Chapter 13

The New Figuration:
Postmodern
ism

From

Pop to

Johanne Sloan
In the 1960s, figuration made a comeback in
Canadian art. Artists set out to represent people,
places, and things, although this was not simply
a matter of resurrecting the figurative art of the
past. For a new generation of artists intent on
visually representing the world around them, the
stakes had changed, not least because abstraction
had become the dominant mode of modernism.
By the mid- l 960s, however, many artists were
turning their attention to the mediatized and
commercialized image-world that flourished
in the post-war era. This new figuration often
borrowed its punchy visual appearance from
the ephemeral products of pop culture, and was
likely to employ such non-traditional materials as
metallic paint or plastic. If the "high modernist"
followers of American critic Clement Greenberg
decreed that avant-garde art should remain
uncontaminated by the demands of everyday
life, the figurative art that came to prominence
from the 1960s onward overtly addressed war,
nationalism, technology, sexuality, and other
topical issues.
During this period, painting gradually
lost its exclusive status as a medium for artistic
expression, and the careers of many artists show
this waning dependency. Joyce Wieland and
Michael Snow are exemplary in this respect.
Both were accomplished painters with a stake in
abstraction and both deployed paint alongside
film, photography, collage, and sculptural objects.
Throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s some
artists redefined themselves as inter-media

or multimedia artists, but experimentation
with a variety of media, materials, and visual
technologies soon became the norm. For instance,
in the 1960s Greg Curnoe used collaged objects,
paper ephemera, written texts, and audio
components to address questions of place and
the politics of everyday life. During the 1970s and
1980s General Idea developed an iconography
of fanciful pavilions, pageants, and gay identity
through a practice encompassing magazines,
posters, architectural plans, flags, video, and
performance. Beginning in the 1980s Jeff Wall
described himself as a "painter of modern life,"1
while photographing elaborately staged tableaux.
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s such artists
as Joanne Tod, Attila Richard Lukacs, Eleanor
Bond, and Pierre Dorion continued to produce
paintings, but it can be argued that the brilliance
of these artists lies in their abilities to bring
the language of paint into a dialogue with the
expanded visual cultures and technologies of the
late twentieth century: the glamour of advertising,
the intimacy of the televisual, the conventional
poses of pornography, the unblinking gaze of
surveillance cameras, and the digitized worlds of
computer screens.

The World Goes Pop
The allure of commercialized pop culture is
particularly evident in bodies of work by Joyce
Wieland and Greg Curnoe from the 1960s.

Figure 13.1
Joyce Wieland, First Integrated Film with a Short on Sailing , 196 3
oil on canvas , 66 x 22.7 cm
pr ivate co llection

258

Johanne

Sloan

Borrowing imagery, materials, colour schemes,
and forms of address from the commercial realms
of advertising, packaging, movies, and comics,
and then translating them into more meaningful
cultural artifacts, this work forms the core of
Canada's abbreviated but influential Pop Art
moment. In his 1971 essay "Lowbrow Highbrow,
Highbrow Lowbrow," Umberto Eco stated that
"in pop art kitsch is redeemed [and] raised by the
artist into a new state of esthetic dignity." 2 Yet, it
is not clear whether artworks provide redemption
from the netherworld of pop culture, proffer a
critique of commodification, or possibly fail to
do either and merely illustrate how twentiethcentury art succumbs to the logic of pop culture
under capitalism, endlessly reproducing and
cannibalizing itself. At one level, Canadian artists
seemed to pay gleeful homage to the commercial
realm to which all post-war North Americans
were exposed. Curnoe and Wieland's work
often has brightly coloured, shiny surfaces, and
in a general way imitates the allure of the new
commodities, with their promise of immediate
gratification. Something in these artworks,
however, interrupts or rechannels pop culture's
gratuitous flow of pleasure, entertainment, and
consumption. Canadian art of this time thus
has much in common with American Pop Art as
well as such European art movements as Britain's
Independent Group or Germany's Capitalist
Realism. The most compelling work to emerge
out of these movements depends on a shifting
love-hate relationship with pop culture, and this
ambiguity provides a valuable aesthetic tension.
As will be discussed in this chapter, some artists
also sought to reframe the encounter between art
and pop culture in distinctively Canadian terms.
Joyce Wieland's (1931-98) art practice
in the 1960s was emblematic of a generational
change: her turn to figuration was a reaction
against abstract art, involved the embrace
of multiple media and image sources, and
was embedded in the artist's countercultural
politics. Even an early painting such as Redgasm

(1960, private collection), for instance, which
initially looks to be an abstract force field of
moving shapes, also features a blue sphere
labelled "me," and various graffiti-like arrows
and phallic shapes that are spread across the
painting's surface. This image is not abstract,
in other words; it instead functions as a quasiDuchampian diagram of sexual attraction.
Wieland moved to New York City in 1963-a
remarkably productive year during which
she produced a large body of work that is
inventive, funny, topical, and assertively Pop
in its sensibility. The paintings Numbers ( 1963,
private collection) and Stranger in Town (1963,
private collection) lack human figures but
include speech balloons, those white shapes that
suggest voice or language and that unmistakeably
derive from comic strips. Other paintings from
that year are divided into geometric or gridded
sections: Brad's Bridge (private collection),
The Battery (private collection), and March
on Washington (private collection) enclose
letters, faces, flags, and dollar signs, as if these
elements of the everyday urban environment
were undergoing a transformation into signage.
Alongside this language-like fragmentation of
the picture plane, numerous paintings copy the
sequentiality of television, film, and animated
cartoons. West 4th (private collection) and
First Integrated Film with a Short on Sailing
(private collection; Figure 13.1), both of 1963,
are vertical stacks of rectangular images, an
unusual format within the tradition of painting
but immediately recognizable as being like a
strip of film. A rudimentary narrative is then
suggested through the gradual "movement" of a
few motifs. Parting lips and a twitching cigarette
suggest a sexy street-corner conversation, or a
far-off boat appears to sink beneath the surface
of a watery expanse. Sometimes multiple
stories (or rather, fragments of stories) unfold
simultaneously down or across the canvases.
Wieland used this narrative structure to
showcase anxieties about sexuality, race, and
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Figure 13.2
Mary Pratt, Eviscerated Chickens, 1971
oil on m aso nite , 46 .5 x 61.2 cm
Art Gallery of Newfoundland and Labrador

