









































I begin with a discussion of recent writing on the museum
which argues for an analysis of the exhibition as a
discourse. I expand on this literature and propose a reading
of the museum and its articulations of national identity
through an analysis of the discursive orderings of the
displays. A material analysis of the displays of the
permanent collection of Canadian art as they were organized
in the Lorne Building - where the collection was housed until
1987 - and in the new National Gallery on Nepean Point
suggests the solidity of the trajectory of historical
Ccanadian art that is on display.

A different articulation of the aesthetic and the
national is proposed in the exhibition of contemporary art.
The remainder c¢f the chapter focuses on an analysis of the
discursive orderings in the Contemporary Galleries. Central
to this analysis is the tension between Canadian and non-
Canadian art, and notions of the historical and the
contemporary, that is evidenced in the different ordering of
artworks in the Contemporary Galleries of the Lorne and ﬁhe
Safdie buildings.

Chapter Four continues the discursive analysis of
exhibitions by considering four temporary exhibitions of
contemporary Canadian art on display at the Gallery between
1980 and 1992. The pertinence of this analysis lies in its
consideration of the specificity of the display of Canadian
art in temporary exhibitions, and the relationship to the

discursive orderings of Canadian art in the permanent
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collection. The underlying assumption of the analysis is that
where the permanent collection establishes a s0lid trajectory
of aesthetic works, the temporary exhibition provides the
possibility for a more flexible ordering of artistic
production, and therefore of a more performative engagement
of the aesthetic to national identity.

As the critical reception of the four exhibitions
demonstrates, however, the nation-building mandate of the
National Gallery effectively frames these exhibitions of
canadian art as national exhibitions, leaving them open to
criticism in terms of the representativity of their display,
even as questions of representation and 'national’
representativity were already highlighted by the exhibitions
themselves. This critique along the lines of representation
returns to some of the issues addressed in Chapter One's
discussion of national identity in terms of the split between
legislated definitions of nationality and the affective
dimension of national belongings.

Chapter Five brings together the material analyses of
the permanent collection and the temporary exhibitions
undertaken in the previous two chapters and discusses their
different articulations of national identity. The importance
of understanding the affective nature of national belongings
is emphasized through the reexamination of the mediating role
of culture in the formation of national identity. In
particular, the split between a legislated notion of national

identity and specific manifestations of national belonging,
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highlights the discrepancies between the institutional
solidity of the nation-building mandate of the National
Gallery, and an affective understanding of national belonging
highlighted by the aesthetic field. This discrepancy sufgests
that there is not one notion of Canadian identity but several
that are constantly renegotiated in the play back and forth
between the permanent collection and the temporary
exhibition. Thus, the different discursive orderings of the
two modes of exhibition make evident the multiple ways in
which figures of nationhood and of national belonging in
Canada are articulated across the exhibitionary practices of

the museum.
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like the aristocracy, positioned the bourgeoisie as the first
class to imagine itself across time and space as a community.
To illustrate this point, Anderson posits two cultural forms,
the novel and the newspaper, as instances where the imagined
community is made visible. The newspaper, in particular, is
constituted as the moment where, through the very act of
reading, the individual consciously or unconsciously links
him or herself to a range of other individuals, seen and
unseen, that are simultaneously participating in the same
activity. Thus, for Anderson, the element that joins members
of the nation together and defines nationality is no longer a
set of essential characteristics, but shared activities and
imaginings. X

In describing the nation as an ‘imagined community',
Anderson shifts the emphasis from an essentialist notion of
national identity as something one is born into, to a fluid
conception of nationhcod as a sense of belonging, organised
around shifting signifiers that resonate in the everyday
experience of a nation's populace. In addition, unlike
Gellner and Hobsbawm who see a necessary collocation between
nation and state, Anderson provides the first step in an
understanding of nationhood that exists over and above
formally defined territorial boundaries. For Anderson, it is
the "profound emotional legitimacy" that nations command, the
"deep attachments” of individuals to nations, that provides

the greater insight into national formations (ibid.: 4).
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In Media, State and Nation, Philip Schlesinger extends
anderson's conception of the nation as community in his
characterization of national identity as "a particular kind
of collective identity" (1991: 153). Drawing on the work of
social theorists on the question of group or collective
identity, Schlesinger suggests that national identity (which,
significantly, he distinguishes from nationalism) be viewed
as a dynamic construction, the process of collective identity
taking place through the sharing of a common past. To support
this claim he cites social theorist J.W. LaPierre writing in
1984: “Collective identity relates to a collective memory
through which the contemporary group recognizes itself
through a common past, remembrance, commemoration,
interpretation and reinterpretation®. (ibid.: 153). Unlike
other analyses which offer up a transposable and relatively
stable model of nation formation,® Schlesinger's articulation
of national identity as a form of collective identity shifts
the analysis of the nation from its artefacts to what he

terms "a system of relations and representations® {(ibid.:

8 The most obvious example of a static conception of the naticnal form
is that proposed by Gellner (1983). But as Partha Chatterjee (1993) has
charged, Anderson's understanding of the nation as an imagined community
rests on a specific model of western nation formation that he
establishes as having universal validity. "I have one central objection
to Anderson's argument. If nationalisms in the rest of the world have to
choose their imagined community from certain "modular* forms already
made available to them by Eurcpe and the Americas, what do they have
left to imagine? History, it would seem, has decreed that we in the
postcolonial world shall only be perpetual consumers of modernity.
Europe and the Americas, the only true subjects of history, have thought
out on our behalf not only the script of ceolonial enlightenment and
exploitation, but also that of our anticolonial resistance and
postcolonial misery. Even our imaginations must remain forever
colonized.*" (Chatterjee, 1993: 5}
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154), The formation of national identity, then, should be
seen as a constant process of definition and redefinition.

