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ABSTRACT 

 

Rematerializing the Immaterial: A Comparative Study  
of Vancouver’s Conceptual Visual Arts and Writing 

 
By Julia Polyck-O’Neill 

 

Rematerializing the Immaterial: A Comparative Study of Vancouver’s Conceptual 

Art and Writing examines the contemporary situation of the Vancouver art world and 

addresses the twin schools of conceptualism in the city, the Vancouver School of 

photoconceptualism and the Kootenay School of Writing (KSW). The dissertation, which 

explores conceptual art’s impact on Vancouver’s cultural reputation broadly, brings 

visual art into conversation with conceptual writing and examines how specific 

definitions and ideas of and relating to conceptual art have shaped the discourse of 

conceptualism in Vancouver. As the title suggests, many of the ideas central to 

conceptual art and conceptualism implicate questions of materiality – particularly as 

American curator and art critic Lucy Lippard’s notion of “dematerialization” is 

concerned – and whether conceptualism is a material or intellectual enterprise. Drawing 

on the research and theorization of scholars such as Lippard, Leah Modigliani, Peter 

Osborne, Jeff Derksen, Jason Wiens, Scott Watson, Alexander Alberro, Kenneth 

Goldsmith, Caroline Bergvall, and Adrian Piper, I argue that Vancouver conceptualism is 

both materially and critically, intellectually engaged with the social, cultural, political, 

and economic histories and realities of Vancouver. Examining the creative and critical 

work of such artists and writers as Derksen, Stan Douglas, Fred Wah, Jeff Wall, and Lisa 
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Robertson, I observe how, as a kind of critical- and often para-linguistic assemblage, 

these forces form a discernable poetics of Vancouver, incorporating art histories, 

criticism, formal conventions, ideas of and engagement with the archive, and impactful 

events in the city’s historical unfolding to shape the way Vancouver conceptualism 

circulates locally and internationally. By means of a reconsideration of Vancouver’s art 

world, including key artworks, poems, archives, and events, I seek to demonstrate how 

conceptualist photography and writing are complex and varied practices that engage at 

once with theory, art history, and social and cultural histories in the city. 

 
Keywords: Vancouver, Jeff Wall, KSW, conceptualism, conceptual art, conceptual 
writing, materiality, poetics, art history 
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Introduction 

 

Arts criticism and visual art in Vancouver, British Columbia, on the unceded 

territories of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh Nations, have undergone a 

series of momentous identity shifts in the twenty-first century. In 2013 (for a Chronology 

of Events see Appendix A), Vancouver was the only North American city featured in the 

auspiciously named Art Cities of the Future: 21st Century Avant-Gardes by curators 

Antawan I. Byrd and Reid Shier. Then, in 2016, it was the only Canadian city featured on 

the prominent television program Art 21: Art in the Twenty-First Century, chosen as a 

“global [art] city” home to “internationally recognized artists” (Sandals n.p.). The interest 

in conceptualist cultural production in Vancouver has become a source of international 

curiosity in recent years. To position Vancouver as a global art city is to turn its historic 

reputation as a city on the periphery of culture and development (Carpenter and Hutton 3; 

Delany 2) on its head. Much of the city’s local art history had, up until the mid-to-late 

twentieth century, been overlooked both nationally and internationally. Due in part to the 

important contributions of Emily Carr and the Group of Seven artists working in the 

region in the earlier half of the century, Vancouver’s art history was characterized as one 

firmly connected to the landscape tradition that was Canada’s national tendency. In 1973 

art historian and then-National Gallery of Canada Curator Dennis Reid explicated this 

tendency as the “doctrine and . . . style of painting based on the idea that Canadian art 

could find sufficient sustenance in Canada alone” (135). However, it would be 

Vancouver’s physical landscapes that would capture the imagination rather than the city’s 

artistic offerings. In the mid-1960s, despite major cultural and infrastructural 
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transformations and the best efforts of the administrators of local institutions, Vancouver 

was singled out for having “no [art] scene” (Leider 4) due to a lack of critical 

infrastructure. This sentiment is underscored later, when Vancouver art critic William 

Wood argued in 1991 that Vancouver’s art community, at least from the standpoint of the 

‘institution of art’ as a kind of universal determining apparatus, was historically missing 

most of the key elements – “academics, critics, dealers, museums, curators, collectors” – 

that make up the conditions for vibrant art production and reception (Wood 137). Yet less 

than thirty years later, Vancouver is an internationally recognized centre for art. 

Rematerializing the Immaterial: A Comparative Study of Vancouver’s Conceptual 

Art and Writing examines the contemporary situation of the Vancouver art world and 

connects it to the evolution of the Vancouver School (also known as the Vancouver 

School of Photography or photoconceptualism, or conceptualist photography) in order to 

observe how the city’s relationship with conceptual art has been formative in establishing 

Vancouver as an important and influential cultural centre. The dissertation, which 

explores conceptual art’s impact on Vancouver’s cultural reputation broadly, brings 

visual art into conversation with conceptual writing, and examines how specific 

definitions and ideas of conceptual art have shaped the discourse of conceptualism in 

Vancouver. As the title suggests, many of the ideas central to conceptual art and 

conceptualism implicate questions of materiality – particularly as American curator and 

art critic Lucy Lippard’s notion of “dematerialization” is concerned – and whether 

conceptualism is a material or intellectual enterprise. I argue that Vancouver 

conceptualism is both: it is both critically and materially engaged with the social, 

cultural, political, and economic histories and realities of Vancouver. I observe how, as a 
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kind of critical- and often para-linguistic assemblage, these forces form a discernable 

‘poetics’ of Vancouver, incorporating art histories, criticism, and conventions, ideas of 

and engagement with the archive, and impactful events in the city’s historical unfolding 

to shape the way Vancouver conceptualisms circulate locally and internationally.  

Conceptualist art and writing are particularly responsive to the field of criticism, 

and in Vancouver, conceptualist production enacts its own kind of creative, cultural 

criticism from within the formal constraints of its respective media, and from within the 

contexts for such media, including photography, poetry, essays, and archives. 

Importantly, Vancouver conceptualism extends from and responds to specific art and 

literary histories that have been formative to the city’s cultural identity both as an 

individual city and as a part of national and international artistic trends. Also key to these 

histories are the relationship between Vancouver’s artistic communities – or ‘schools,’ 

including the Vancouver School of photoconceptualism and the Kootenay School of 

Writing – and local and international arts institutions and the broader institution of art, 

the governing forces that define who and what might constitute an artist or a movement, 

and how creative communities might be formed around these forces and definitions. By 

means of a reconsideration of Vancouver’s art world, I demonstrate how conceptualist 

photography and writing are complex and varied practices that engage at once with 

theory, art history, and social and cultural events in the city. 

 

Vancouver Conceptualism: From City with No Art Scene to Global Art City 

The intriguing phenomenon of the turn to international interest in Vancouver art 

in the twenty-first century can also be demonstrated by a number of major survey 
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exhibitions taking place in museums and galleries outside of Canada, and increasingly, 

within the country and the city of Vancouver itself. Certainly, the development of the 

2005-06 exhibition Intertidal: Vancouver Art and Artists – an exhibition thematically 

exploring Vancouver art’s global scope – as a joint effort between the Museum van 

Hedendaagse Kunst Antwerpen (MuKHA) and the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery 

at the University of British Columbia, speaks to the ways that Vancouver’s particular 

version of conceptualism has captured the imagination of the international art world. A 

collaborative project resulting from the interest of MuKHA director Bart de Baere, 

MuKHA curator Dieter Roelstraete, and Belkin curator Scott Watson, Intertidal reflects 

how international and local Vancouver gallery administrators share an interest in 

promoting and analysing the city’s unique take on conceptualism, as a genre invested 

thematically in local social realities on the one hand, and in broader, globalised dialogues 

with critical theory and international avant-gardes on the other. 

The notable proliferation of international exhibitions in the twenty-first century, 

such as Intertidal, suggests an upsurge of critical interest in a form of contemporary art 

unique to Vancouver: the conceptualist photography produced by a group of 

photographic artists known as the “Vancouver School” and their contemporaries. 

Vancouver School photography, with its roots ostensibly in the regionalist, West Coast 

sensibilities of British Columbia, became a globally recognized phenomenon in the 

contemporary art world, and was attracting the interest of international curators and art 

historians. Baja to Vancouver: The West Coast and Contemporary Art (2003-2004) and 

the later Intertidal exhibition helped to establish Vancouver’s reputation internationally 

while also indicating an extant curiosity in the ways that the city has come to adapt its 
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own response to conceptual art, the historic art movement of 1967-1972 championed by 

art dealer Seth Siegelaub, art historian Benjamin Buchloh, and Lucy Lippard in the 

United States, that promulgated an austere genre of art premised in the “dematerialization 

of art” (Lippard and Chandler 46; Lippard “Preface” 5) and metacritically questioning the 

very “definition of ‘art’” and “the cultural act of definition” (Osborne Conceptual Art 

14). 