violence. With First Integrated Film with a Short
on Sailing we are shown three moments of an
interracial kiss, something that was then virtually
taboo on the big and small screens of America,
especially when the kiss in question suggested
the moment of sublime reconciliation at the end
of a Hollywood movie. A series of shipwreck
paintings also dates from 1963: Untitled (Sinking
Liner) (private collection), Sailboat Tragedy and
Spare Part (VAG), Boat: Homage to D. W Griffith
(private collection), and Sinking Liner (priva te
collection). Here Wieland seems to offer an ironic
commentary on modernist seriality. Instead of

showing the subtle variation of "pure" formal
elements, the strong shapes in these compositions
narrate cartoon-like disasters, while the
inevitable disappearance of the boat beneath the
waves provides an emotional hook for the viewer.
As the artist herself remarked, these works
partake of the sensationalist storytelling that is
pervasive in the American media. In this sense
they are akin to Andy Warhol's contemporaneous
disaster paintings .
Beginning in the mid-l 960s Wieland's
exploration in paint of a pop idiom was largely
supplanted by other media, notably film and
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multimedia assemblage. The content of these
works was more explicitly political, the semiabstract accident scenes giving way to the fullfledged catastrophe of a real war. Like many
artists of her generation, Wieland actively
protested the American war being waged in
Vietnam: such works as N. U. C. ( 1966, private
collection), War and Peace: 8 mm Home Movie
(1966-67, private collection), Patriotism (1966,
private collection), and Betsy Ross, Look What
They've Done to the Flag You Made With Such
Care (1966, private collection) consist of brightly
coloured plastic shapes enclosing newspaper
clippings about the war alongside photographs,
flags, and personal mementos. Plastic was
an expendable and eye-catching material
epitomizing the consumerist ethos of American
society, and Wieland's use of it here points
to how even the horrors of war are inevitably
mediated and packaged for consumption. The
artist's solo exhibition at the National Gallery
of Canada in 1971, True Patriot Love, signalled
her return to Canada and her questioning of
Canadian nationalism. This, too, was politicized
artmaking, as visitors to the exhibition were
invited to become active participants in a
perpetual reinvention of nationhood. The
artworks featured stitchery, embroidery,
handwriting, and quilting . The flag, the anthem,
and other symbols and signs of Canadianness thus appeared not as aspects of a remote
ideology but as everyday, handmade objects that
corresponded to Wieland's left-wing, feminist,
and ecological view of what the nation might
become.
For Greg Curnoe (1936-92), living and
working in London, Ontario, immersion in
Americanized pop culture was offset by the
assertion of a regionalist perspective. Together
with other London-based art ists such as Jack
Chambers (1931-78) and John Boyle (b.1941), he
was involved with a gallery and a publicationboth called Region-that
provided a framework
for individual and collective creative efforts.