It is this dynamic aspect of national identity that
makes these arguments so powerful. Schlesinger views national
identity as negotiated within a series of definitional and
counter-definitional struggles that take place across a
number of terrains, including the cultural. He is quick to
point out, however, that while cultural institutions play a
vital role in producing a national culture, they should not
be considered the sole arbiters of that culture. In other
words, the production of national identity takes place not
only across official institutions, but in the population's
engagement with them:

[Iln principle, the national culture is bounded by

the territorial confines of a given nation-state.

However, the 'national' characteristics are not

given. National cultures are not simply

repositories of shared symbols to which the entire

population stands in identical relation. Rather,

they are to be approached s sites of contestation,

in which competition over definitions takes

place. (1991: 174)
This line of argument is a useful counterpoint to Gellner's
insistence on the congruence of state and culture in the
formation of the nation. Within that frame of analysis, the
only acceptable culture is state culture, with any
possibility of negotiation rendered obsolete from the start.
Even Anderson's approach to culture is limited to a
consideration of the representational strategies of official

culture - especially, as we shall see, in his consideration

of the museum. The imagined community is seemingly incapable
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emerging nationhood. The museum accomplished this by
physically taking over one of the King's residences, and
turning it and its contents - what was to all intents and
purposes the material record of western civilization - over
to the citizens of the new republic. That the museum
constituted such an important symbolic dimension can
particularly be seen in the changing uses to which it was put
by successive governing regimes. Each new ruler used the
walls and ceilings of the Louvre not only to exhibit the
national heritage of France and its dominions,! but to
literally inscribe the symbols of their rule through painted
cornices, ceilings and other architectural detaills. As Duncan
and Wallach have argued, the museum in its earliest
manifestations in Europe appropriated the symbols of
absolutist rule and put them to new ideological uses, to
stand for the bourgecisie and their acquisition of power.
This appropriation occurred not only at the level of the
possession and transformation of physical structures, but
more importantly, rested on the bourgeoisie's ownership of

art: the material constituents of Western civilization. As

will be seen in greater detail below, through the
appropriation and manipulation of the aesthetic, the

nineteenth-century bourgeocisie was able to secure, on a

1 As Duncan and Wallach have pointed out, Napoleon Bonaparte was
particularly adept at manipulating the symbolic power of the Louvre to
his advantage, a skill which was most evident in his triumphal
procession through the streets of Paris with the artistic 'spoils' of
his military campaigns. (Duncan and Wallach, 1980)
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symbolic as well as on a political lavel, its claim to
universal subjecthood.

A different articulation of nationhood and the early
museum can be traced in the 1824 establishment of the
National Gallery in London.2 As Carol Duncan has argued, there
is neither a 'revolutionary moment' that precipitated the
founding of the National Gallery, nor a significant royal
collection that was symbolically given over to the people. It
was instead, the result of a series of lengthy debates that
pitted social reformers, philosophers and Academicians
against the wealthy landowners who dominated Parliament, and
who saw the expansion of the notion of the public that
underscored the establishment of a public art gallery as a
challenge to their political and social hegemony. The fear
that a 'national' gallery would bring with it the kind of
republicanism that had taken hold in France was only one of
the concerns voiced by the upper echelons of British society.
The very idea of a national art collection was seen as
unnecessary amongst those who felt that they themselves
constituted the ‘true' citizens of England, and who had
regular access to their own and each other's considerable
collections of art and objets d'art. In the end, the 'new’
face of England won out in the shape of the increasingly

powerful merchant bourgeoisie who, while not having access to

2 The National Gallery in London is particularly pertinent to the
analysis of the National Gallery in Canada, because the latter's first
director, the British-born Eric Brown, modeled certain elements of the
Gallery - in particular the decision to collect only paintings - on the
London institution.
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power through traditional social and political channels,
nevertheless gathered about them the symbolic trappings of
power which included works of art. And it was by this means
that the National Gallery in London was put in place.3
) As Carol Duncan has shown, both the princely collection
and the 'public' art museum served to represent power, either
through a glorification of the figure of the ruler or through
the representation of the idea of the nation-state. The
differences in the ideological programme of each form,
however, necessitated not only a different architectural
vocabulary, but a revised consideration of the appropriate
hanging for the works of art. In the royal art gallery,
paintings and other works of art were arranged to produce
iconographic programmes that glorified the ruler and his
{(sic) realm. In the public art gallery, a new presentation of
art was required to represent the new state, and thus
paintings were arranged according to Enlightenment ideas of
historical progress, and the centrality of the individual
Subject - an idea that could be embodied to perfection in the
persona of the artist-genius.