Baja to Vancouver: The West Coast and Contemporary Art was an exhibition that 

traveled between four West Coast institutions: the Seattle Art Museum (October 9, 2003 

– January 4, 2004), the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego (January 2004), the 

Vancouver Art Gallery (June 2004), and the CCA Wattis Institute for Contemporary Arts 

in San Francisco (November 23, 2004 – December 11, 2004). It was curated by a team of 

five international curators: Ralph Rugoff, Director, and Matthew Higgs, Curator, CCAC 

Wattis Institute for Contemporary Arts; Toby Kamps, Curator, Museum of Contemporary 

Art San Diego; Lisa Corrin, Deputy Director, Seattle Art Museum; and Daina Augaitis, 

Chief Curator and Associate Director, Vancouver Art Gallery, and featured thirty-three 

artists, including Vancouver School photographers Stan Douglas and Ken Lum. Intertidal 

featured fifteen Vancouver artists, including Roy Arden, Stan Douglas, and Rodney 

Graham, and focused on the Vancouver School as a central theme.1 

These major exhibitions, along with the individual and group international 

exhibitions and related activity of Vancouver artists of the Vancouver School and 

 
1 Jeff Wall is notably absent from the exhibition, although his work features prominently 
in the catalogue and was initially one of the main interests of the Belgian curatorial team. 
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elsewhere,2 suggest that Vancouver art criticism, that is to say, the discursive context for 

the reception of Vancouver art – evolved from global rather than localized forums for 

engagement. There was a lack of rigorous critique available in the city or region, and 

critical response was outsourced, with the results being twofold. First, the individual and 

collective practices of artists intensified and expanded to meet the demands of 

international critics, and second, international critics and institutions became aware of 

cultural production in Vancouver. Melanie O’Brian attributes the pattern of international 

recognition to a number of different factors, including the “corporate model of 

marketing” of Vancouver institutions, and the worldwide availability of documentation of 

the city as an international film industry destination. She connects the somewhat 

interrelated “branding” of Vancouver art and artists, particularly of the Vancouver 

School, as a component of the development of the city’s global reputation (21-22). She 

observes that  

The artists held under the Vancouver School umbrella do not often exhibit their 

work in Vancouver and are represented by galleries in New York, London, and 

Frankfurt rather than in Vancouver (or Canada, for that matter). Thus, the market 

 
2 Although Vancouver School artists have been featured in the most prestigious 
international forums for contemporary art, with a dramatic increase in their presence 
beginning in the early 1990s, the shared regionalist “Vancouver School” identity was not 
overtly applied until later exhibitions of the 2000s. Jeff Wall, Stan Douglas, and Ken 
Lum have all been featured at the Documenta festival in Kassel Germany (Wall at 
Documenta 7 (1982), 8 (1987), 10 (1997), and 11 (2002); Douglas at Documenta 9 
(1992), 10, and 11; and Lum at Documenta 11). Wall, Douglas, and Rodney Graham 
have been featured at the Venice Biennale in Venice, Italy; Graham was featured in the 
Canadian Pavilion in Venice in 1997. Wall and Douglas were both shown in the 1995 
Whitney Biennial in New York; Graham had work in the 2006 Whitney Biennial, and 
Lum had work in the 2014 Whitney Biennial. 
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economy for their work exists internationally, while their intellectual economy is 

constructed between home and away. (22) 

This tendency toward international exposure resulted in the development of an 

international reputation for Vancouver art and artists. Belgian Intertidal curator 

Roelstraete describes his first encounter with Vancouver School artist, critic, and 

pedagogue Ian Wallace in his essay, “The Pleasures of the Text: Wallace, At Work”: 

I had gotten to know Wallace’s work mainly through reproductions, publications, 

and furtive encounters in European galleries; through these various channels, I 

had become aware of the artist’s seminal role as a (from my admittedly 

Eurocentric perspective, somewhat unlikely) hub of conceptual and post-

conceptual art activity. Wallace had taught many of the city’s most celebrated 

artist sons (or at least written about their work, or invited them to write about his 

work in turn), and as such had definitely helped to establish the phenomenon that, 

sometime in the eighties, became known quite literally as the “Vancouver School” 

of “photoconceptualism” or – a term much preferred locally – “of post-conceptual 

photography.” (20) 

Roelstrate here counterbalances the idea that Vancouver is an ‘unlikely hub’ for 

internationally recognized art activity with the admission that the emergence of the 

“School” can be deemed a “phenomenon” with roots in critical art writing traditions, 

explicating how the logic of its emergence was the result of internal mentorship. This 

culture of mentorship correlates with and compensates for the dearth of critical culture 

decried by some local critics when describing Vancouver’s emergence as a locus for 
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major cultural production.3 It was in response to the absence of criticism that Vancouver 

artists began to manufacture their own regionally-specific artist-driven criticism 

influenced by the critical discourses they encountered by means of international 

collaborations and exchanges with curators and institutions. This form of self-propagated 

culture was also prominent in Vancouver’s writing community – namely, in the 

amorphous group known as the Kootenay School of Writing (KSW), which rose to 

prominence around the same time in the mid-1980s to the early 2000s and interacted 

actively with Vancouver School artists and local arts administrators and institutions – 

where the influence of international culture also had a profound and generative effect 

premised in collaboration and collectivity, as well as a response to conceptualist 

methodologies. In these ways, Vancouver’s rigorous, critical culture around conceptualist 

production can be understood as a community-based culture of relations: it is 

multitudinous and polyvocal, and based in both a sense of analytic curiosity and a form of 

dissent, pushing up against the physical and imaginary boundaries of the institution and 

institutionalization of art and creative work, including the definition and practice of 

conceptualism itself. 

 

Scope and Defining Terms: Conceptual Art, Its Contributions, and Conceptual 

Writing 

In “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” (1967), conceptual artist Sol LeWitt argues that 

“What the work looks like isn’t too important […] No matter what form it may finally 

 
3 William Wood describes this in his essay “Some Are Weather-Wise; Some Otherwise: 
Criticism in Vancouver.” 
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have it must first begin with an idea. It is the process of conception and realization with 

which the artist is concerned” (13). Artist Joseph Kosuth claims in “Art After 

Philosophy” (1969) that conceptual art emerged with the realization of artist Marcel 

Duchamp’s first unassisted readymade – that is to say, Duchamp’s first unadapted object 

that he proclaimed  to be a completed work of art – and observes that, “With the 

unassisted readymade, art changed from the form of the language to what was being said. 

Which means that it changed the nature of art from a question of morphology to a 

question of function” (164). Aesthetic philosopher Peter Osborne cites this passage of 

Kosuth’s essay in the opening of his monograph Conceptual Art (2002), emphasizing that 

“Conceptual art . . . is art about the cultural act of definitions – paradigmatically, but by 

no means exclusively, the definition of art” (14). From the standpoint of these historic 

and contemporary readings, it is not difficult to follow Lippard and John Chandler’s 

logic, in their canonical essay “The Dematerialization of Art” (1968), in proclaiming the 

“highly conceptual art” of the 196-72 movement to have been “provoking a profound 

dematerialization of art” that could “result in the [art] object’s becoming wholly 

obsolete” (46). Further, they predicted that “the dematerialization of the object might 

eventually lead to the disintegration of criticism as it is known today” (49). Lippard and 

Chandler, writing at the beginning of what they speculated would be a movement that 

would influence the future of art and arts criticism, in which the prioritization of “the 

process of conception” (LeWitt 13) and art’s function, or “what was being said” (Kosuth 

164), would prevail over the material object. This suggested that the art world was 

radically altered. Art’s previous concerns with medium and materiality had been upended 

and replaced with a new paradigm foregrounding ideation and thought about art’s critical 
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potential, as a vehicle for social and political engagement. As Lippard would eventually 

concede, conceptual art impacted a great number of material concerns and, even in 

artists’ attempt to invert art’s material relation, left in its wake a great deal of object-

based artworks. Further, the material trace of the art archive allows critics and scholars of 

the movement to appreciate the movement’s inherent materiality. 

Conceptual art arrived in Vancouver by means of several interrelated historical 

and cultural factors. As Grant Arnold notes in his essay in the 2012 catalogue for the 

exhibition Traffic: Conceptual Art in Canada 1965-1980, conceptual art in Vancouver 

evolved from a specific material, historical context, including the implementation of new 

forms of institutional support “put in place by various levels of government in the effort 

to modernize Canadian culture” (88). Arnold points to how the introduction of funding 

encouraged the formation of experimental artist-run collectives in Vancouver – first 

Intermedia (1967-1972) and later the Satellite Video Exchange Society/VIVO Media Art 

Centre (1973-present) and the Western Front (1973-present) – that “supported the 

development, production and exhibition of conceptually-based works in their programs” 

(88). These artist-run organizations laid the groundwork for the institutionally supported 

conceptual art that would eventually become the “Vancouver School” of 

photoconceptualism. Artist Christos Dikeakos contextualizes the emergence of 

conceptualist photography as occurring later in the movement, when “By 1970-71 late 

conceptual artists had played out the early formalist conceptual options and formulated 

through photography and text a new and more political position for a critical avant-

garde,” noting how this influenced artists to turn to critical theory in their research (6). 

Reflecting on the uptake of Vancouver photoconceptualism, he posits that “The practice 
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and exhibition of discursive and conceptual photography developed within the regional 

artistic milieu of Vancouver,” arguing that this development stemmed from connections 

between Vancouver artists including Jeff Wall, Ian Wallace, and Iain Baxter&4 and “non-

Vancouver artists” such as Dan Graham, Ed Ruscha, and Robert Smithson (6-7). Further 

defining the term, Leah Modigliani notes that photoconceptualism “began to be applied 

to a number of artists in Vancouver around 1990, always including Jeff Wall and Ian 

Wallace, and sometimes including Ken Lum, Rodney Graham, Christos Dikeakos, Roy 

Arden, Arni Haraldsson, and Stan Douglas,” observing that “the term often refers to a 

common critical sensibility towards subject matter, rather than one unified through 

common formal attributes” (2). Vancouver photoconceptualism, like conceptual art more 

broadly, implies both a conceptual and material approach towards the making of the 

photographic work. This dual method for the creation of photography brings into the 

frame the process of ideation underlying each decision involved in the creation of an 

artwork. 