Curnoe often argued in favour of regionalism,
which he opposed to mere provincialism:
"Provincialism is what people do when they live,
as they think, 'out in the sticks' and they try to
imitate what they think is hip in the big centres.
Regionalism is simply what people do when
they are ... at ease with themselves in their own
environment.'' 3 Artworks such as Being Tickled
( 1964, AGO) or Sheila and Bill at No Haven
(1965, private collection) have a Pop aesthetic
by virtue of their ad-like design and exaggerated
colouration. Yet Curnoe's use of the graphic
vocabulary of advertising and commercial
packaging, the lingua franca of contemporary
capitalism, also references the local and the
personal. His impressive collages from the
1960s, such as the Cherry Pop series (1964) and
Bowering Westmount (1967, AGO; Figure 13.3),
are dense, interlocking configurations of paper
ephemera. In these, Curnoe calls attention to
local businesses and brands, or introduces a
marker of a specific time and place: a train
ticket from his hometown overlaps a common
candy bar wrapper, for instance. Again and
again we see how the private lives and desires of
individuals, rooted in particular circumstances,
come up against a barrage of generic products,
slogans, and ideological messages. Curnoe's
assertion of the local was not a feature of
international Pop Art. Whereas many artists
celebrated the universality and quasi-mythic
status of Coca-Cola, Curnoe instead amassed a
large collection of soda pop bottles from small
regional manufacturers. A lineup of these appears
on the windowsill of his studio in View from
the Most Northerly Window on the West Wall
(1970, AGO), where they demarcate a perceptual
threshold between the artist's world and a bigger
cultural sphere. For Curnoe, the availability
of fluorescent-pink Wishing Well cream soda
in his hometown was fascinating, because in a
small way it was a symptom of the vitality and
uniqueness of the local scene, in commercial and
cultural terms.
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As was the case with Wieland, Curnoe held
political convictions that became increasingly
evident toward the end of the 1960s. Indeed,
for both artists the Vietnam War and Canadian
sovereignty became central issues. Curnoe's "Dorval
mural," which was officially titled Homage to the
R-34 (1968, NGC), is a nodal point of the decade's
intersection of art and countercultural politics.
Commissioned to paint a mural for Dorval Airport
in Montreal (now the Montreal-Pierre Elliott
Trudeau International Airport), Curnoe produced a
multi-figure composition of pulsating colour that is
reminiscent of both commercial graphic design and
psychedelic rock posters of the 1960s. The mura l
also suggests distortions of time and place: the
R-34 was originally a World War I German airship,
but the war machine in the painting is apparently
dropping bombs not on London, England, but on
London, Ontario. This airborne threat is linked to
the American militarism of the day through the
inclusion of such figures as the boxer Muhammad
Ali, a vocal opponent of the Vietnam War, and
a sinister figure resembling President Lyndon B.
Johnson. Sections of stencilled text made these
allegorical connections that much clearer. Even
as the work was being installed, however, it was
censured by officials from the Canadian Department
of Transport for being political, inflammatory,
and anti -American, and was quickly dismantled.
Homage to the R-34 was one of the most ambitious
politicizations of Pop Art to emerge in North
America.
Many other artists in Canada experimented
for a time with a pop sensibility. Claude Breeze
(b.1938) made paintings in the guise of television
sets, but there is no possibility of changing the
channel on these painted versions of bad-news
imagery. Iain Baxter (b.1936) and Ingrid Baxter
(b.1938), working together as the N.E. Thing Co.
from the mid-1960s to 1978, are usually categorized
under the rubric of conceptual art (Figures 16.3 and
16.4), but such 1966 works as Bagged Landscape
(VAG) and the installation Bagged Place (originally
presented at the Fine Arts Gallery, University of
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British Columbia) make clear their interest in the
packaging of consumer objects. In Bagged Place the
entire contents of a domestic interior are swathed in
clear plastic and thereby commodified, remaining
unsullied by abject human bodies . The rhetoric of
advertising also permeates Michael Snow's (b.1928)
Walking Woman project, which over the course of
the years 1961- 67 came to encompass paintings,
drawings, prints, sculptures, photographs, and
films, all based on the same curvaceous and stylized
silhouette of a woman on the move (Figure 15.1). If
mechanization, replication, and commodification
characterize commercialized pop culture, the same
is true of Walking Woman, whose cut-out shape was
repeated with the relentlessness of an advertising
campaign or company logo. "She" might be nothing
more than an empty sign, but this humanoid
outline is often filled with the cheerful colours of
commercial signage. In "A Couple of Near Mrs."-a
1962- 63 text written about this body of workSnow astutely commented on the role of women in
the history of image-making: as muses and models
for generations of male artists and as images used
to promote and sell innumerable products. As is the
case with so many of Pop Art's highly sexualized
female bodies, however, it is difficult to judge
whether Snow's crowd of Walking Woman figures is
mildly ironic or whether his project proposes a more
trenchant critique of gender relations.
And then there was the Ti-pop phenomenon
in Quebec. Whereas Curnoe and Wieland
managed to give the vocabulary of Pop Art a
Canadian (and even an anti-American) inflection,
Ti-pop represented a new attitude toward culture,
coinciding with Quebec's Quiet Revolution of
the 1960s. If ti (an abbreviation of petit) as a
colloquially applied prefix spoke to what was
traditional or parochial about French-Canadian
identity, some authors argued that confronting
that identity with a brash pop attitude could be
empowering and help forge a new Quebecois
identity. A striking visual example of Ti-pop is Le
sous-marin jaune de la force de frappe quebecoise

(The Yellow Submarine of Quebec's Striking
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Figure 13.3
Greg Curnoe, Bowering Westmount #5, 1967
stamp-pad ink and collage on mat board, 38.2 x 38 cm
Art Gallery of Ontario

Force), a sculptural installation by the young
artists Marc -Antoine Nadeau (b.1943) and
Andre Montpetit (b.1943). Shown in the Youth
Pavilion at Expo 67, the "submarine" was in fact

constructed out of a kayak and found objects,
including religious artifacts. The name Yellow
Submarine references the 1966 Beatles song, and
it is worth mentioning that John Lennon had
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that same year angered conservative America
with his comment that the Beatles were more
popular than Jesus. This anti-clerical sentiment
resonated with Quebecois who were in the process
of redefining themselves in modern and secular
terms. And so Le sous-marin jaune's translation of
a pop music song into material terms suggests a
cultural battleground with opposing iconographic
legacies. The rosaries and Pietas that had until
recently held sway in Quebec had become kitsch;
they were certain to be sloughed off as the
atomic-powered pop-cultural submarine-with
the youth of Quebec aboard-plowed its way
into the future. Expo 67 was indeed the ideal
site for such transformative cultural practices,
because the world's fair emphasized modernism,
cosmopolitanism, youth, and futurity.