In principle the public art museum and the royal

art gallery imply sharp political differences. Both

institutions make the nation a visible reality. The

royal gallery identifies the nation as the king's

realm, while the public art museum identifies the

nation as the state - an abstract entity in theory

belonging to the people. For this reason, public
art museums could serve the needs of enlightened or

3 It is interesting to note that the aesthetic imperative of the newly
formed art historical discipline forced the replacement of the
eighteenth-century paintings beloved of the ‘gentlemen art owners' with
the more aesthetically sound works of the Italian Renaissance (Duncan,
1895} .
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museum, the formation of traditional art historical
discourses provides an important focus for an understanding
of the organization of the permanent collection's display.
This importance lies as much in art history's construction of
a universal aesthetic discourse as in the discipline's
ability to harness to that universal aesthetic, the cultural
production of a nation.

Many writers on the museum have pointed to the almost
simultaneous development of the museum and a conception of
art history which in the mid-nineteenth century evolved into
the familiar modern disciplinary formation. In a more
sweeping statement on the relationships of museal
institutions and disciplinary formations, Tony Bennett argues
that the birth of the museum coincided with, and supplied a
primary institutional condition for, the emergence of a new
set of knowledges, including art history. Each of these
knowledges, as they are deployed in the museum, arranged
objects as parts of evolutionary seguences which, in their
interrelations, formed a totalising order of things and
peoples that was historicized through and through (1991: 41-
3). In a similar vein, Donald Preziosi contrasts the
development of art history as a "scientific" academic
discipline in the United States in the 1930s {markedly later
than the institution of the discipline in Germany and
Britain} with the almost simultaneous development of the
taxonomic or survey art museum during the same period. In his

analysis of the Fogg Art Museum at Harvard, Preziosi argues
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that the institution was founded on the principle that the
history of fine arts should be related not only to the
history of (western) civilization generally, but that the
objects contained within the museum's walls should function
as evidence of the genius of the people who produced them. In
other words, underlying the collection of objects in the
museum {and Preziosi argues that this principle of national
genius underscores much of the collecting and display
activity from the turn of the century) was the principle
"that there is an essential relation between the aesthetic
character of a people's works of visual art and that nation's
social, moral and ethical character® (Preziosi, 1992: 368).
And while the genius of a people (or of a nation) can be
located exclusively in the work of a single artist who has
achieved international or historical recognition, this
confers a measure of cultural significance on the nation
itself and its aesthetic production.i?®

The epistemological relationship of art historical
taxonomies to the exhibition of art objects is thus central
to the museum's aesthetic function. The modalities of the
disciplinary formation of art history, its assumptions, its
strategies of inclusion and exclusion, articulate the

organizing principles of the discipline to the ordering of

19 por example, the eminent art historian Erwin Panofsky sought to
identify in the work of Albrecht Dilrer the essential nature of the
German character, in order to secure Germany's presence in the art
historical canon {(Moxey, 1994). A similar ascription of national
character occurs in the National Gallery's canonization of the Group of
Seven as the artists who best express the essential spirit of the
Canadian nation.
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art objects in the institution. Art history emerged out of
the same Enlightenment discourse that produced many of the
other disciplines that structure the current academic system.
Originating in the attempt to produce a science of aesthetic
judgement, art history was initially concerned with questions
of connoisseurship: the biographical description of major
artists, the identification of formal characteristics, the
establishment of the artist's work within a linear stylistic
succession, and the insertion of the oeuvre within a
universal conception of aesthetic value. In sum, art history
is about the construction and management of a highly‘defined
archive of artistic production. The formation of the archive,
and the ascription of universal validity to its underlying
principles, ensures that any additions to the existing
archive submit to these specific criteria. The immutability
of aesthetic criteria and the self-perpetuation of the art
historical canon contribute to the belief that the art
historical discourse is the natural way to order works of
art. Concomitant with this view, the only objects included in
the canon are masterpieces, and more perniciously, the
objects that do not form part of the canon do not possess
aesthetic value. As feminist and postcolonial critics have
argued in their critique of the legitimating power of the
traditional art historical canon, the rules of formation of
the aesthetic inherently privilege the production of white,
bourgeois, male artists (Pollock, 1988; West, 1990). This is

effected primarily by upholding as the only wvalid criteria of
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Chapter Three
The Permanent Collection:
Ordering National Identity

In the preceding chapter, I considered the National
Gallery's 'collecting history', the cultural and political
implications of the Gallery's move from the makeshift Lorne
Building to its present permanent location on Nepean Point,
and its relationship as a national cultural institution to
changes in cultural policy during the 1980s and early 1930s.
In more general terms, the imbrication of the museum's
ideoclogical function as an important national symbol, and the
effects of Enlightenment discourses of subjectivity that
underlie a modernist conception of the aesthetic, have an
important bearing on the articulations of art and nationhood
presented in the museum.