Conceptual writing is a contemporary poetic genre influenced by the strategies of 

conceptual art and evolved to become what theorist Marjorie Perloff explains as “the 

logical fulfillment of Duchamp’s decision to purchase a urinal . . . and give it the name 

Fountain by R. Mutt” (“Conceptual Writing: A Modernist Issue” 158), referring, as did 

Kosuth, to Duchamp’s readymade. Poets Craig Dworkin and Kenneth Goldsmith forge 

similar connections between visual art and writing in their anthology Against Expression 

 
4 In 2005, Iain Baxter legally changed his name to Iain Baxter& to reflect what he 
explains as “a ‘non authorial take on art production . . . an unending collaboration with 
the viewer and the means to question the artist’s role” (n.p.), as published in a 6 
November 2008 article on the Canadian Art website. 
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(2011), which was developed from their original 2003 web based UbuWeb Anthology of 

Conceptual Writing (Dworkin xxiii). They foreground the ways that conceptual writing 

emulates conceptual art’s appropriative and critical methods, while also borrowing 

conceptual art’s use of language as material; Dworkin is credited with coining the term 

conceptual writing “to signal literary writing that could function comfortably as 

conceptual art and to indicate the use of text in conceptual art practices” (qtd in 

Andersson 6). Scholar Andrea Andersson describes conceptual writing as “writing after 

conceptual art” in her anthology Postscript (2018), and approaches the genre from a 

broad perspective, as an “expanded field” (4) that builds from its “intentionally obscured” 

categorical boundaries as it appears in contemporary poetry (6). Conceptual writing is 

part of the legacy of modernist writing and has important connections to Language 

writing – the writing of poets associated with the avant-garde American magazines 

L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E and This during the 1960s and 70s – and the poetry of poets 

such as Charles Bernstein, Susan Howe, Lyn Hejinian, Rae Armantrout (Perloff 

“Conceptual Writing” 162), and Steve McCaffery. Conceptual writing evolved from 

Language poetry in that it similarly opposes “‘natural’ expressive speech . . . individual 

voicing and accessible syntax” (Perloff Unoriginal Genius 11), although conceptual 

writing maintains a stronger reliance on constraint, intertextuality, and appropriation (11), 

and has a stronger material relationship to art historical referents.  

Like conceptual art and photoconceptualism in Vancouver, Vancouver conceptual 

writing speaks to unique transnational connections and regional developments in cultural 

production. Vancouver conceptual writing evolved in part from the city’s experimental 

poetry scene, with poets associated with Intermedia and Tish magazine, but became more 
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dominant with the 1984 arrival of the Kootenay School of Writing in the city, where the 

influence of Language writing would become most evident. Jeff Derksen describes the 

KSW’s relationship to Language as a “materialization and rearticulation of the Language 

writers,” explaining that such a rearticulation represented a shift in “cultural poetics” as 

well as context “to take into account the changes in the political sphere of Vancouver” 

(“Inside/Outside”161). Vancouver conceptual writing combines Language writing’s 

political poetics and oppositional treatment of the structural elements of writing with 

strategies gleaned from the Vancouver art world and its anti-institutional activist 

subcultures. Similar to photoconceptualism, it adopts an attitude toward the production of 

writing as a process-based endeavour premised in critical material and conceptual 

strategies, treating language as a means for critical intervention in the material realities of 

the city. 

Rematerializing the Immaterial is in part about investigating the material histories 

of conceptualist cultural production in Vancouver; in other ways, it is about the 

materiality of the cultural products themselves, as an investigation of how Vancouver 

photography and poetry came to be connected despite the obvious discrepancies between 

their disciplinary roots and institutional contexts. It is also about a series of texts that 

form the discursive base for a material investigation, and about how questions of 

geography, authorship, and critique became central to the development of Vancouver’s 

global identity and position within both a regional and international nexus of 

contemporary art, writing, and criticism. Finally, it is a re-examination of aspects of 

Vancouver’s own conceptualist art and literary histories within the historical trajectory of 

conceptualist production in North America, particularly as they concern the conceptual 
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art movement of the 1960s and 70s and its connections to both Vancouver and to 

contemporary conceptual writing. 

The project was borne out of an urgent sense that conceptualism – along with its 

roots in the history of conceptual art – in Vancouver needs to be historicized, and that 

extant definitions and genealogical examinations are oversimplified and incomplete. 

There are details missing from the discussions that seem to arrive at these definitions as 

they currently circulate. While conceptual art, broadly, has undergone this treatment in 

exhibitions and research texts, there have not been sustained efforts to do so in the fields 

of conceptualism and conceptual writing, particularly as it has been translated in 

experimental, political poetry cultures in regionalist Canadian communities of practice, 

such as the KSW. A careful assessment of the contexts and conditions specific to 

Vancouver is necessary to attaining a better understanding of the city’s unique fields and 

communities of cultural production, as a distinct complex, collective, and geospecific 

enterprise. 

 Conceptual art has most widely been defined as art premised in the idea (LeWitt 

12-15), and the exploration of art as an idea; its definition as such belies conceptual art’s 

identity as an art form based in questioning the very definition and status of art (Osborne 

14). The conceptual art movement is conventionally understood as having occurred from 

the mid-1960s and 1970s, and was primarily based in North America, the United 

Kingdom, and parts of Western Europe. Notably, the key artworks of the movement were 

considered to be explorations of art as information (Kosuth 23; McShine 141), rather than 

the materiality or the visual aspects of the artwork. Conceptualism as a broader cultural 

phenomenon has been defined as an “attitudinal expression” in artistic production that 
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emerged in the mid-twentieth century (Camnitizer, Farver, and Weiss viii) that, in many 

instances, is grounded in local and regionalist concerns (Bailey 5-6). Conceptualism, 

then, is largely understood in relation to conceptual art and its histories, though its origins 

are more pluralistic and atomized, as are its effects on contemporary art and other forms 

of cultural production. In order to understand how Vancouver’s contributions to 

conceptualism fit within the trajectories of conceptualist practice, we must first 

understand how Vancouver conceptualism is rooted in the expanded social and political 

histories of conceptualist art as a genre open and uniquely suited to interdisciplinary 

interpretation and collaboration. Thus, Vancouver conceptualism can be understood as a 

set of interdisciplinary attitudes and practices grounded in specific social realities and 

political and cultural circumstances. 

As the American artist and analytic philosopher Adrian Piper suggests in “On 

Conceptual Art” (1988), conceptual art has a unique relationship with language, as the 

material of both ideas and context. Piper explains,  

I turned to language (typescript, maps, audio tapes, etc.) in the 1960s because I 

wanted to explore objects that can refer both to concepts and ideas beyond 

themselves and their standard functions, as well as to themselves; objects that 

both refer to abstract ideas that situate those very objects in new conceptual and 

spatiotemporal matrices, and also draw attention to the spatiotemporal matrices in 

which they’re embedded. (424) 

Conceptual art’s use of language as “objects” that elucidate situatedness while also 

articulating, directly or indirectly, a critique of the institutional expectations of art – in 

matters of the production, display, and reception of the artwork – is difficult to fit into 
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simple, singular categories. Moreover, Piper’s explication of her individual approach to 

conceptual art making in the 1960s foregrounds her agency within the activation of 

language as an art object, using language as a means for exposition and analysis.5  

Piper’s approach6 to her own materials and methods aligns obliquely, at best, with 

those of art historian and theorist of conceptual art Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, whose views 

characterize conceptual art strictly from the vantage point of a critic and observer and as 

such, does not sense, from the perspective of a practitioner, how the relationship between 

conceptual art’s use of language expands on art’s inherently material capacity for visual 

rhetoric. Moreover, his views also reflect his affiliation with the “Octoberists,”7 a group 

 
5 German art historian Christian Berger extends the definition of conceptualism as an 
interdisciplinary genre for cultural production in the 2019 anthology he edited, 
Conceptualism and Materiality: Matters of Art and Politics. He includes texts on 
architecture and language as well as visual arts, though the explorations of the genre 
included are primarily focused on the works of visual artists as they relate to an expanded 
field. Likewise, Dutch art historian Eve Kalyva’s 2016 book, Image and Text in 
Conceptual Art: Critical Operations in Context, maintains that the “juxtaposition of 
images and texts in conceptual art and specifically the cases where the visual is 
deliberately compared and contrasted with the textual” (1) brings in several useful points 
of reference for the use of language in conceptual art as an interdisciplinary concern. 
6 Piper’s material use of language – using text in and alongside visual elements, as a form 
of physical matter – can be compared to that employed by Vancouver School artist Jeff 
Wall, whose use of textual captions and the authorship of arts criticism undergirds the 
interpretation of his photographic work without interfering with the visual richness of its 
aesthetic qualities. Language is a material for critical production and is essential to the 
analytic value of the artwork.	
7 The group associated with the arts criticism journal October, a publication introduced in 
1976 “examining relationships between the arts and their critical and social contexts” and 
featuring what the editors described as “the best, most current texts by and about today’s 
artistic, intellectual, and critical vanguard” (“October”). The term “Octoberists” may 
have originally been used to describe the founders of October, art historians Rosalind 
Krauss and Annette Michelson and artist Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe but is also used to 
characterize members of the editorial board and regular contributors to the journal. See, 
for example, the discussion of their influence on interpretations of Robert Smithson’s 
work in Ron Graziani, “Smithson’s Picturable Situation” Blasted Landscapes from the 
1960s.” Critical Inquiry vol. 20, no. 3, Spring 1994, pp. 419-451.  
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of writers, artists, and theorists whose criticism was not only contemporaneous with the 

production of conceptual art, but whose thinking about conceptualism was also prevalent 

in the 1980s and 90s at the height of “the new art history,” or what some call “radical art 

history” or “critical art history” (Harris 6), the shift that transformed the academic art 

historical field by means of critical theoretical interventions including psychoanalytic, 

Marxist, feminist, and semiotic theory (7). 