Realisms
The term realism can be applied to a variety of
art objects, including paintings of highways by
Jack Chambers, sculptures of cows by Joe Fafard
(b.1942) , and photographs of urban dwellers
by Jeff Wall (b.1946). Other twentieth-century
Canadian ar tists who have at various times
been included under the rubric of realism are
Alex Colville (b.1920), Ken Danb y (1940-2007),
Mary Pratt (b.1935), Christopher Pratt (b.1935 ),
Joanne Tod (b.1953), Tim Zuck (b.1947),
Christiane Pflug (1936-72), Ivan Eyre (b.1935),
and John Hall (b.1943). The diversit y of their
art practices tells us th at realism implies more
than a requisite level of visual accuracy. Instead
of trying to isolate the most convincingly realist
style from this period , therefore, it makes more
sense to acknowledge the coexistence of various
modes of realism.
In the 1960s Alex Colville was often
categorized as a "magic realist," and some critics
even interpreted his paintings ' moment s of
suspended activity as mystic revelations . It is useful,
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though, to compare this magic designation to the
social realism that was still a powerful aesthetic
force when Colville was developing his craft in the
1940s. Artists such as Jack Humphrey (1901-67;
Figure 7.1), Miller Gore Brittain (1912- 68), and
Marian Scott (1926-93; Figure 7.7), for example,
sought to make visible the poverty, exploitation, and
class divisions that are often socially camouflaged.
This has clearly not been Colville's goal. He has
nonetheless depicted a social world in the sense that
his bod y of work, produ ced over several decades,
constitutes a striking representation of middleclass married life, including the ennui and anxieties
of domesticity. In this long-running soap opera
neither faces nor gestures give much away, while
the artist 's painstaking brushstroke s and subdued
palette accentuate a sense of psychic restrain t. Yet
Colville's paintings imply a psychologized space
through the tension between people and things: a
tension that from time to time threatens to erupt
into violence. Two painting s produced 20 years
apart illustrate this tendency: Pacific (1967, private
collection; Figure 13.4) shows perfectly aligned
furniture and architecture, and a man looking
out the window at the breaking tide, wearing
immaculately creased trousers. The order and
peacefulness suggested by the title are interrupted,
however, by a handgun prominently positioned on
a table in the foreground, apparentl y ready for use.
Twenty years later th e artist produced Woman with
Revolv er (1987, Collection Mira Godard). This time
a naked woman holds a gun by her side as she moves
from a lit room into a dark one. Seen in the context
of much of Colville's oeuvre, such paintings seem
to comment on the marriage bond, suggesting that
the home can be a site of fear, menace, and violent
cnme.
A sense of domestic unease is evoked
somewhat differently in paintings by Mary Pratt,
especially in kitchen scenes featuring raw fish
and uncooked meat . Eviscerate d Chickens (1971,
AGNL; Figure 13.2) consists of a close-up view of
two raw chickens resting on top of a camping-style
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Figure 13.4
Alex Colville, Pacific, 1967
acrylic on hardboard , 53.3 x 53.3 cm
private collection

cooler emblazoned with the Coca-Cola logo. Like
many artists, Pratt surely used the most famous of
all soda pops as visual shorthand for the world of
Americanized pop culture; but in this painting the

commodified food product contrasts sharply with
the unsightly rawness of the meat. Although Pratt
has also depicted human subjects, her hyperreal
paintings of non-human flesh are striking for
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how they introduce a disturbing quality into the
everyday realm of the housewife. Artists such as
Colville and Pratt have contributed to a category
of domestic realism, providing a serious reflection
on the nuclear family as a social, spatial, and
ideological unit.
Mary Pratt works extensively with
photographs and colour slides, and her art can be
regarded as a kind of sustained dialogue between
photography and painting. Indeed, another
way of categorizing the different realisms in
Canadian art would be to consider the relative
status accorded to photography. For instance,
while Colville and Christopher Pratt-who
became Mary's husband in 1957-might make
use of photographs in their art practices, their
paintings and prints do not seem as concerned
with the social and perceptual repercussions of
photography as do the works of Mary Pratt or
Jack Chambers. Although Chambers worked
in many media and styles, his high-realist
paintings seem to probe how everyday human
perception is transformed through interaction
with a range of visual technologies, including
paint on canvas. Interior scenes such as Diego
Asleep No. 1 (1972, Toronto-Dominion Bank)
echo, and subtly distort, the latest developments
in colour reproduction, as seen in the glossy
magazines of the time. In Sunday Morning
No. 2 (1970, private collection) two small boys
occupy the living room of a modern suburban
home, their eyes glued to a television set.
We might conclude that for this generation,
perception has become largely televisual. Yet
Chambers's painting suggests a more complex
interplay of visuality, technology, light, and
consciousness by contrasting the small black
and white screen image to a sunlight-filled room
and a large picture window. Meanwhile the
holiday decoration stars hanging in the window
function as a memory trace of a more spiritual
brand of illumination. The hyperreal quality
of Chambers's paintings makes us aware not of
some objective reality, but of how perception
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is constantly being reconfigured . Indeed,
Chambers's work can be regarded in relation
to Marshall McLuhan's claim that artists can
create counter-environments, alerting us to the
technologically determined environments we
inhabit but of which we remain largely unaware
in our day-to-day lives.
If visual fidelity is a common denominator
across many art practices, the realistic
representations of certain artists continue to be
judged masterful and incisive while those of others
are said to be merely illustrative or anecdotal. The
paintings of Robert Bateman (b.1930) and Ken
Danby are not usually accorded great art historical
importance despite their popularity and financial
success. This is probably because their subject
matter, composition, and technique too closely
resemble the easily consumed image world of
calendars, tourist brochures, postcards, greeting
cards, and other such commercially produced
pictures. The reputation of these artists makes
it clear that while the domains of visual art and
pop culture might overlap, they have not entirely
merged. It would be a mistake, however, to dismiss
such bodies of work as irredeemably kitsch, and to
exclude these artists from accounts of twentiethcentury Canadian art. It should be recognized that
Danby's work, for instance, has contributed to a
shifting iconography of Canadiana, whether kitsch
or not. His parade of iconic male types (including
the truck drivers, pool sharks, and hockey players
that first appeared in the 1960s) constitutes a form
of social portraiture, as does Gordon Lightfoot ( 1988,
private collection), a virtuoso portrait of the aging
folk-rock artist wearing a white suit and standing
in brilliant sunshine. It is precisely this social
dimension that makes it possible to segue from
Ken Danby to Jeff Wall in a discussion of Canadian
realism.
Jeff Wall's realism is qualitatively different
from that of the artists mentioned thus far,
not only because his medium is photography
or because he is art-historically savvy, but
also because his socially fraught urban scenes
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approach modernism as a form of historical
consciousness. His images imply that subjectivity
is forged daily, on the streets of the city, and
that the artist 's role is precisely to isolate such
transformative moments. Wall's images take the
form of the back-lit photographic transparencies
familiar from commercial displays, and they
also achieve a cinematic monumentality. Yet
the artist has referred to himself as a "painter of
modern life" (borrowing this phrase from Charles
Baudelaire), and his art practice does indeed
stage an encounter between photography and
painting, as was the case for some of the realist
art practices discussed earlier. Whereas Chambers
incorporated the latest visual technologies into
his painting, Wall constructs his photographic
realism piecemeal, much as painters build up
their images on canvas. The Storyteller (1986,
Museum fi.ir Moderne Kunst, Frankfurt) , which
shows a small group of contemporary Native
people occupying a marginal space within a city,
has a documentary -like appearance, but in fact
Wall invented the composition, distribution
of figures, and point of view, recalling the
nineteenth-century cityscapes of Edouard Manet
and Gustave Caillebotte.