In this chapter, my emphasis will be on the museum as an
exhibitionary institution. As such, the analysis will focus
on the display of historical and contemporary Canadian art in
both the Lorne and the Safdie buildings. In its engagement
with exhibitions - with specific displays - this inquiry
operates at a different level of specificity from that of the
work of Tony Bennett and others whose interests lie in the
institutional aspects of the museum. The underlying
assumption of this analysis is that an understanding of the
social representations produced in and by the museum can be

better obtained through an examination of the discursive
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orderings constructed by the exhibition, than by imputing
significance to cbjects based solely on their location within
the institutional apparatus. The bulk of this chapter
ctherefore consists in a close reading of the permanent
display of the Gallery's collection of canadian art - the
permanent collection - in terms of its constitution of
differing discursive orderings of Canadian art and national

identity.

The Digcursive Analysis of Museum Exhibitions

Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach's 1980 essay “The
Universal Survey Museum" is a significant text in
museological literature: one of the first essays to actually
engage with the museum as an exhibitionary institution by
imputing significance to the very structuring of the
exhibitions themselves. Building on the work of
anthropologist Victor Turner, Duncan and wallach read the
visit te the museum as a ritual experience, the features of
which are provided by the building itself and the disposition
of exhibitionary spaces. The architectural layout of the
rooms, the ceiling and wall decorations, and most
importantly, the display of artworks throughout the galleries
together are thus seen as producing a trajectory through
which the viewer is led, and which frames her/his
understanding of and relationship to the works of art on
display.

The museum, like other ceremonial monuments, is a

complex architectural phenomenon that selects and
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arranges works of art within a sequence of spaces.

This totality of art and architectural form

organizes the visitor's experience as a script

organizes a performance. Individuals respond in

different ways according to their education,

culture and class. But the architecture is a given

and imposes the same underlying structure on

everyone. By following the architectural script the

visitor engages in an activity most accurately

described as a ritual. Indeed, the museum

experience bears a striking resemblance to

religious rituals in both form and content. ({Duncan

and Wallach, 1980: 450)
Thus, for Duncan and Wallach, the visit to the art museum,
the passage through the spaces of the galleries, is an
enactment of the ideological programme that underlies the
Western museum, the ritual experience of walking through the
galleries inserting the viewer into a particular narrative of
the relationship between, for example, art and the
superiority of Western civilization (the Metropolitan Museum
of Art in New York}, art and nationhood (the Louvre and the
National Gallery in Washington D.C.) and/or art and
international capitalism (the Museum of Modern Art, New
York) .1

The strength of Duncan and Wallach's argument lies in
its focus on display practices. The analysis of the museum as
a ritual space highlights both the auratic value (in
Benjamin's sense) ascribed to art works on display in museums
and art galleries, as well as the mood of reverence and awe

that often accompanies novice visitors to museums - a mood

which, as they and other authors have argued,? is already

1 »By performing the ritual of walking through the museum, the visitor
is prompted to enact and thereby to internalize the values and beliefs
written into the architectural script* {(Duncan and Wallach,1980: 451}.
2 cameron (1971}, Pevsner {1976), and Seling (1967).
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elaborately designed lighting shafts for the lower
galleries.?3

Wwhat is certain, is that the new building occupies a
central role in the delineation of the permanent collection.
Not only do the new gallery spaces produce a clearly defined
ordering of the various artistic domains, but the strong
symbolic presence of the new Gallery building imputes a
stature if not a grandiosity to the works of art that was
missing from the display in the Lorne building. Even for some
of the new building's supporters, however, the overwhelming
monumentality of the architecture takes attention away from
the works of art, locating the Gallery's symbolic impact, not
in its collection of art, but in its social and national

function.

The Canadian Galleries

The permanent display in the Canadian galleries of both
National Gallery buildings provides a linear chronology of
Canadian artistic production from the late seventeenth
century to the 1960s. Traditional in scope and intent, it
provides a trajectory of great moments in Canadian art
organized around a selection of major artistic movements -
e.qg., the Royal Canadian Academy, the Group of Seven, the
canadian Group of Painters, the Automatistes and the

Plasticiens. Thus, the Gallery's display of the permanent

23 gee Whitelaw {1989) for an overview of the reflexive character of the
architecture of post-modern museum buildings in Eurcpe, in particular
James Stirling's addition to the National Gallery in Stuttgart.
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collection reproduces the traditional art historical view of
the history of art as a linear stylistic trajectory. This
view of the history of art as a progressive artistic
development culminating in abstraction, is reinforced in the
physical layout of the rooms that house the collection of
Canadian artworks. The major meoments and monuments of
Canadian art history are displayed chronologically across a
series of large rooms, while the marginalia, the moments or
instances of works which do not fit into the larger
teleological narrative of 'Canadian art', are situated in the
smaller theme rooms, adjacent to the main rooms, and
therefore outside the main exhibition trajectory. One of the
most important motivations in this stylistic progression is
the development of abstraction, first seen in the stylized
landscapes of the Group of Seven, and reaching its apogee in
the very disparate work of the Plasticiens and Painters
Eleven in the 1950s and 60s. The rise of artistic modernism,
as it is traced through the trajectory of the permanent
collection, signals the abandonment of European-derived
realist art forms and Canada's move towards entry into a
universal aesthetic avant-garde. This discursive articulation
of transnational art historical and national narratives, seen
in terms of a tension between the establishment of a distinct
Canadian aesthetic necessary to a national programme and the
desire to see the work of Canadian artists exhibited on an
international scale - can perhaps best be seen in the shift

in the Gallery's organization of its permanent collection
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from a strictly Canadian history of art up to the 1960s,
separate from the more canonical European and American art of
the past, to the integration of the work of Canadian and
international artists in the Contemporary Galleries.