Buchloh’s perspective places language in opposition to other modes of 

representation, rather than being in concert with them. His 1990 article historicizes the 

movement, and he argues for conceptual art as a set of practices premised in specific 

critical “convictions” (“Conceptual Art 1962-1969” 105). He contends 

Because the proposal inherent in Conceptual Art was to replace the object of 

spatial and perceptual experience by linguistic definition alone (the work as an 

analytic proposition), it thus constituted the most consequential assault on the 

status of that object: its visuality, its commodity status, and its form of 

distribution. […] Conceptual practices, furthermore, reflected upon the 

construction of the role (or the death) of the author just as much as they redefined 

the conditions of receivership and the role of the spectator. Thus they performed 

the postwar period’s most rigorous investigation of the conventions of pictorial 

and sculptural representation and a critique of the traditional paradigms of 

visuality. (107) 

Moreover, Buchloh settles for an episteme that seeks to define the ambiguity of its 

institutional relationship when he writes: “from its inception Conceptual Art is 

distinguished by its acute sense of discursive and institutional limitations, its self-
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imposed restrictions, its lack of totalizing vision, its critical devotion to the factual 

conditions of artistic production and reception without aspiring to overcome the mere 

facticity of these conditions” (141). For him, the characterization of historic conceptual 

art is intrinsically connected to what he perceives as the movement’s strict adhesion to 

internal and often institutional rules and definitions, though these restrictions also act as 

an impediment. His attention to the plurality inherent to the movement, as “conceptual 

practices” within the “investigation of the conventions of […] representation” (107) in 

this 1990 essay offers an expansive interpretation of the mid-to-late 1960s conceptualist 

genre. 

Seeming to synthesize both Piper’s and Buchloh’s observations, art historian 

Alexander Alberro also takes a more capacious view of the movement and its effects, and 

posits that “In its broadest definition […] the conceptual in art means an expanded 

critique of the cohesiveness and materiality of the art object, a growing wariness toward 

definitions of artistic practice as purely visual, a fusion of the work with its site of context 

and display, and an increased emphasis on the possibilities of publicness and 

distribution” (xvii). Piper’s turn to language as a kind of multi-use, flexible art object and 

Buchloh’s and Alberro’s view of conceptual art as a means for the critical turning over of 

accepted and institutionalized norms in the art world both demonstrate important aspects 

of what critics Lippard and John Chandler first theorized as the “dematerialization of art” 

(46) in their famous and controversial (and eponymous) 1967 essay. And although Piper 

and Alberro both maintain the importance of the position of the art object in their 

observations whereas Lippard and Chandler argue for its obsolescence, art’s turn to the 
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function of metacriticism – a reflexive form of criticism directed at the institution of art 

itself – is arguably conceptual art’s greatest contribution. 

Conceptual writing owes many of its structural and methodological strategies to 

conceptual art as it has been distilled in the context of contemporary arts and culture, 

although there several different arguments to account for in configuring these precise 

relationships. Poet Craig Dworkin uses the term ‘conceptual writing’ somewhat 

reflexively in his introduction to Against Expression (2011),8 “as a way both to signal 

literary writing that could function comfortably as conceptual art and to indicate the use 

of text in conceptual art practices” (xxiii). This is to say, then, that he links the literary 

genre to conceptual art’s tendencies to challenge “some of the fundamental assumptions 

of the art world: the nature of the art object, the qualifications for being an artist, the 

fundamental role of art in its various institutional contexts, and the proper scope of 

activities for the audience” (xxv). Kenneth Goldsmith, writing in conjunction to Dworkin 

in a preceding introductory essay, meanwhile positions conceptual writing alongside 

forms of conceptualism as exemplified in Marcel Duchamp, Dada, Pop, and 

appropriation art (xxi), movements related to historical conceptual art that also 

challenged art’s economies. Goldsmith’s arguments for conceptual writing’s formal 

properties are premised primarily on how “the rise of the Internet” and other 

technological and media developments undergirding the epistemological shifts of the 

mid-to-late twentieth century also form the foundations of literary conceptualism (“Why 

Conceptual Writing?” xviii – xix). He also contends that the writing itself matters very 

 
8 Dworkin and Kenneth Goldsmith each wrote separate introductory essays to Against 
Expression: An Anthology of Conceptual Writing, the essay collection they co-edited. 
The content of their essays suggests that their views are individuated. 
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little, arguing that, “Once you ‘get the idea’ of conceptual writing, you don’t really need 

to read it; it’s not predicated upon knowing a language, as much as it is upon knowing a 

concept. Thus, conceptual writing often invokes a thinkership rather than a readership” 

(“Conceptual Writing” n.p., italics in original). This statement borrows its terms from 

Vanessa Place’s and Robert Fitterman’s hypothesis in Notes on Conceptualisms (2009) 

and invokes Sol LeWitt’s assertion in “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” that “Conceptual 

art is made to engage the mind of the viewer rather than his eye or emotions” (15), an 

essay Goldsmith calls upon at the end of his introduction to the anthology. Neither 

Dworkin nor Goldsmith problematize these direct lines of influence between historic 

artistic conceptualisms and contemporary writing; instead, both gesture to 

conceptualism’s unique capacity to investigate and trouble the authorial position and role 

(Dworkin xxxvii; Goldsmith xix), demonstrating an affinity for the ways that Buchloh 

describes these interests as being material to conceptual art. 

Poet and artist Caroline Bergvall, on the other hand, contends that conceptualist 

strategies related to authorship – and here she might also be responding to Buchloh in 

addition to Dworkin and Goldsmith – actually do very little to trouble the “artist’s 

‘authorial function’” (19), arguing that “By and large, the artist persona found itself 

neither intercepted nor sabotaged by conceptual methodologies. […] Conceptual Art 

turned quickly into a small coterie of largely given, largely male, largely white art stars” 

(19). She observes that many of the strategies conceptual writing borrows from 

conceptual art function merely as literary conceits, so she seeks to examine the more 

nuanced mechanisms of conceptualism “that [do] not do away with the  messy 

complications of socio-cultural belonging, but rather collect from the structure itself” 
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(21), meaning that her definition of conceptual writing is premised between the 

acknowledgement of “social invisibilities within questions of authorial openness” (21). 

For Bergvall, then, as for artists like Piper and art historians like Alberro, conceptual art 

is not simply a set of strategies for troubling artistic conventions but is a method for 

rethinking expression from within the institutionalized frame. Conceptual art has 

proffered a new perspective on cultural production that embraces the paradoxical position 

of turning the critical gaze inward.  

Bergvall’s observations of the limitations of conceptual art’s strategy-based 

incorporation into conceptual writing recall Lippard’s lament in her corrective “Postface” 

(1969), published in Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object, 1966-1972 

(1973),  where she states: “Conceptual art has not […] as of yet broken down the real 

barriers between the art context and those external disciplines – social, scientific, and 

academic – from which it draws sustenance” (295), noting how 

The general ignorance of the visual arts, especially their theoretical bases, 

deplorable even in the so-called intellectual world; the artist’s well-found despair 

of ever reaching the mythical “masses” with “advanced art”; the resulting ghetto 

mentality predominant in the narrow and incestuous art world itself, with its 

resentful reliance on a very small group of dealers, curators, critics, editors, and 

collectors who are all too frequently and often unknowingly bound by invisible 

apron strings to the “real world’s” power structure – all of these factors may make 

it unlikely that conceptual art will be any better equipped to affect the world any 

differently than, or even as much as, its less ephemeral counterparts. (295) 
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 Lippard’s early retrospective recognition of the limitations of conceptual art takes aim at 

how art in general, and the artworld more specifically, are both institutionalized and 

institutionally delimited, and that even the most radical or revolutionary art forms exist 

within these bureaucratic and systemic architectures and valences, including those of the 

art market. But, to repeat Piper’s observations, conceptual art’s achievement can be 

discerned by its ability to draw attention to “the spatiotemporal matrices in which [it is] 

embedded” (424). Both conceptual art and conceptual writing invite, and indeed require, 

a ‘thinkership’ rather than spectatorship or a readership; conceptualism relies on the 

ability of the thinker to detect the ways that conceptualist work has activated the breadth 

of its ontological and epistemological material embodiment, as a socially, politically, 

economically, and culturally-embedded construct. 

English philosopher Peter Osborne posits that “Conceptual art […] is art about the 

cultural act of definition – paradigmatically, but by no means exclusively, the definition 

of ‘art.’ Whatever else it may be, conceptual art is first and foremost an art of questions 

and it has left in its wake a whole series of questions about itself” (14). In making this 

argument for conceptual art’s definition as being about the “cultural act of definition” of 

art (14), he lays out two key methods for understanding the critical role that conceptual 

art helped to institute in mainstream culture, recalling Bergvall’s arguments for 

conceptualism’s relationship to the structuring properties of the institution: in seeking 

interpretation, it calls attention to the institutional conditions and contexts of 

interpretation; in seeking to call attention to institutional contexts and conditions in the 

cultural forum, it politicizes the very act of inhabiting the cultural forum.  
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Looking at the Vancouver School in particular, there are not many comprehensive 

examinations of its history. Stan Douglas’s Vancouver Anthology (1991; 2008) and 

Melanie O’Brian’s Vancouver Art & Economies (2007) represent two essay collections 

that bring together many of the dominant voices in arts criticism in Vancouver in an 

attempt to both create a dialogue and capture the critical zeitgeist in the city at the turn of 

the century, though the wide lenses inherent to each collection make for a varied and 

multiplicitous approach to Vancouver art, rather than a deep inquiry into the history of 

Vancouver photoconceptualism. 

Art historian Leah Modigliani’s recent Engendering an Avant-Garde: The 

Unsettled Landscapes of Vancouver Photo-conceptualism (2018) offers the first robust 

study of the historical development of conceptualist fine art photography as a regionalist 

tradition and practice rooted in institutional conditions and definitions of art. Although 

she addresses many gaps in the previous and extant historiography of the group as it has 

accumulated in historic documents, art catalogues, interviews, and publications garnered 

from single artist studies, the ways Vancouver School conceptualism affects other 

regionalist cultural communities or artistic production does not factor into her study; she 

instead examines the particularities of the discursive histories of the artists (with a strong 

focus on Jeff Wall) as they have been textually chronicled. Although her critical 

historiography of the Vancouver School does not directly attend to its connections to 

local poetry communities, she touches on the critical activity of KSW member Nancy 

Shaw, who was more directly implicated in the development of Vancouver artist-run 

culture. Importantly, then, are several common points of interest that intersect with the 
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history of the KSW as it is situated in the Vancouver art world and its basis in 

experimental, interdisciplinary cultural production. 

