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Vantage Points: Sighting Along a Line 

Landscape imagery has long been a mainstay of art in Canada. I t  has been used as a 

symbol of Canadian identity, incorporating our desire for a sense of place, a longing 
for timelessness, and the desire to depict the history of European exploration and 
conquest. While representations of the land cannot help but reflect the ideologies of 

the culture in which they are created, landscape imagery has traditionally strived to 

remain apolitical. From the works of Cornelius Krieghoff to George Catlin's Indian 
encampments, human habitation has served as a subplot to the greater drama of 

nature. The strangely empty wilderness of Lawren Harris and the Group of Seven 
shows a land untainted by human navigation or industry. In works such as these, 
the landscape becomes remote, sublime and exotic, the "other" in a culture where 

humanity and nature are frequently represented as opposing forces. Within the past 
thirty years, a growing environmental movement has sought to show us the other 

side of the equation. Images of clear cuts, polluted streams and the carnage of 
industry make us aware of the size of the human footprint upon the land. The 

Edenic world of the Group of Seven is long past, and probably never existed. 
Vantage Points: Sighting Along a Line presents the work of three artists who 

address the changing relationships between human beings and their environments. 
The show deals with individual perception, time, and the decay and renewal of 

natural and human structures. Each artist addresses the symbiotic relationship 
between self and place, while exploring the juxtaposition between external archi- 
tectural spaces and the environment of the gallery. 

Alisdair MacRae's work deals specifically with human perception and landscape. 
While visiting the Okanagan, he was struck by the change in the horizon line, 
which appeared much lower than that in his native Victoria. This gave him "a feel- 
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ing ofvertigo," prompting him to reflect on the environment's ability to impact 
physically upon a viewer. H e  captures this sense of disorientation in his sculptural 
work. The experience becomes theatrical, reminiscent of a house of mirrors, or the 
strange foreshortening of a view seen from a suspension bridge. As an individual 
enters the passage, he or she becomes both the viewer and the performer; those out- 
side the structure witness a change in scale and perspective as they watch the par- 
ticipant traverse a sea of foam rubber. As with any perfbrmance, however, it can be 
seen that the entire event is a construct. Once the lights cease to dazzle and the par- 
ticipant has exited the "stage," the materials of the structure can be seen. Like the 
plays of Bertolt Brecht, the "fourth wall" collapses, and the work exposes itself as 
a conglomeration of boards and cloth. Blueprints and models on the adjacent wall 
further serve to unveil the work. As MacRae writes, "the installation attempts to 
cause and withhold two illusions; one of space, the other of comprehension." 

Across the gallery is the work of Keith Langergriiber. In the past two years, 
Langerggber has made several trips to Bamberton, a site on the southeast coast 
of Vancouver Island. While there, he explored the ruins of an abandoned cement 
factory. In a method similar to that of an archaeologist, the artist collected and 
catalogued a diverse group of items from this site. These items are re-presented in 
the gallery space. In the vein of Robert Smithson, the gallery becomes a non-site, 
a recontextualization ofan environment initially experienced not as art, but as the 
decayed remains of failed industry. In their new environment, the tools and detritus 
become objects in an anthropological display. Like MacRae, Langergriiber has docu- 
mented his process in the form of drawings, blueprints and video, merging the role 
of artist with that of the explorer, recorder and scientist. An interest in the cycles of 
the natural environment underlies Langergdxr's fascination with this site. The fac- 
tory land was taken from the wilderness, and human industry has left an indelible 
mark: the artist notes that pools of untreated waste have formed in the empty build- 
ings, perilously close to a stream of fresh water. However, the land is also in the 
process of reclaiming the architecture. Grass grows in the crevices of the concrete, 
moss and mould cling to wooden beams, and trees have taken root in the floors of 
the buildings. Like so many of the ancient sites of human habitation, if untouched 
by future industry, the abandoned &tory will vanish into the landscape. The future 
of this site is still under debate. In Langerggber's MFA thesis, the artist notes that 
no strategy for cleanup has yet been decided on. As well, various groups are contest- 
ing the use of the land. Originally, developers wanted to use this area for the site of 
a massive housing development. However, a group known as the "Friends of South 
Cowichan" was formed to protest this project. The area surrounding the factory is 
also considered sacred by the Cowichan First Nations, who have been holding tradi- 
tional ceremonies here. The Ministry ofMunicipa1 Afhirs has yet to decide the fate 
of the Bamberton site. 