The stylistic separation of works into those that form
the main history and those works that are outside this
history must also, however, be seen as part of the larger
project of both the National Gallery and the Canadian art
history establishment: namely, the development of an
authentically Canadian aesthetic. This guest for a distinctly
Canadian artistic vocabulary was the original impetus behind
the creation of both the Royal Canadian Academy and the
National Gallery, under the assumption that the development
of such an aesthetic - and the establishment of a wholly
canadian art movement - would translate into visual terms the
affective experience of nationhood. Within the received
traditions, this distinct Canadian aesthetic was seemingly
only achieved with the Group of Seven, whose explorations of
the Canadian landscape - however much that landscape only
reflected a small portion of Canadian territory - was seen
both by the artists themselves and by posterity as "a direct
and unaffected mode of painting derived from an experience of
the Canadian _and that all Canadians, if they would only lock
about themselves, would have to acknowledge as being true and
worthwhile" (Reid, 15970: 13-14).

The articulation of national identity with the land,

however, did not originate with the Group of Seven. Although
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Chapter Four
Temporary Exhibitions:
National Identity in Disarray

The analysis of the permanent collection, undertaken in
the previous chapter, demonstrated the important differences
between the historical solidity of the display of the
canadian collections, and the provisional status of the works
included in the Contemporary Galleries. The Contemporary
Galleries, particularly in the new Gallery, bring forward
issues which further trouble the narratives of aesthetic
modernism and of modernity that are laid out in the Canadian
Galleries. The analysis of temporary exhibitions will allow
me to better focus on the aesthetic mediations at work in the
display of art, and their pertinence for an understanding of
the discursive articulations of the national and the
aesthetic as they are constituted by the display narrative.

This chapter will thus trace the exhibition of Canadian
art in the Gallery's temporary exhibitions through the
examination of four group exhibitions of contemporary art on
display at the Gallery between 1980 and 1992. The four
exhibitions - Pluralities/1980/Piuralités (1980), Songs of
Experience (1986), The Canadian Biennial of Contemporary Art
(1989), and Land Spirit Power: First Nations at the National
Gallery of Canada (1992) - constitute important displays of
contemporary Canadian art at significant moments in the

recent history of Canadian and international art. It must be
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said from the outset that these are group exhibitions and
that my decision to limit my analysis to these forms of
exhibition is significant. Underlying the group exhibition is
a process of assessment, an implicit evaluation of the state
of canadian art at a particular temporal juncture. As such,
these four exhibitions provide an overview of the National
Gallery's appraisal of art practices in Canada during the
19805 and early 1990s, and in tandem with the presentation of
canadian art in the permanent collection, they offer an
important glimpse into the Gallery's 'promotion’ of
contemporary Canadian art and its articulation of a national
aesthetic discourse.

The questions that are pertinent to the analysis of the
display of art in temporary exhibitions differ from those in
the permanent collection: while the basic analysis of
displays as discursive orderings holds, the temporary
exhibition operates on a different level because of the very
temporary nature of the form. There is a lessened requirement
for permanence in temporary exhibitions, accompanied by a
flexibility that is reflected in the provisional nature of
the discursive orderings. The temporary exhibition has built
within it room for experimentation, for the assaying of
combinations and selections whose authority exists only for
the duration of an exhibition. The one element that does
provide a certain degree of permanence is the exhibition
catalogue which reproduces the works that make up the

exhibition, and through the essay, makes explicit the process
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of selecting the artists included, the themes and the
relationships between works that underscore the exhibition.

As will be argued, the temporary nature of the form does
not negate the historical importance of temporary exhibitions
in the formation of an art historical canon. Rather, it
suggests that temporary exhibitions serve an important first
step, a conjunctural selection from which the institution
culls its core elements. For what the temporary exhibition
does - especially the temporary exhibition of contemporary
art - is to bring together the work of disparate artists
around a particular theme that varies in scope: from the
exploration of specific themes {(e.g., art about AIDS) to the
more general survey (works of art from the past two years).
The disparity of potential themes is one of the strengths of
the temporary exhibition as it shows the manipulability of
the form, and the lengths to which a curator can go in order
to explore an idea. Because they occur over a finite period
of time, and even when ‘repeated' (as in a touring
exhibition), the articulations produced by the exhibition
shift with changes in the location and layout of the display.
While the imperative to "make history" remains present in the
temporary exhibition, it evokes less solidity (permanence)
than does the pulling together of a permanent display.

The two functions of the museum - the permanent
collection and the temporary exhibition - are essential and

only in rare cases can one exist without the other.! In more

1 Two exceptions to this generalization would be the self-contained
house-museum (for example the Frick Collection) which does not put on
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participant in social actions in the collusion of hand-carved
tables and photographs of demonstrations.