  

Conceptualisms and Questions of Materiality  

This dissertation was inspired in part by the ways that conceptual art and 

conceptualism in general respond to material concerns – that is to say, as being tangible, 

embodied, and of corporeal consequence: the often relational materiality of art and its 

institutional contexts, and the ways that conceptualist practice connects relationally with 

the material world by means of process and reflections on and of material social realities. 

I inquire into conceptualism’s material relations. These considerations were initially 

motivated by an observation that the conceptual art movement’s material realities, as an 

archive of physical objects circulating in museum and gallery collections, and material 

histories, as networked objects grounded in social, political, cultural, and economic 

contexts and conditions, contradict Lippard and Chandler’s claim that the emergence of 

“an ultra-conceptual art that emphasizes the thinking process almost exclusively” was 

analogous to “a profound dematerialization of art, especially of art as object” (46; italics 

mine). Alberro refers to this phenomenon as a form of “reductivism,” discussing how this 

pathway in historical conceptual art attempted to “push the conventional objectness of the 

artwork toward the threshold of complete dematerialization” (xvii). While it follows that 

the shift in art as a chiefly material concern, as characterized in the American modernist 

art theory of critic Clement Greenberg, might result in an art that has a profoundly 

different relationship to its own materiality and material positionality, the seeming denial 

of the art object’s very objecthood remains captivatingly puzzling and paradoxical – even 
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in its historicity – from my contemporary perspective. This materiality-dematerialization 

divide, also known as the object-non-object dialectic, recalls debates around the use and 

economies of language related to contemporary conceptualist practices in the vein of 

Language and post-Language writing – the genre to which the KSW owes its critical 

political and anti-formalist poetics and aesthetics.  

Language writing had strong connections to Canada by means of the participation 

of Canadian poet Steve McCaffery in both its development and theorization. Notably, 

McCaffery was also heavily involved in the enterprise of the Vancouver artist-run centre 

The Western Front. The late KSW poet Peter Culley observes McCaffery’s participation 

in the full range of activities at the centre, and that “Such insistently various activities 

might seem randomly constituted were it not for the range of the intellectual system in 

which they were included. McCaffery’s work, in all its forms, is a testing and questioning 

of language itself, of how it operates through history, of its dense materiality, of its dark 

relationships with power and domination” (196, italics mine). Language writing, like 

conceptual art, is also constructed around a response to material concerns, as a seeming 

radical denial of the accepted tenets and rules of the medium of writing, although in this 

case, the medium and its economies are being deconstructed primarily by means of 

poetic, Wittgensteinian anti-formalist strategies grounded in the materiality of language. 

Language writing, like conceptual art, is interested in the often game-like formalized 

rules and relationships present in text and context. And like conceptual art, Language 

writing is also predicated on its relationship to objecthood: the objecthood of the word, 

but in this case, it has more to do with how a word relates to its material context within a 

literary work. More specifically, the word is examined as a unit of meaning-making, and 
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the objective of Language writing is to bring attention to economies of meaning-making 

by disrupting systems of language, communication, and authorship, as a kind of 

Derridean deconstructive gesture through poetics that dissects language’s perceived 

authority and systemic relations.  

McCaffery argues that, “In Language Writing, it is the sign rather than the word 

that is the critical unit of inscription” (145) and that “[i]t is the nature of the linguistic 

sign to be neither itself nor any other thing” (148). He describes how “writing must 

emerge inside the problematics of the concept of writing itself,” and that “[w]riting 

emerges as a profound dialectic of its occasion, once which is both personal and 

historical” (144); he also observes how Language writing maintains an “anti-

representational and anti-referential position” (147),  and must establish a “politicized 

effervescence within the code” (150). Also noting Language writing’s political 

inclinations, poet Ron Silliman contends that “a poetics must be concerned with the 

process by which writing is organized politically into literature. […] Plural though they 

may be, today’s canons are no less the product of an untimely political impulse” (4). He 

also observes that 

Poems both are and are not commodities. It is the very partialness of this 

determination which makes possible much of the confusion among poets, 

particularly on the left, as to the nature of their participation in (including, 

perhaps, opposition to) commodity capitalism through the process of making art. 

Any commodity is necessarily an object and has a physical existence (20). 

For Silliman, as for McCaffery, Language writing, though it is inherently centred in a 

form of interpretive nihilism as a means to foreground its stance against representational, 
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referential, and capitalist economies, still connects to material contexts and conditions in 

that it remains grounded in recognizable social realities. In these ways, Language writing 

enacts a vital critique of how these modern contexts and conditions interact, and how 

they are fundamentally, systemically interlinked. 

Lippard and Chandler also focus their early discussion of the materiality of 

conceptual art around its relationship to criticism, claiming that “Idea art has been seen as 

art about criticism rather than art-as-art or even art about art. On the contrary, the 

dematerialization of the object might eventually lead to the disintegration of criticism as 

it is known today,” and that such art “bypasses criticism” as it is traditionally understood 

and applied (49). While the relationship between conceptual art and criticism has 

undeniably evolved – and certainly, these evolutions are rooted in critical shifts 

connected to 1960s radicalism related to the roots of conceptual art – the work of this 

time was not immune to criticism. It became art with intentional metacritical applications. 

The art became a form of criticism related to art itself, as well as to the contexts and 

conditions within which it was produced. 

The relationship between material concerns and critique became even more 

salient when, in 2015, Goldsmith performed his poem “The Body of Michael Brown,” a 

creative reading of the autopsy of Black murder victim Michael Brown, at Brown 

University’s event Interrupt 3. Only a few months later, Vanessa Place gained media 

attention for her constraint-based digital recitation of the classic, racist script for 

Margaret Mitchell’s 1936 novel Gone with the Wind and its 1939 film adaptation on 

Twitter, a project which had been ongoing since 2009. These two projects and the events 

of their public unveiling and consequent reception came to shape the contemporary 
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discourse around conceptualism broadly, and, at least for a time, transformed the public 

view of conceptual writing,9 casting it, for some audiences,10 as a genre disinterested in 

the social, political, cultural, and economic events and communities from which it seems 

to ungenerously borrow in its performances of appropriative reproduction and 

recontextualization.11  

Again, in the spring of 2020, debates around conceptual writing’s identity as a 

genre resurfaced, largely around the event of a tweet by Goldsmith naming a New York 

Times cover story as a “poem.” On May 23, 2020, the day of the launch of the May 24 

New York Times essay “U.S. Deaths Near 100,000, An Incalculable Loss,” an essay 

naming each American who had died in the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, Goldsmith 

wrote: “The most important political poem of the 21st century so far has been written” 

 
9 Discussing connections between conceptualism and contemporary celebrity culture, 
Darren Wershler comments, “Several conceptual writers have achieved some degree of 
fame, or, at least notoriety” (266), obliquely referencing these public incidents and their 
widespread critical reception while also drawing attention to the increased presence of 
conceptual writing in the media. 
10 For other audiences, Place’s attempt to invite the Estate of Margaret Mitchell to litigate 
can be framed as a critical, intentional act, sensitive to the racial politics surrounding the 
text and its publication context. Place, a criminal defense attorney, explains, “by 
reproducing the entire book I invited suit for wholesale theft of intellectual property”; “I 
am stealing the material from Mitchell because I believe she stole it first. Neither of use 
has any right to the matter (as in lives) therein: the only difference between Mitchell and 
me is that I already know I am guilty” (“Artist’s Statement” n.p.). 
11 The discourse surrounding Goldsmith’s and Place’s respective performances, 
particularly as they reframe the cultural act of appropriation and the reification of racism 
and racial violence, was reignited during the controversy around the showing of Dana 
Schutz’s painting Open Casket (2016) as part of the 2017 Whitney Biennial. Again, a 
white artist in a position of considerable privilege took up violence against a Black 
person – this time the brutal 1955 murder of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till – as a means 
for drawing attention to racist historical events. As artist Hannah Black explains in her 
2017 letter to the Biennial curators, the artwork treats “Black pain as a raw material” and 
creates a spectacle around Black suffering. As with the responses to Goldsmith’s and 
Place’s poetic works, the public response to Schutz’s painting demonstrates the real 
world effects of appropriation. 
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(n.p.). Many users of the platform were enraged by this proclamation,12 while others 

observed that the cover story (and its digital version, which used an interactive timeline 

to help readers envision the death toll as they scroll through, illustrating the innumerable 

individuals as a field of anonymous gray figures against an off-white background) had 

much in common with conceptualist poetry. Quoting Goldsmith’s tweet, Canadian poet 

Christian Bök argued, “Conceptualism wagers that, whatever the ‘best poem’ of the 21st 

century turns out to be, poets are unlikely to write it—since they now find themselves 

upstaged by the ‘embodiment’ of poetics in the senator at a hearing, in the coroner at an 

autopsy, in the copyist at a gazette” (n.p.). Bök articulates a particular form of 

conceptualism derived from appropriative strategies and divorced from and even 

contradicting the more subjective forums detailed by, for instance, Bergvall, Laynie 

Browne, Teresa Carmody, and Place in the edited anthology of women’s conceptual 

writing in I’ll Drown My Book (2012).  

The public discourse around Goldsmith’s and Place’s poetic works is politically 

central to the discourse of conceptual writing because the widespread, extant definitions 

of the conceptual writing genre are published by both Goldsmith (and Craig Dworkin) 

and Place (and Robert Fitterman). Suddenly, it seemed, such events became transposed 

into the historicity of the genre as it circulates in the public realm. Goldsmith’s and 

Place’s respective projects and Goldsmith’s and Bök’s respective arguments foreground a 

growing need to reconsider and historicize the development and evolution of conceptual 

 
12 For example, poet Kaveh Akbar responded, “man get the fuck out of here.” Tweet 
@KavehAkbar May 24 2020, 
https://twitter.com/KavehAkbar/status/1264554178401230850 
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writing as a series of disparate genre-related pathways drawing from different 

interpretations of what constitutes conceptual writing. 