In his thesis, The Critical Tourist, Langerggber discusses the ways in which both 
the landscape and British Columbia's past are marketed as commodities, with all 
of the dirt, both physical and political, removed. As he writes, the landscape has 
become a "sanitized natural world." The reconstruction of the environment by the 
tourist industry has the same result as the romanticization of the Group of Seven: 
an empty and unrealistic aestheticization of our surroundings. Langergriiber's instal- 
lation works against this construct. H e  writes, "the weathered signs, the collapsing 
buildings, the traces of man's intrusion as well as nature's reclamation, are more 
meaningful and poetic than any heritage site." 

Matthew Irving also explores the ways in which the ideologies of individuals and 
communities effect our understanding of the land. The artist recently moved to Los 
Angeles, and his new residence informs his work. His photographs represent two 
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sides of Southern Californian culture: gated communities in Santa Monica and 
abandoned hotels in Salton Sea. A video accompanies these images. In these 
works, Irving explores individual notions of "Paradise." H e  views modern culture, 
especially the highly capitalistic culture of Southern California, as concentrating 
on the disposable. People get he-lifts,  buy new houses and embrace new ideolo- 
gies in a constant search for perfection. Film and television continually depict 
California as a place of riches and amusement. Irving's photographs document 
the struggle of the inhabitants ofLos Angeles to keep this image alive, even in 
the h e  of violence and economic disparity. Life becomes a facade for reality to 
hide behind. 

The gated communities are fortresses for the wealthy. Unlike suburbs of white 
picket fences and green lawns, the condominiums are securely locked behind high 
metal gates, protected by doormen and security codes. They are patrolled, sur- 
veyed and exclusionary, keeping out all who don't meet a certain social and eco- 
nomic criteria. Yet, in spite of their forbidding appearance, they seek to embrace 
paradise through their names: "Oak Meadows," "Green Fields" and "Rancho San 
Clemente" present lush and exoticised images of an Edenic world. 

In contrast to these images of privilege is the community of Salton Sea, 
another site of failed industry. The damming of a river inadvertently created the 
"Salton Sea," a mass of water which drowned the land and destroyed many of the 
homes in the area. Politicians attempted to turn the area into a resort town, but 
their plans failed; only a few hotels still attempt to woo visitors with promises of 
hot springs and spectacular views. A search on the Iinternet will uncover images 
of trailer parks, abandoned buildings, and dead marine life. In his writing about 
the project, Irving suggests that human habitats are explored then abandoned; 
Salton Sea is an example of a community which has been left behind. However, 
Irving's photographs and video installation look at  the ways in which a site could 
be reclaimed. Many of the swimming pools of these abandoned hotels have been 
turned into skate parks. Rather than attracting wealthy tourists, the site serves as 
a meeting place for youth community who share interests and activities. Like the 
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Bamberton cement factory, Salton Sea is in a sense being "reclaimed." Irving 
refers to the area as a skate boarding "paradise": "skate boarders seek out and 
appropriate any office building, residence, parking lot, abandoned structure or 
physical form. The deserted nature of this area makes it ideal." Thus, Irving's 
photographs juxtapose two communities, the established and the transitory, and 
examine the ways in which both seek to restructure their environments. 

The subject of landscape continues to intrigue artists. However, idealized 
representations of nature have been replaced by an interest in exploring the 
interrelationships between culture, politics and the environment. We shape the 
landscape, just as it forms our sense of identity. Vantage Points: Sighting Along a 
Line presents viewers with complex ways of understanding this relationship. 
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