The idea of personal experience and its relation to the
political is a well-known central tenet of feminist theory
and practice of the past two decades. In postmodern theory,
this relationship is reappraised and repeated in a broader,
and often gender-unspecific, emphasis on the local and on the
individual. This is not to argue, however, that feminism has
lost its critical voice in the production of artworks. In
Songs of Experience, the preponderance of women artists has
produced a corpus of work which foregrounds the issues of
subjectivity, experience and politics, particularly as they
written across the female body. Jana Sterbak's I Want to Make
you Feel the wWay I Do consists of a metal dress surrounded
with electrified wire, accompanied by wall text which
addresses to the viewer a narrative exploring individual
relationships, questions of inside and cutside surfaces
(particularly the skin), and of identity. Also preoccupied
with questions of the female body and its position within
masculinist society are Sorel Cohen whose photographic series
An Extended and Continuous Metaphor explicitly confuses the
traditionally gendered positions of (female) model/muse,
(male) artist and (male) spectator by using the same model -
herself - to occupy all positions, and Joanne Tod who
reappropriates traditional easel painting in such works as
Self Portrait as a Prostitute to comment on relations of .

power and social expectations along the lines of gender and
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age. Mary Scott and Nancy Johnson, in different ways, also
take up the guestion of representation and female
subjectivities through the imbrication of the visual and the
textual in the two-dimensional works. Johnson's gouache on
paper drawings entitled Appropriateness and the Proper Fit,
function as a series and individually to create small (self-
contained) narratives that, through the doubled use of image
and text, conveys the collocation of the individual and
universal female experience. Scott, meanwhile, foregrounds
the importance of language in representation, by the multiple
layering of quotations from theoretical and artistic texts
over expressionist paintings of human figures. Meaning thus
lies not simply in the visual or the textual, but in the
interrelation of the two.

Other painters in the exhibition include Andy Patton,
Carol Wainio and wanda Xoop, who all explore questions of
individual identity and the alienation of the modern world.
Wwanda Koop's series of four paintings entitled Reactor Suite
was displayed in the gallery on the fifth floor directly
above the well, her large seascapes inhabited by two solitary
figures dwarfed by the physical and symbolic presence of
nuclear silos providing an interesting counterpoint to Van
Halm's narratives of a different kind of annihilation in the
well on the fourth floor.

The remaining works in Songs of Experience variously
explore the issue of memory and of the past, and with the

exception of Stan Denniston's photographic reconstruction of
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the interconnectedness of memories in Dealy Plaza:
Recognition and Mnemonic, are all installations. Dave Tomas
built a site-specific interior that, through the use of
mirrors and textual fragments, recounted and interpreted the
history of photography and of photographic history. Stan
Douglas' installation Onomatopeia juxtaposed a player piano
with slide-dissolve images of automatic looms in a wool mill,
while a fragment of Beethoven's 32nd Piano Sonata was played.
Douglas's work raises the question of the effects of
technology at different points in the industrialization of
the western world through the juxtaposition of two radically
different instances of automatization. Finally, Joey Morgan's
installation Souvenir: A Recollection in Several Forms that
contrasted three disparate elements - a video narrative of
memories associated with her mother's perfume bottle, a
series of open doors, and finally, the broken remnants of a
piano's soundboard in an isolated room, in which music is
being played.

The decision to put together a medium-sized show in
order to develop a thorough consideration of issues of
importance in Canadian art in the early 1980s, however, seems
countered by the apparent reluctance of the curators to
articulate a specific theme in the catalogue or in the
exhibition. The one element providing some form of coherence
among the work was the re-consideration of representation as
an aesthetic device, which was read as much across the

installations as in the many painted works. However, in their
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removal of the national emblem expresses not only her own
inability to consider herself a "Canadian citizen", but the
inabilicy of Canadian society to fully include her within the
national-popular.

Seen as a whole, Land Spirit Power makes evident the
stylistic diversity in the production of contemporary Native
artists: the traditionalism of Dempsey Bob, Dorothy Grant and
Robert Davidson, the modernism of Kay WalkingStick, James
Lavadour, Truman Lowe, Alex Janvier and Faye HeavyShield, and
the post-modern aesthetic of Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun's
virtual reality project, Domingo Cisneros, James Luna, Carl
Beam, Jimmie Durham, Hachivi Edgar Heap of Birds and Rebecca
Belmore. This aesthetic diversity not only emphasizes the
heterogeneous experiences of Native peoples, exploding the
monolithic stereotype of ‘the Indian', but also makes evident
the complex ways in which two traditions - the Native and the
non-Native - intersect in the lives of First Nations peoples
today.