If conceptual writing relies on a ‘thinkership’ as a kind of critical apparatus, 

where are the boundaries between aesthetics and critique, and where do ethics sit in such 

an equation? The list of “Things to be Considered in Materiality” that Place and 

Fitterman observe in their titular essay “Notes on Conceptualisms” inventories and 

elucidates the following items: “prosody / book object / page object / language / external 

text(s) / internal text(ures)” (43). Surely, do not the internal “text(ures)” (43) account for 

the need for a shared cultural understanding of the book and page objects and the ways 

that language inhabits cultures from within external texts? These questions speak to a 

need for recalibration and a re-examination of the material connections between 

conceptual writing and its grounding in contexts that are not only social and political, but 

also cultural, as a movement situated in the continuum of conceptualist exploration and 

production. The connections between conceptualist writing communities both broaden 

the scope of conceptualism and connect it to other contemporary creative forms of 

conceptualist production, including the Vancouver School of photography and the 

political-conceptualist poetries of the KSW. 

The events of 2015 dredge up other questions about the role that definition 

performs in conceptualist production – an auspicious business, given that the 

conceptualist genre is rooted in the interrogation of determination and interpretation in 

art. Vancouver is a hub of conceptualist cultural production, but because of 

conceptualism’s seemingly malignant aura – perhaps due in part to Lucy Lippard’s 

seeming retraction of her arguments for the genre (and admission of its failed aims) in her 
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later response to the concept of dematerialization, “Postface” – those at the forefront of 

the Vancouver School photographers, particularly Jeff Wall, deny affiliation with the 

genre as its historically defined by critics such as Lippard and Buchloh (a matter I 

consider and explore in Chapter 2), and KSW poets, despite an interest in aspects of the 

literary genre as it has evolved from art historical canons, also seem reticent about being 

directly associated with the category (as I examine in Chapters 2 and 5). As I would come 

to learn, however, these findings and states of affairs were not unusual, and this in turn 

led me to research how extant conversations and exegeses illustrated the uneasy and/or 

oblique ways with which socially and politically minded artists and writers associate their 

practices with conceptualist genres. For many Vancouver cultural producers, including 

Vancouver School photographic artists and KSW poets, the influence of conceptualism 

(and particularly of the conceptual art movement of the 1960s and 70s) as an 

informational and political reaction to the institutionalization of cultural forms is 

imbricated in the social and political textures of creative production in the city, rather 

than intentionally foregrounded within a practice. I considered, then, that maybe there are 

conceptualist forms designed in response to forms of conceptualism that circulate 

broadly, a kind of localized, second order conceptualism. A conceptualism that is proper 

to Vancouver but that arises from Vancouver’s transnational conversations about the 

critical political and social practice of art and poetry as a cultural intervention; one that is 

borne out of local clashes and affiliations in the realms of cultural and political society 

both within and outside the institution and institutionalized cultural norms. 

 

Vancouver’s Critical Conceptualism 
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Conceptualism helped to advance the connection between art production and criticism in 

Vancouver, resulting in the development of distinct and often interdisciplinary avant-

garde collectives. The city’s multiple intersections with the transnational conceptual art 

movement of the 1960s and 70s, known for its critical aims – namely its relationship to 

and correspondence with critical theory and the New Left (Wall “Draft” 11-12) – further 

contributed to the development of the critical sensibilities of creative communities in 

Vancouver. These influences were particularly apparent in the work and general erudite 

outputs of Vancouver School photoconceptualists and the politically engaged poetics of 

the KSW. But how did this shared critical-conceptualist ethos come to infuse the cultural 

production of these communities?  

The term ‘photoconceptualism’ is widely used to describe photographic works 

from and after the conceptual art movement, and the traditions are not conventionally 

understood as strictly distinct or binary, as the term might even be applied to work in 

non-photographic media. Art historian George Baker reflects on photography’s 

contemporary position in the art world, noting “the legitimization of avant-garde uses of 

photography by movements such as Conceptual Art” (128), and noting how conceptualist 

applications were essential to the development of the “expanded field”13 of photography 

(128). The meaning of ‘photoconceptualism,’ however, is the source of contention even 

among the so-called Vancouver photoconceptualists, with Jeff Wall using the term in 

early critical work only to reject it outright later. The historiography of the KSW is 

equally contested, reflecting the ontological instability, or “fluidity” (Members 128), of 

 
13	The notion of an “expanded field” was coined by art historian Rosalind E. Krauss, who 
first posits an expanded categorical understanding of sculpture in her seminal essay, 
“Sculpture in the Expanded Field” (1979).	
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the group’s identity as both a collective and as an institution. These contentions and 

contestations might also reflect the environment into which both groups emerged: one 

that was undergoing a period of self-legitimization, largely undertaken by the efforts of 

larger institutions, but also by the ways that contemporary cultural collectives were 

contending with the history of European and North American avant-gardes. 

The struggle for legitimization in its different forms has shaped Vancouver’s 

conceptualist groups. Considering the motivation for his 1991 article “Some Are 

Weather-Wise,” Wood states that he set out “to present a set of sketches and observations 

– incomplete stories – that may account for the way this practice has operated in the 

recent part in Vancouver art” (137). He considers that “the territory criticism claims, 

judges and records is […] a social product, and criticism developed as a way of speaking 

about systems for presenting images and the ways in which people construct them as 

meaningful. Criticism can […] be located as the traffic in language about images and 

objects” (137). As both a starting point and evidence of his claims, Wood cites Benjamin 

Buchloh’s 1987 essay, “Periodizing Critics”:  

The actual condition of the critic in the 80s is dramatically different from that of 

the critic in the 60s or 70s. […] Artists themselves have assumed the role of the 

legitimist, and this with the near-unanimous enthusiasm of all concerned. […] In 

short, the merger between the avant-garde culture and the culture industry has 

initiated between curators and collectors, dealers and artists a new awareness: 

namely, that of management and control, validation and affirmation can just as 

well be performed from within the ranks of the given institution and their 

networks of support, in particular, the museum and the market. It is now a 
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generally approved fact that independent criticism can be locked into an academic 

ghetto and that the management of aesthetic consciousness need not be affected or 

troubled by the absence of this once independent force. (qtd in Wood 137-8)  

Wood, however, contends, 

Buchloh’s argument about art being bound by institutional fetters and criticism 

being disenfranchised by museum and market should be received with 

ambivalence in British Columbia. All the players he lists—academics, critics, 

dealers, museums, curators, collectors—are in short supply here, except for 

deserving artists. The question of who legitimates has only been asked in a locale 

where few can make a living or even a career from cultural production. Criticism 

requires a cultural machinery in order to question and affirm its reason to speak, 

for its public voice is meaningless unless art is openly acknowledged by 

institutional bodies as an established discipline. (138) 

While Wood’s thesis chiefly concerns what he identifies as a “resistance” to and 

ambivalence concerning criticism in Vancouver’s art world (particularly by its artists), he 

usefully identifies the parameters to begin an investigation of the kinds of conditions at 

play in the collective construction of what might be identified as local modes of cultural 

production.  

Wood makes his observations at a time when there are limited critical cultural 

locations and sources when it comes to the formal institutional structures Buchloh 

laments. The limits to Vancouver’s critical forum differentiate the city in a way that 

Wood, as an art critic, clearly perceives as lacking, and generally negative; a city without 

a sufficient critical, institutional base for cultural production will struggle to participate in 
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broader national and international contemporary cultural arenas. But, given the overall 

(eventual) success and uniqueness of Vancouver’s conceptualist collectives, perhaps it is 

worth exploring whether the critical conditions and circumstances of the city – rooted as 

Wood notes in its abundance of “deserving artists” with the capacity and drive to 

generate a critical institutional culture of their own – may have (eventually) helped to 

shape Vancouver’s reputation as a global visual arts destination, and also as a centre for 

avant-gardist literary production.  

The historical context of Wood’s chapter relays important information about the 

conditions underlying his argument. Wood wrote his essay for the original 1991 

publication of the Vancouver Anthology, and so his thesis must not only be historicized 

according to that cultural moment, but also analyzed as a kind of benchmark for the 

development of Vancouver’s critical forum, signifying the gradual emergence of the 

city’s cultural capital as a centre for critical cultural production, and the site of the 

development of the critical, conceptualist poetics common to artists of the Vancouver 

School and writers of the KSW, who encountered one another in shared venues such as 

Artspeak. Wood wrote “Some Are Weather-Wise” before the staging of large-scale, 

multi- and trans- institutional international survey exhibitions  

Vancouver visual art’s internalized critical sensibility has also influenced 

Vancouver’s experimental writing communities, both in terms of the adoption and in the 

rejection of specific aesthetic and political strategies. In thinking about the 

interconnections between these creative communities, disparate often only in that they are 

ineligible for the same national, provincial, and municipal grants, it might be useful to 

consider whether there is a common Vancouver aesthetic. Or, in thinking about the 
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linguistic and historical-discursive (Roelstraete n.p.) or visual-representational (Buchloh 

18) strategies central to conceptual art as it gained traction in Vancouver’s visual arts 

communities, perhaps it might be more useful to consider whether or not there is an 

identifiable critical poetics of Vancouver.  

Although visual art itself might not traditionally have a poetics, per se, the text-

based nature of conceptual art also calls for an analytic approach that focuses on language 

and its applications. Conceptual art has an important relationship with language, as it is 

often text-based and relies on methods of interpretation constitutive of textual inquiry.  