Reinventing

Landscape

It can be argued that Jeff Wall's art practice has
breathed new life into the landscape genre. The
Storyteller, along with Diatribe (1985, Ydessa
Hendeles Art Foundation, Toronto), Bad Goods
(1985, VAG), and The Crooked Path (1991,
Collection Zellweger Luwa AG), are examples of
artworks featuring vacant lots and marginal spaces
within the city. These spaces function as meaningful
sites for people, even while the dream of inhabiting
a fecund natural environment is half-forgotten. In
Wall's landscape art, the natural world, the social/
built environment, and individual human agency
are constantly intersecting forces. A Sudden Gust

of Wind (After Hokusai) (1993, Tate; Figure 13.5)
updates a nineteenth-century Japanese print to show
yet another unbeautiful terrain on the outskirts
of a North American city. This time the site has
been measured and marked out for imminent
development. The business-suited figures in the
foreground suggest an instrumental and commercial
view of the land, but the delirious escape of
papers from a briefcase opens up the possibility of
alternative future plans and ways of interacting with
the natural environment. A Sudden Gust of Wind
suggests that nature remains an uncanny force in
contemporary life.
The landscape genre has often been accorded
a central position in the story of modern Canadian
art, as if the problem of articulating a national
identity were primarily linked to the inhabitation of
a vast geographic territory. The revival of figurative
art from the 1960s to the present day has, however,
included many new versions of landscape art that
challenge nationalist rhetoric. Instead of retracing
the Group of Seven's solitary forays into relatively
wild and unpeopled sites, contemporary artists
have more often focused on how the natural world
becomes inscribed with collective memories, stories,
and histories. Joyce Wieland and Michael Snow must
once again be mentioned because of their humorous
and conceptually rigorous experimentation
with landscape as a specifically Canadian genre.
Wieland produced landscapes in the form of cloth
assemblages, photographs, and films (her 1968 film
Rat Life and Diet in North America characterized
the Canadian natural environment as lush , organic,
and "naturally" sympathetic to peaceniks). Similarly,
in Plus Tard (1977, NGC) Snow produced a series
of blurred photographs that introduced cinematic
movement to Group of Seven paintings and thereby
brought the national territory into a more direct
relationship with temporality and historical change.
In subsequent years many Canadian artists
explored the social and ecological dimensions of
landscape art. The work of painter Eleanor Bond
(b.1948) stands out in this respect. Beginning
in the early 1980s Bond produced vertiginous
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Figure 13.5
Jeff Wall , A Sudden Gust of Wind (After Hokusai), 1993
transparency in lightbox, 250 x 397 x 34 cm
Tate

aerial views of natural sites; their lengthy
titles suggest that a landscape is an unfolding
narrative and that the viewer is bearing witness
to a transformative process. Examples include
Later, some industrial refugees form communal
settlements in a logged valley in B. C. ( 1985,
AEAC), and Displaced farmers set up cappuccino
bars and fish farms in Lake of the Woods ( 1988,
Canada Council Art Bank; Figure 13.6). Bond's
paintings show a natural wor ld altered by
economic policies, social turmoil, and ecological
devastation, but that is hardly the end of the
story. In Displaced farmers . .. the expanse of blue
water that surrounds the figures has a fantastical,
dreamlike quality, almost as if the natural
world can empathetically respond to the plight

of relocated Prairie farmers. The line between
cu ltur e and nature is persuasively blurred in
Bond's paintings, and so we somehow believe
that the spiralling skyscraper of Rock climbers
meet with naturalists on the residential parkade
(1989 , MAG) qualifies as a landscape, and that
the artist's architectural invention offers an
authentic wilderness experience.
The social purview and aesthetic impact
of the landscape genre have also been considered
by many Vancouver-based artists: Lawrence Paul
Yuxweluptun (b.1957), Jin-me Yoon (b.1960;
Figure 4.8), Liz Magor (b.1948), and Stan
Douglas (b.1960; Figure 19.6), among others.
Yuxweluptun's illusionistic landscape scenes
make extensive use of the elongated, rounded