In this the exhibition has accomplished much: neither
insisting that the artists conform to a traditional artistic
vocabulary that is somehow more 'authentic', nor constructing
an exhibition that ignores traditional elements. As such, the
exhibition has shown an awareness of much recent critical
work on contemporary art by First Nations artists, in
particular the way in which these artists have explored the
intersections of different cultural and aesthetic traditions,

the accommodation of traditional themes or concepts with a
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western vocabulary, and the imaging of contemporary
statements with traditional idioms. As Robert Houle states in

his catalogue essay:

No apologia is needed for any Native aesthetics at

work in the creative process of these artists; that

their indigenous inheritance is part of a

continuum, especially within the context of the

modernist heritage which informs all contemporary

art is univocal. Nevertheless, they straddle not

only two cultures, but two histories; the first,

the modern/postmodern dichotomy, and the second,

that tension between the contemporary world, and

that of the ancient ones. (1992: 71}
This coexistence of traditions and cultures, however, has
proven problematic for some collectors and critics who want
to maintain fixed classifications on artists and their works,
and more precisely who want cultural production by First
Nations artists to be readily identifiable as "Indian". This
insistence on fixed and stable identity positions is not
restricted to classifications of indigenous peoples, but is
part of a broader institutional tendency ~ most apparent in
museums of anthropology - to construct easily identifiable
'others' against which the status quo {the white middle-class
masculinist artworld) can define itself.2?! The contradictions
- or the need to negotiate - between an expected and

therefore saleable authenticity and an art practice that

21 Jean Fisher has argued this point admirably: "There is a readily
available market for work bearing the signs of 'Indianness' as
understood by whites, either in terms of ‘tradition' or a re-ethnicised
modernism. Understandably, much Native American work falls into such
categories since to do otherwise is to risk losing the only Indian
identity that white culture will safely recognise. At the same time, the
political reality is such that it is precisely through insisting on
traditional Indian identity that indigenous peoples' proper legal and
land rights can be secured; the expression of cultural difference is
fundamentally concerned with pelitical and physical survival.* (Fisher,
1987: 74}
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incorporates elements from a number of visual and cultural
traditions, not only inhabit the art works themselves, but
underscore the conditions of exhibition of First Nations art
in large institutional spaces.?? Conventional modes of display
of aboriginal art, such as the massive ‘Primitivism' in 20th
Century Art exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New
York in 1984, and The Spirit Sings at Calgary's Glenbow
Museum in 1988, continue to display the cultural production
of First Nations as though it existed outside of history. In
different contexts and through different means, both
exhibitions perpetuated the belief that aboriginal art, and
the people that produce it, live in a timeless ‘primitive’
past, and especially in the case of The Spirit Sings, that
the producers of such historically valuable objects have no
connection to the peoples who are their descendants -
especially as these descendants move into the modern world
and somehow lose their ‘'authenticity’'.

However, it must be acknowledged that there has been
some change in Canadian museum's and galleries' attitudes
towards both historical and contemporary work by First
Nations artists. The controversy over The Spirit Sings led to
a reexamination of the relations between First Nations and
Canadian museums, resulting in the creation of The Task Force

on Museums and First Peoples co-sponsored by the Assembly of

22 I am most concerned here with major (one might almost say
‘establishment'} museums and galleries. These issues are not as central
in smaller public and private galleries or artist-run centres where the
institutional narratives are less monolithic, and where there is the
possibility for greater cooperation and negotiation between artist and
curator, and institution.
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reevaluation. Whereas the temporal parameters that
circumscribe the historical Canadian collection (roughly the
seventeenth century to the 1970s) have remained relatively
static over the last fifteen years, the categorization of
objects as modern or contemporary has altered significantly,
and is particularly visible in the changes in scope between
the Lorne Building's Contemporary Galleries, and the
contemporary ‘block' of the Safdie building. One example of
the effect of changes in temporal definitions in the display
of recent art is the prominent location of Jackson Pollock's
painting on glass No.29 (1950} on the fifth floor of the
Lorne Building, with the other contemporary international art
works. In the Safdie building, it has been moved along with
some of the other important works by modernist American
artists, many of the them recently acquired, to the European
and American Galleries.

The discursive ordering of contemporary art must also be
read in terms of processes of mythification that underscore a
modernist notion of the avant-garde. Even in postmodernism's
rejection of master-narratives, the conception of the avant-
garde - of what is new and innovative - still functions as a
critical tool through which certain artists and their
production are enshrined as important, while others are
relegated to the margins. Even those works that attempt to
resist the hegemonic narratives of modernist aesthetics are
ultimately subject to evaluation and eventual insertion into

historical formations of judgement. This process of
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legitimation and classification that orders objects in the
museum can be seen as a twofold operation. It is as much a
function of the already existing linear art historical
narratives that are constitutive of the museum's display, as
a function of the very existence of the museum and its role
in the preservation of works of art. The following passage
provides one art historian's perception of the effect of
situating the contemporary work of art in the museum and in
history:

New art is observed as history the very moment it

is seen to possess the guality of uniqueness {look

at the bibliography on Picasso or Henry Moore} and

this gives the impression that art is constantly

receding from modern life - is never possessed by

it. It is receding, it seems, into a gigantic

landscape - the landscape of ART - which we watch

as i1f from the observation car of a train. ... In a

few years [something new] is simply a grotesque or

charming incident in the whole - the whole which we

see through the window of the observation car,

which is so like the vitrine of a museum. Art is

behind glass - the history glass. (John Summerson

(1961), cited in Preziosi 1992: 370)

Thus the tension in the museum's display of contemporary art
effectively reproduces the tension between contemporary art
and history discussed earlier.