Scholar Eve Kalyva argues that an analysis of conceptual art needs to take into account 

the work’s “contextual frameworks of interpretation” as well as its “structural aspect (its 

formal presentation)” and “its procedural aspect, which has to do with the activity of 

making sense” (113, italics original). She notes how conceptual art creates shifts in and 

interrogations of “the habitual modes of reading and viewing art and social reality more 

generally” (113). Post-structuralist critical theorists such as Jacques Derrida and Friedrich 

Kittler employ a definition of ‘poetics’ that deprioritizes the text as writing and instead 

examines the hermeneutic act as being interconnected with other forms and tools of 

communication, meaning that text and other forms, including images, can be analyzed as 

communicative forms and thus can be interpreted according to a poetic register because 

such communication is language-based. Visual art, like literature, brings with it a wealth 

of language in its contexts and discursive environs. The linguistic critical frame of the 

interpretation – including the production and reception – of an artwork or a body of 

artworks imparts a kind of poetic, communicative register, a language-based architecture 

for analysis that works in conjunction with the visual elements of the artwork or works. 
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Furthermore, the decidedly intermedial and interdisciplinary nature of conceptualist work 

produced in Vancouver, not to mention the conceptual art movement to which the 

conceptualist genre responds, also lends itself readily to ‘poetic’ interpretation. A ‘poetics 

of Vancouver,’ then, takes into account the intersections of language and the linguistic 

registers of critical discourse affiliated with conceptualist production in and of the city.  

 

 

An Historical Precedent 

After the postmodern turn in late twentieth century art history, it might seem especially 

challenging to narrow down a regional poetics to be attributed to a diverse city like 

Vancouver, with its unique amalgamation of local Indigenous, diasporic, and/or settler 

colonialist communities, and its wide array of internal and external influences. Broadly 

speaking, and traditionally, the existence of a “poetics of Vancouver” has been a source 

of both continued curiosity as well as contention — particularly in more contemporary 

critical institutional or anti-institutional forums, and, particularly, as they concern 

Vancouver’s art historical discourses. Historically, what we might consider Vancouver’s 

poetics has in many ways resembled those which were traditionally attributed to much of 

Canada in early twentieth century attempts to forge a national identity by means of the 

Massey Commission and the consequent Massey Report in 1951,14 and were largely 

 
14 The Massey Report is a 1951 document that underwrote (and in many ways continues 
to underwrite) the production of a Canadian national culture. It was authored by The 
Royal Commission on the development of Arts and Letters, also known as the Massey 
Commission, a body established by the Canadian government in 1949. See “The Massey 
Report and Cultural Production,” CanLit Guides, 15 Nov. 2016, 
http://canlitguides.ca/canlit-guides-editorial-team/an-introduction-to-producing-and-
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connected to Canadian modernism. Vancouver’s identifiable modernist aesthetics and 

poetics in visual art would have related to key Western Canadian themes and archetypes: 

frontier narratives; colonialist encounters with regional Indigenous cultural communities; 

and a strong penchant for sublime, often mountainous landscapes and the wilderness, 

usually suggesting a form of spiritual transcendence. In fact, the desire to respond 

artistically to Vancouver’s landscapes has been mythologized in the city’s art histories in 

such a way as to suggest that the production of landscape art is key to Vancouver’s 

cultural legacy.  

This modernist mythologization became instilled in the Canadian art historical 

imagination by means of the widespread critical and creative response to artworks and 

writings of artists working in British Columbia such as Emily Carr, whose legacy is 

intrinsically linked to Canadian modernism and modernist art and, as such, has provoked 

a prolonged and complex regional response in cultural communities, including among the 

Vancouver photoconceptualists and their predecessors. Popular narrative accounts of 

Vancouver’s modernist, settler colonial art history reveal how the city is conceived by 

means of the reception of such artworks. Take for example Dennis Reid’s description of 

Group of Seven artist Frederick Varley’s arrival in Vancouver,15 as compiled in A 

 
evaluating-canadian-texts/the-massey-report-and-cultural-production/, accessed 5 Dec 
2019. 
15 Varley relocates to the city from Toronto in September 1926, finding  
a situation not greatly changed from that which Emily Carr had known thirteen years 
before. Aged forty-five, he had for years been discontentedly managing on a bit of 
teaching, a bit of design, and some portrait commissions, but his creative work until then 
showed no central motive, no moving theme. The ten years he was to live in Vancouver 
provided the necessary focus. While in Toronto he had never been really taken by his 
friends’ enthusiasm for landscape, but once away from them he became one of the most 
eager exponents of the Group ‘method’ of intense involvement in the natural 
environment. Challenged by the prospect of teaching in a new school (he was hired as 
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Concise History of Canadian Painting (1973), the first iteration of his comprehensive 

history of painting in Canada (the art form most attended to in surveys of Canadian art 

histories).   

Further emphasizing the divide between Vancouver’s real (or lived) and presumed 

identities and reinforcing the idea of centre and periphery that pervades accounts of 

Vancouver’s cultural history within Canada and North America, Reid points out early 

critical contentions between local Vancouver communities and national institutional 

bodies. He describes Vancouver’s early “anti-modernist” hostility to the “eastern 

presumption” of the Group of Seven’s vision of Canadian art, which, with the eventual 

evolution of the group to the Canadian Group of Painters in 1933, became framed as an 

openly nationalist project, concerned with “landscape moods and rhythms,” and with 

defining a particularized version of Canadian modernism (174). Reviewing Reid’s first 

 
Head of Drawing, Painting and Composition by the Vancouver School of Decorative and 
Applied Arts, founded the year before), he was excited by the proximity of the mountains 
and began weekend sketching jaunts soon after his arrival. During his first summer break, 
he went camping for about a month and a half in the magnificent Garibaldi Park, situated 
in the mountains north of Vancouver, and began painting bold, vigorous canvases, like 
Mountain Landscape, Garibaldi Park (Power Corp., Montreal), immediately after 
returning to Vancouver. Weekend sketching trips and summer camping excursions 
continued, with colleagues and students invited along, and soon that Vancouver ‘group’ 
[National Gallery director] Eric Brown had hoped to see was beginning to develop in 
response to Varley’s example. (189) Reid connects Varley’s sudden change of heart 
regarding the Group of Seven’s “method” for the production of landscape paintings with 
his arrival in Vancouver’s natural landscape, connecting “the proximity of the 
mountains” and “magnificent” parks directly to the production of “bold, vigorous 
canvases.” This straightforward collapsing of the artist’s arrival in Vancouver with the 
discovery of his sense of purpose as a landscape painter – which then led to infusing his 
portraits with spiritual symbology during a “a period of intense motivation in his 
painting” (189) – is in turn narratively conjoined with the history of the formation of a 
regional, Vancouver artist group that fits in with the schematics of a national institution, 
not to mention the image of Vancouver in the national imaginary.  
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edition for the Canadian Historical Review in 1976, scholar Ann Davis remarks that Reid 

has produced a “moderate book” that “contains no startling philosophy, no violent 

debunking of old favourites, or unexpected elevation of unknowns,” and most of all 

demonstrates his concern with “the popular Canadian nationalist debate” (44), connecting 

Reid to the ongoing concerns expressed in the Massey Report. 

The idea that encounters with landscape are interwoven with spiritual awakening 

is an intrinsic part of Canadian lore, as are debates between regionalist and nationalist 

forms of identity. Literary scholar Nick Mount observes how these imaginative-material 

entanglements in Canadian visual arts had meaningful consequence for national 

literature, noting how  

By the 1950s, Canadian art had a distinct “canon of images”: the lonely pine, the 

snow-covered village church, the canoe, the mountain. No such set of literary 

images existed in the national psyche until after the sixties – no double hooks, no 

stone angels, no beautiful beasts or beautiful losers. That’s partly the problem 

addressed in the Massey Report, the government’s inquiry into Canadian culture: 

the realization that, as a means of national expression, literature had “fallen far 

behind painting” (6). 

In suggesting that in addition to the image “canon,” there would eventually be a parallel 

“set of literary images” (6) that would come to similarly define Canadian literature, 

Mount gives credence to the relationship between the formalization of national culture by 

means of the introduction of funding bodies like the Canada Council and imagery and 

imaginary – that which Northrop Frye calls “the social imagination” (215) – in so-called 
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national or regional cultural forms. That these national cultural images, visual and 

literary, again collapse nature and spiritual signifiers, is also noteworthy. 

 Taken as a cultural whole, Vancouver’s place in the wilderness-centric folklore of 

Canada is established by means of the repetition of images and associated ideas, 

including in the critical backlash against the artifice of the imposition of such structures 

on art practices that underscores the formation of the city’s conceptualist production. At 

the beginning of her chapter examining Emily Carr and commonwealth modernism’s 

legacies, Leah Modigliani provides an epigraph from Jeff Wall’s essay on the work of 

Ken Lum, “Traditions and Counter-Traditions in Vancouver Art” (1991). Wall writes:  

The idea of an art religion, and the sense of experiencing religiosity in nature set 

the tone in British Columbia for a kind of treatment of the landscape which, by 

the 1940s, and especially in the 1950s, became hegemonic and has been called 

inner landscape. From this point of view the painting is an expression, by means 

of landscape, of the inner world of the artist, but also of the genius loci, the 

indwelling spirit of the place painted. This can be seen as a normative part of the 

British or Imperial Romanticism I outlined earlier, a modernization of English 

aesthetic ideas in the context of actual isolation of artists in the marginal, frontier 

setting of Vancouver. Emily Carr’s isolation, which she experienced at several 

levels, is therefore emblematic of the condition of painters, of artists overall, in 

this region, at least until recently. (69, qtd in Modigliani 49) 

Modigliani pairs this with another epigraph, this one taken from Lawren Harris’s 

“Creative Art in Canada” from 1929, wherein the Group of Seven painter writes, “Our art 

is founded on a long and growing love and understanding of the North in an ever clearer 
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experience of oneness with the informing spirit of the whole land and a strange brooding 

sense of Mother Nature fostering a new race and a new age” (185, qtd in Modigliani 49). 