268

Johanne

Sloan

Figure 13.6
Eleanor Bond, Displaced farmers set up cappuccino bars and fish farms in Lake of the Woods, 1988
oil on canvas , 243 x 373 cm
Canada Counci l Art Bank

motifs of Northwest Coast Native visual cultures
as components of the pictures' mountains, trees,
ground, and people . These traditional Native
forms are partly fused, however, with European
Surrealism and the shape-shifting fantasy
worlds of American pop culture. The resulting
landscapes are convincing cultural hybrids, even
while the colourful and appealing designs cannot
obliterate stories of disenfranchisement, land
claims, and environmental damage. As is the case
with Eleanor Bond's paintings, Yuxweluptun's
titles suggest that the land comes into focus,
or into consciousness, through the stories we
tell. Scorched Earth, Clear-cut Logging on Native
Sovereign Land. Shaman Coming to Fix (1991,

NGC; Figure 13.7), for example, urges us to
reconsider the very narrativization of landscape
art in Canada.

From Image to Installation
During the 1970s and 1980s, figurative imagemaking was also transformed through its
incorporation into performances, installations,
and site-specific artworks. Images were joined
to objects, texts, sound, and other sensorial
elements in such a way that the dynamic
relationship among these parts became key.
With installation art in particular, the viewer

From Pop to Postmodernism

269

Figure 13.7
Lawrence Pau l Yuxweluptun, Scorc hed Earth, Clear-cut Logging on Native Sovereign
Land. Shaman Coming to Fix, 1991
acrylic on canvas, 195.6 x 275 cm
Nationa l Ga llery of Canada

enters into a spatial configuration, physically
becoming part of the artwork. Artists such
as General Idea (the three-man collective
active from 1969 until 1994), Francine Larivee
(b.1942), Fastwiirms (a collective formed in
1979), and Martha Fleming and Lyne Lapointe
(collaborators from 1981 to 1996) developed a
wealth of figurative imagery that they presented
as part of elaborate, often ephemeral conceptual
projects and spatial structures.
General Idea often mimicked the social
mechanisms and institutions that frame the
production and consumption of both "high"
and "low" culture (Figures 16.1 and 16.5). An

important project carried forth over a period
of several years was the Miss General Idea
Pageant (first staged in 1971), which eventually
included The 1984 Miss General Idea Pavilion.
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the ersatz
beauty pageant and the fictional pavilion
informed numerous General Idea performances
and installations, which also incorporated
a wealth of imagery alluding to fashion
and commerce, sexuality and gender roles,
community, and history.
The pavilion concept was also taken up
by Francine Larivee in La chambre nuptiale
(The Nuptial Chamber) of 1976 (Figure 13.8).
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Figure 13.8
Francin e Larivee, La chambre
nuptiale , 1976
left: Salle 2 , La chamb re -chape lle
below: Salle 1, Agression sexue lle et
soumission au travail
mixed m ed ia, 9.25 x 6.15 m

From

Visitors entered a domed structure, the interior
of which was densely covered with sculptures
and paintings that used conventionally realistic
pop culture illustration to narrate the changing
position of women within contemporary society,
with a particular focus on the heterosexual
couple, romantic love, marriage, and family
life. Described by Rose-Marie Arbour in 1999
as a veritable feminist manifesto, Larivee's work
received a great deal of exposure. La chambre
nuptiale was first shown in 1976 in a newly
opened shopping mall in downtown Montreal
and was seen in other Quebec venues over the
next few years, culminating in its inclusion in
the Art and Feminism exhibition at the Musee
d'art contemporain de Montreal in 1982. There
it was shown alongside Judy Chicago's famous
Dinner Party (1979, Brooklyn Museum). The
different exhibition sites are significant. La
chambre nuptiale's first incarnation, in a nonart setting, emphasized its educational value. In
the later museum context it was more evident
that Larivee's determination to represent
the female body in new ways was shared by
many other artists, even if their feminist
interests led them in different directions. If
some critics contended that the vulva-shaped
plates of Chicago's imaginary dinner party
perpetuated the association of female identity
with unhistoricized, sexualized bodies, Larivee's
approach to sexuality was markedly different.
She used the most commonly available imagery
(from romance novels and soap operas) to create
a visual record of the emotional, psychological,
and sexual turmoil women were experiencing as
they struggled to achieve social equality.
During the 1980s the site-specific
installations of Martha Fleming and Lyne
Lapointe approached questions of gender
and sexuality in more experimental and
interdisciplinary ways, investigating architecture
and institutions, the lived spaces of the city, and
changing modes of knowledge and experience.
In such projects as Projet Building/Caserne # 14
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(1982-83), Le Musee des Sciences (1984), and La
Donna Delinquenta (1987), the artists worked
with abandoned or dilapidated buildings (a
fire hall, a post office, and a theatre). Their
aim was not to restore these sites, but to create
imagery that seemed to emerge out of the
material disintegration of the spaces, telling
stories about what might have occurred there.
If neither films nor vaudeville shows were being
presented in a beat-up neighbourhood theatre,
Fleming and Lapointe's La Donna Delinquenta
would transform it into a "memory theatre"
instead. This did not mean that the past was
restaged in a realistic fashion. Instead, the artists
showed how the building continued to serve as
a repository of individual desires and collective
memories. With their works they created a
remarkable form of public art that was at the
same time a product of their intimate life as
collaborators and lovers.