Regardless of the different strategies used to situate
the historical and the contemporary Canadian art collections,
the eventual effect of both elements of the permanent
collection is similar: to provide a certain historical
solidity, or a historical grounding, to the works on display.
This historical solidity is also national in scope because of

the physical separation of the displays of Canadian art up to

the 1970s from the rest of the collection. As I have shown,
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the mechanisms through which the nation is articulated
changes from the historical collection to the contemporary.
Regardless of whether the work is contemporary or has already
been given historical sanction through time, the permanent
collection provides an authenticity and legitimacy to the
work, and in a way that does not occur to the same degree in
the temporary exhibitions.

All history is perforce a production - a deliberate

selection, ordering and an evaluation of past

events experience and processes. Any museum, in

incorporating selections and silences is an

ideological apparatus. In addition, every museum

generates ways of not seeing and inhibits the

capacity of visitors to imagine alternate histories

or social orders, past or future. (Preziosi, 1989:

70)
In what follows, however, it will be argued that the
different articulations between the bhistorical and the
contemporary that occur in the permarent collection are not
transparently reproduced in the temporary exhibitions. While
the issues that have preoccupied the above discussion of
contemporary art remain pertinent, the specific modalities of
the temporary exhibition - the difference in their
organizational and temporal frames - distinguish these
exhibitions of Canadian art from potential counterparts in
the permanent collection.

The collection, then, constitutes an important
discursive function, establishing a particular relationship
with the broader parameters or limits of aesthetic discourse:

in other words, the art objects collected by the Gallery, and

displayed within its walls, produce a particular stance on
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art" (unpaginated). The 1985 policy develops more fully what
had been implemented in the 1981 and 1983 Policies which
simply stated, "The gallery should collect works in all media
and from all regions of the country in order to represent
fully the state of artistic creation in Canada at any given
time." The concern with regional representativity underlies
all policy documents written during the period under
consideration. From Applebaum-Hébert to the more recent Ties
that Bind, the imperative of statistical representation along
regional lines - often reconfigured as politically defined
provincial divisions - motivates cultural policy,
particularly in its use in nation-building.

Ultimately, however, the guestion of regionalism is
played out most fully in the temporary exhibitions, both as a
way of selecting and ordering the works included in the
exhibition and, amongst critics, as a yardstick against which
to measure the National Gallery's performance of its national
mandate. As a criterion of selection, the question of
regional sensibility is reflected in the inclusion of artists
from across Canada. The intentionalism of this attention to
regional representation varies from exhibition to exhibition.
In Pluralities, the decision to invite curators from various
regions {(Montreal, Ottawa, Saskatoon and Vancouver) suggests
an awareness of a decentralized conception of art in Canada.
The selection of artists by those curators, however, while
providing a regional overview of artistic production across

Canada, cannot be seen as a purposeful attention to

267



representativity, but more of a fortuitous occurence given
the nature of the selection process, and the autonomy of the
curators from institutional mandates. As the catalogue
states:

Whether acute or subliminal, regionalism has always

been an inescapable factor in Canadian life, and

thus in Canadian art; it is destined to remain

inextricably bound to climate, geography, and

population, as well as cultural and political

history. A defense of individual experience against

the dictates created by the tide of contemporary

art could also be seen in the light of an age which

subsumes local dialect through the international

language of the media; in which continents are

crossed in hours, and are usually perceived by the

cultural personality of their capitals alone; and

in which art itself is seen in magazine

reproductions before it is experienced first hand,

if ever. (Bradley, 1980: 14)

It is in the Caradian Biennial of Contemporary Art that
the issue of a regional sensibility has the most play. The
use of the metaphor of the Trans-Canada highway to structure
the exhibition's catalogue, and as a vehicle to narrativize
the curatorial process, gives a sense of the diversity of
artistic practices across the country, while simultaneously
providing an image of the unificatory potential of
technology, a point which will be discussed in greater detail
below. The organization of the catalogue by cities, and by
the specific location of artists' work as emerging out of the
urban center, carries with it an important consideration of
the region as a central organizing metaphor, especially in
view of the rejection of any kind of national essence that
might now underpin the work of Canadian artists. By

explicitly linking artistic practice to specific locations,
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however, the essentialism of finding a national character in
Canadian art is displaced onto the search for a local
{regional) essence.

As a measure around which criticisms of the exhibitions
were motivated, regional representation has been central to
the evaluation of exhibitions organized by the Natiocnal
Gallery. In the Biennial, the neglect of the Atlantic
provinces as a host for one of the proposed traveling
biennials prompted a broader critique of the selection
process of the works included in the National Gallery
Biennial. Artists from Newfoundland, in particular, were
outraged that no curator came to view the art being produced
in the province, only to be faulted for not making themselves
better known. Newfoundland's artists were further insulted
when, in the map that provided the cover for the exhibition's
catalogue - a map in which the 'centre' was empty -
Newfoundland was entirely cut off. In Songs of Experience,
many critics felt that the choice of artists, and of
representation as the central theme, resulted in an
uncritical reflection of what was going on in the art scene
in Toronto at that time: a criticism that was bolstered by
the observation that most of the artists in the exhibition
were represented by one of three large Toronto galleries.
Beyond the question of formal considerations, however, it was
felt that, in terms of numbers, the centre - i.e., Montreal
and Toronto - was unfairly privileged over the other cities

and regions of Canada. The severest criticism leveled at
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