAEL WHEELER is Co-Artistic Director of Praxis Theatre,
Editor of praxistheatre.com, and 2010 Director in Training at The
Tarragon Theatre. He is currently creating a play about Canadian
civil rights titled Section 98, and is a member of The Wrecking
Ball and Department of Culture.

oronto, Ontario ™

IMAA ON.Fire is 5 smokin’ days,
featuring over 40 blazing artists and
red-hot presenters including, Janet
Cardiff, George Bures Miller and Rafael
Lozano-Hemmer, hosted by the Media
Arts Network of Ontario.

ON.Fire is the national media arts
conference and festival of the Indepen-
dent Media Arts Alliance (IMAA), a non-
profit organization representing over
80 artist-run media arts centres serving
more than 12,000 artists and cultural
workers across Canada.

Register now at www.onfire2010.ca
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2u 19 juin 2010

Le Réseau des arts médiatiques de
I’Ontario présente 5 jours flamboyants,
mettant en vedette plus de 40 artistes
éclatants et des présentateurs de
marque incluant Janet Cardiff, George
Bures Miller et Rafael Lozano-Hemmer,
lors de la conférence IMAA ON.Fire.

ON.Fire est le festival-conférence
national mis sur pied par I'Alliance des
arts médiatiques indépendants (AAMI),
un organisme a but non lucratif qui
représente plus de 80 centres d’artistes
en arts médiatiques, desservant
au-dela de 12 000 artistes et travailleurs
culturels a travers le Canada.

Inscrivez-vous a www.onfire2010.ca




MARCH 14 - MAY 2,2010

Brenda Joy Lem: Homage to the Heart
Inner Landscapes: The Portraits of James MacDougall
Varley in Unionville: Selections from the Permanent Collection

SPECIAL EXHIBITION THIS FALL!
Kai Chan: A Spider's Logic
Opening September 26th, 2010 at the Varley Art Gallery and The Textile Museum of Canada

The Varley Fine Art Auction: Thursday, May 6th, 2010
Tickets on sale now.

Purchase our celebrated publications

F.H. Varley Portraits Into the Light

The Automatiste Revolution: Montreal 1941-1960
Currently on exhibit at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, NY
until May 30, 2010

Brenda Joy Lem, My Father..., Silkscreen on paper, 2008, Collection of the Artist.
James MacDougall, Kelly Askey, oil on canvas, 2008, Collection of the Artist
F. H. Varley, Laughing Kathy, Oil on press board, c.1952, Varley Art Gallery, Estate of Kathleen Gormley McKay

216 Main Street,Unionville 905.477.9511 www.varleygallery.ca
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