Postmodern

Bodies

By the early 1980s, in Canada and internationally,
a constellation of art practices had come to be
labelled postmodern. American literary critic
and political theorist Fredric Jameson described
postmodernism as the final "erosion of the older
distinction between high culture and so-called
mass or popular culture." 4 At one extreme,
some critics predicted the collapse of art into
the spectacle of capitalism. Others, however,
hailed postmodernism for its politicized and
empowering tactics. Artists were increasingly
conscious of operating within a bigger image
world, and with the advent of postmodernism
it became the norm to borrow or "appropriate"
imagery and to mix different approaches to
pictorial presentation. The fragmented an d
multi-layered character of the resulting work
was for many artists the most persuasive way
to convey a sense of identities in the very
process of being formed. Postmodern politics
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were indeed often focused on questions of
race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. Revisiting
images from the art-historical past or from pop
culture, artists called attention to the ideological
dimensions of visual representation. At the
same time, the reworking of images could be an
affirmative cultural gesture: proof that viewers
and consumers could seize hold of a pre-existing
image or object and invest it with new meanings.
The term postmodern eventually went out of
fashion when it no longer seemed so clear that
modernist ideas and norms had really been
superseded. Still, the art world of the 1980s and
early 1990s was permeated by a lively debate
about what it meant to move beyond modernism.
As issues of identity politics came to the fore,
so too did artists address how identity comes
to be visibly inscribed on human bodies. It can
therefore be said that postmodernism provided
another shot of adrenalin for figurative art
practices.
The figurative painting practices of
the 1980s were often socially trenchant and
ironic. Joanne Tod's Self Portrait (1982, private
collection) shows a woman in a lavish evening
gown descending a marble staircase. The painting
was based on a photograph from an outdated
fashion magazine, and obviously was not a
true-to-life depiction of the artist. Yet women
continually encounter such glamorous, idealized
images. We respond by mimicking or contesting
them, or by somehow projecting our own desires
onto them, so that in the end these pop culture
products do infiltrate a person's sense of self.
Tod was aligned with feminism in the 1980s,
and her art suggests that gender is a matter of
artifice and performance. This is the case even
with her paintings of bodies that are interrupted
or fragmented by montage-like techniques, such
as Where Am I? (private collection) and Chapeau
Entaille (AGO), both from 1989. Tod's work of the
1980s and 1990s also showcases the commodity.
People are shown within dense material

environments, and sometimes her paintings
depict an abundance of material stuff on its
own-gleaming
furniture, designer handbags,
ornate vases, and so on. In Manganese Queen
(1996, private collection) and related paintings
the shimmery fabric covering a queen-size
mattress is enough to evoke an entire social world.
Tod's paintings replicate the inner workings of
consumer culture, in which every material thing
and person has the potential to be commodified,
but where the desire to consume intersects with
subjective dreams, impulses, and experiences.
Tod was a central figure in Toronto's
painting revival of the 1980s, even while her
distinctive investment in the codes of realism
was not always shared by other artists . During
the decade the practice of painting could
encompass the neo-primitivism of Tim Jocelyn
(1952-86) and the ChromaZone Collective
(active 1981-2002), the semi-abstraction of
Shirley Wiitasalo (b.1949), and the expressionist
brushwork of Will Gorlitz (b.1952). This
variation is significant, pointing to how painting
had come to be regarded as a collection of
pictorial languages.
Other Canadian artists also contributed to
the revitalization of painting during the 1980s.
Montreal-based Pierre Dorion (b.1959) initially
took on religious and historical imagery while
tackling the fundamental illusionism of Western
painting. Dorion has continued to consider
the relationship of figures to space throughout
his remarkably prolific and inventive career,
but since the early 1990s his paintings have
situated this aesthetic problem in the realm of
unexceptional domestic spaces and everyday
gestures. A single male figure with averted gaze
and melancholic stance made his appearance
in such 1990-94 paintings as Reliquaire ( 1990,
private collection) and Figure debout (1993,
private collection), while the figureless paintings
he has made since then continue to powerfully
evoke a human presence.

l
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Originally based in Vancouver, Attila
Richard Lukacs (b.1962) has painted large-scale,
multi -figure compositions featuring skinheads
and various tough-looking men occupying
half-ruined buildings, atmospheric urban
interstices, or the streets of Berlin where the
artist was living before and during the fall of
the Berlin Wall. Many of Lukacs's compositions,
from the early In My Father's House (1989,
BAG; Figure 13.9) to the more recent That's It!
(2000, location unknown), recall the European
painting tradition of depicting semi-naked men
involved in some kind of heroic conflict. But
while the men in Lukacs's compositions engage
in dramatic acts of violence and sexuality, the
moral or allegorical stakes of these scenarios
remain ambiguous. Some of Lukacs's paintings

Figure 13.9
Attila Richa rd Lukacs , in My Father 's House, 1989
oil on canvas , 398.8 x 640 cm
Beaverbrook Art Ga llery
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show homosexual lovers in fanciful garden-like
locales (in the Vari eties of Love series, 1991- 92,
for instance); but even in these apparently
romantic paintings the emphasis remains on
muscular bodies, shaved heads, tattoos, and
distinctively macho clothing. It is not enough
to say that Lukacs depicts a specific subculture,
because his impressive body of work has used
multiple genres and pictorial codes from the
history of art to interrogate the appearance of
masculinity in society.
A sense of the body in extremis is also
evident in the sculptural work of Jana Sterbak
(b.1955). Vanitas: Flesh Dr ess for an Albino
Anorectic (1987, NGC) consists, in its fresh
incarnation, of stitched-together pieces of meat
worn by a model. The dress is then hung to
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cure, whereupon it becomes akin to a shrivelled
body. Works such as I Want You to Feel the Way
I Do ... (The Dress) ( 1984- 85, NGC), Seduction
Couch (1987, NGC), and Remote Control (1989,
Museu d' Art Contemporani de Barcelona) do
not explicitly represent the human figure, but
the fragility of the body is evident. In Sterbak's
practice the body is subjected to technological
and institutionalized mechanisms of control,
but it remains equally under threat from the
violent desires that peopl e unleash on each
other.
Since the 1980s it has been increasingly
difficult to categorize art practices acco rding to
the modernist devotion to a specific medium,
as the work has become a space of encounter
for multiple media, materials, and visual
technologies. Like Jeff Wall, artists such as
Genevieve Cadieux (b.1955; Figure 15.9) and
Ken Lum (b. 1956) create photographs that are
staged, designed, lit, and coloured with the kind
of additive process characteristic of paintings.
Moreover, Cadieux and Lum manipulate the
conventions of commercial photography, signage,
and billboards.
Cadieux's Family Portrait (1991, NGC)
consists of two-metre-high photographs installed
as freestanding lightboxes within a gallery, so
that the viewer moves between the enlarged faces
and body parts of the family members. This work
deconstructs the banal family snapshot even as
it reproduces the visual allure of advertising. In
Cadieux's work of this period, bodies are often
presented in isolated fragments. In La voie lactee
(1992), an illuminated billboard atop the Musee
d'art contemporain de Montreal, the lipstickstained mouth of an older woman seems forever
on the verge of communicating a secret. In the
urban context it is the absence of text (enticing,
persuading, or selling something to the viewer)
that renders the image ambiguous.
Ken Lum has taken the opposite approac h,
combining various official-looking texts with

photographs of individuals. Lum's sequence
of portrait-themed projects has consistently
showcased people of different social classes,
races, and ethnicities in an urban context that is
often recognizable as Vancouver even as it evokes
metropolitan life in global terms. In the Portrait
Logo series (1986-89), posed photographs of
individuals are joined to equally large text panels
in elaborately designed fonts. These photo-text
combinations are reminiscent of political party
posters or real-estate agents' business cards, but
Lum's subjects are not the type of people likely to
be moving through life branded by a high status
corporate logo. Yet these ersatz signs attest to
their subjects' identities as individuals, and to a
struggle to negotiate collective life. The PortraitRepeated Texts series (1991-92) also consists of
portrait/text combinations, but in this case the
text is seemingly the voices or thoughts of the
people in the photographs. Lum's portraiture
(perhaps like the great portraiture of the past) is
situated at a threshold between private and public
realms: we are shown how private lives get played
out in public space and through public forms of
expression.
Stephen Andrews's Facsimile (1991-92)
is another important intervention into the
genre of portraiture. Drawings based on faxed
photographs, Facsimile commemorates a
generation of men who died of AIDS-related
causes. Based in Toronto, Andrews (b.1956) used
graphite and beeswax to meticulously recreate
the deteriorated quality of a stream of images
he received from a widespread community. The
often blurred or obscured faces can be linked
to the medical and social discourses as well as
to the technological processes that de-faced the
individuality of these men. In Andrews's work,
however , the accidental chiaroscuro of the fax
machine has been transformed into an emotive
pictorial vocabulary, powerfully evoking memory
and loss. In other series (Fingerprints, 1996; Hai
Polloi, 1998; and also in Cartoon, 2007, private
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collection) Andrews continues to borrow from
such media genres as pornography, journalism,
and advertising, translating the photo-based,
reproducible images into remarkably complex,
hand-wrought drawings.
It is difficult to say when postmodernism
ceased to make sense as a conceptual framework
for artmaking, but by the mid-1990s contemporary
art had become the more neutral-sounding term
under which heterogeneous art practices could be
amassed. By the 1990s figuration of various kinds
had become the norm in contemporary Canadian
art-sometimes still linked to identity politics, but
just as often part of artists' everyday negotiations
of pop and media cultures. The proliferation of
cartoon-like imagery also became a major tendency
in the 1990s, especially in the work of such Winnipeg
artists as Marcel Dzama (b.1974), Daniel Barrow
(b.1971), and the Royal Art Lodge (1996-2008).
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The graphic novels and comix of such artists as Seth
(b.1962) and Chester Brown (b.1960) are finally
receiving recognition as a legitimate art form. In the
more established practice of Kim Adams (b.1951),
meanwhile, cartoon figurines, toys, and action
figures have provided both iconography and media
since the 1980s. Adams's Bruegel-BoschBus (1996
and ongoing, AGH; Figure 13.10) is an encrustation
of pop-culture detritus on the body of a sixties-era
Volkswagen van. It soon becomes apparent that this
added-on stuff is transforming itself into a coherent
miniature world, complete with urban blight,
highway congestion, crime, and leisure activities.
If the driver of this vehicle disappeared long ago,
Adams's sculpture seems to illustrate a kind of
disembodied life force within pop culture itself.
Adams's ability to pick out fragments of
everyday pop culture and reconfigure them into
an alternative, imaginative universe harkens back
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Figure 13.10
Kim Adams, Bruegel-Bosch Bus, begun 1996
1960s Volkswagen bus, figurines , mixed media , 243.8 x 168.9 x 414 cm
Art Gallery of Hamilton
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to the art practices of the 1960s that introduced
this chapter. At that time the aesthetic engagement
with pop culture, as well as the embrace of
figuration, might well have been regarded as
fads destined to be superseded. Yet the modes
of figuration announced in the 1960s have been
generative up to the present day. Artists have
continued to explore mimetic representation,
grappling with the problems of rea lism and
negotiating the role of art within ever-expanding
fields of visual culture.
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