 Modigliani connects these citations with a sense of irony: yes, Wall is critical of 

the way these images have been threaded together through history to form a geospecific 

narrative romanticizing the landscape’s relationship to the artist’s “inner world” (69, qtd 

in Modigliani 49) whereas Harris makes his statement in earnest, but Modigliani is 

suggesting that there is a parallel that emerges between the creative, but also colonialist 

and masculinist, approaches to landscape, even if Wall’s critical landscape project has 

been crafted in reaction – if not diametrical opposition – to that of his cultural 

predecessors (79).  

So how does this exploration of Vancouver’s image paradigm uncover the city’s 

unique art historical poetics when it comes to conceptualist cultural production?  A 

logical starting point is Wall’s early critical inversion of what he observes as hegemonic 

treatments of landscape as pertaining to the artist’s inner life: a wholesale rejection of the 

tendency to romanticize nature and its relationship to the artistic process – another of 

Wall’s critical engagements with art historical canonicity. Instead, there is a mechanical 

exploration of what Wall’s and other Vancouver School photographers’ critics deems the 

“defeatured landscape” (Wall 1; Watson 257).16  

 
16 The term “defeatured landscape” was originally used on the first page of Wall’s 
Landscape Manual and has been applied to Vancouver School images by a number of 
critics. Vancouver artist and critic Dennis Wheeler wrote a review of the 1970 exhibition 
Four Artists: Tom Burrows, Duane Lunden, Jeff Wall, Ian Wallace titled “The Limits of 
the Defeated Landscape” playing on the language and exploring the implications of the 
term for artscanada’s June 1970 issue. 
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Modigliani remarks upon the connections between the defeatured landscape and 

the international reputation of the Vancouver School, noting how Vancouver’s landscape 

is, physically, materially, an economic resource in extractive capitalism as well as a 

recognizable icon in the legacy of landscape painting (42). Her observations suggest that 

for Vancouver artists, the landscape tradition became a highly political medium for 

expression, perhaps in spite of its colonialist and gendered histories and implications 

(42). 

Scott Watson also observes the political and institutional potential of landscape 

for Vancouver artists and describes the defeatured landscape as an “urban semiotic” 

formulated by means of “works, gestures, and manifestations” developed in “some 

conceptual and minimal practices in Vancouver in the late 1960s and 1970s” (257). He 

contrasts these tendencies to what he calls “a middle-class version of modernism” 

common to Vancouver and other provincial centres (257), noting the limits of the 

capacity for regionalist discourse to keep up with that of major artistic centres. Like 

Wood, Watson notes how Vancouver’s early foray into the production of a local art 

economy resulted in work that was “untheorized,” and that was “critically endorsed by 

the same humanistic standards that the work, if theorized, would have contested” (258). 

Watson argues that it is under these circumstances that the semiotic mode of the 

defeatured landscape came to be understood as a regionalist critical mode, in response to 

the perceived shortcomings of minimalism and conceptualism within the local 

iconographic lexicon, and in alignment with the regionalist disaffection with “fabricated, 

finished works of art” (258). In other words, Vancouver historically presented a forum 

for art production that was predominantly disconnected, geographically and discursively, 
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from broader critical conversations in art. Instead, artists working in the area created their 

own autogenous, critical discourse responding to the landscape tradition in visual art as 

well as their specific surroundings and socio-cultural realities. 

  Vancouver’s shifting critical-conceptualist aesthetic signaled how the city’s 

sociopolitical landscape underwent a number of massive shifts in the late twentieth 

century. One of these changes that incited a particularly widespread and lasting cultural 

response was the election of a Social Credit government in May 1983 – the very election 

that led to the closure of the David Thompson University Centre in Nelson and 

precipitated the formation of the KSW, which once established in Vancouver also 

contributed to the formation of Vancouver’s contemporary activist culture as it exists 

today. Stan Douglas describes the event of this election and its lasting effects in 

Vancouver in the introduction to the Vancouver Anthology (1991; 2011), contextualizing 

the emergence and development of a regionalist political aesthetic in Vancouver art by 

means of a summary of the political actions around which revolved related arts events 

and activities. Following the election, there were massive public demonstrations in 

reaction to government cuts, including the “Solidarity demonstration on Robson Street in 

which well over sixty thousand people marched past the Social Credit Party convention at 

the Hotel Vancouver” on October 15, 1983 (19). This was “the largest demonstration in 

provincial history” (19), and was complemented by several smaller site-specific 

gatherings, including a protest outside the new location of the Vancouver Art Gallery 

(VAG), which had officially relocated to the former provincial courthouse from its 

original location at 1145 West Georgia Street that day (22). Douglas describes the public 

tension between the VAG’s inaugural exhibition, Vancouver Art and Artists 1931-1983, 
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and its other, the October Show, which opened, not by coincidence, on the very same day 

in Yaletown. Although Douglas points out some inconsistencies, such as how a number 

of local artists had work in both exhibitions, the October Show was seen by some as a 

sort of “salon des refusés” (24), or a counter-exhibition to the large institutional show,17 

spawning the crystallization of what might be interpreted as a politicized movement and 

counter-tradition in the city’s artist-run arts communities. Douglas argues that subsequent 

exhibitions, such as the November 1984 Warehouse Show and the Artopolis exhibition of 

1987, were similarly infused with an oppositional sensibility (23-24). Such exhibitions 

were manifestations of artist-driven critical activities in the city that influenced the 

perspectives of conceptualist cultural production in many cultural forums, including 

within both the institutionally-sanctioned Vancouver School of photography, and within 

the more anti-institutional Kootenay School of Writing. 

 

Vancouver ‘Schools’ and Institutionality 

The linguistic coincidence between the names of the two groups I am examining 

in this project is key to understanding how these groups harness conceptualism as a mode 

of transmission. The title ‘School’ has notably pedagogical implications; school is of 

course shorthand for a ‘school of thought’ or an intellectual or artistic tradition; Renato 

Poggioli differentiates ‘school’ from its related term ‘movement,’ and remarks that within 

the avant-garde tradition, the term “schools” refers to “past regroupings in art and 

 
17 The relocation of the VAG and the organizing principles of its inaugural exhibition 
signal the emergence of a new, more bureaucratic institutional culture in the gallery, or at 
least the perception of the beginning of such a culture. Arguably, such an institutional 
culture persists.  
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literature” (17). He suggests that within artistic vocations (he names here “painting and 

sculpture, [and] the plastic arts in general”), the word “acquires an even more literal and 

specific meaning” (18). As such, the use of the designation ‘school’ also indirectly 

references the ways that the groups emerged: by means of the pedagogical tradition 

established between Vancouver’s institutions for higher education in the arts. There is a 

recognized line of influence through notable artist-instructors beginning as early as 

members of the Group of Seven, Jack Shadbolt, Alvin Balkind, and Roy Kiyooka (whose 

influence is still tangible in the halls of many Vancouver visual arts programs and arts 

institutions) that traces through to such contemporary names as Iain Baxter&, Jeff Wall, 

and Roy Arden. This led to the ‘Vancouver School’ nomenclature, which was formally 

applied and disseminated out of a need to confirm Vancouver’s cultural place in national 

and international art. Moreover, as an informal but also institutionally-constructed – and 

institutionally-recognized – ‘school,’ the Vancouver School generates forms of capital for 

and within the city. The Vancouver School’s iconicity has become emblematic of the 

city’s global identity; photographs by Vancouver School artists are indexical for 

Vancouver life as a kind of aesthetic and sublime experience, even though the aesthetic 

tradition – the “defeatured landscape” (Wall 1; Watson 257) – of the School runs counter 

to ideas celebrating Vancouver’s early landscape tradition. The School is upheld by the 

city’s institutional culture and accepted as a sign for the city’s cultural identity. 

A different scenario shaped the emergence of the Kootenay School of Writing, 

but it also describes a particular set of traditions and cultural legacies as well as a space 

for forms of pedagogy. The KSW emerged with the defunding of the writing program at 

David Thompson University Centre in 1983 and its closure on 1 May 1984, when many 
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of the writing instructors and students from the university relocated to Vancouver. This 

occurrence initiated a permutation in the material realities that shifted their poetics from 

an inherited, Tish model – an experimental model influenced by New American Poetry’s 

poetic focus on the relationship between writing and speech – passed down from their 

instructors to one premised in deeper abstraction, including systemic and insidious 

political forces.  In this case, the KSW was formally established, but as a counter-

institutional space for literary writing instruction, as well as a space for the promotion for 

specific, often political genres of poetic writing more generally. In many ways, the 

formation of the KSW is a sign of opposition to shifts in institutions as well as 

institutional failure – as a failure within political and public infrastructure – and the 

opening of the writing ‘School’ in Vancouver is a marker of the counter-institutional 

underclass and its mechanisms for survival in the bureaucratic climate of the 

institutionalized infrastructural space of the city. 

That is not to say that the institutional dynamics within these groups can be 

simplified as such. In the case of both the Vancouver School and the KSW, some 

counter-cultural forces are at work, although the dynamics are different. Many artists 

accept their affiliation with the Vancouver School group with some disdain because of its 

capacity to limit the varied terrain of cultural production within the so-called group, as 

well as its institutional imposition. The group and its nomenclature threaten to subsume 

individual artistic practices in the name of creating a local Vancouver culture premised in 

what Dieter Roelstraete calls a “‘state-of-the-art’ brand name, denoting such (artistic) 

qualities as intellectual rigour, stringent conceptual refinement and precision, and most of 

all […]  deeply critical commitment towards the politics of the image and image 
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production” (10). Moreover, it is important to note how the Vancouver ‘brand name’ in 

visual art has been actively shaped by local and global institutions. Within the KSW, 

many have expressed an anxiety about the potential for a similar flattening effect in 

naming the group, but members actively resisted any attempt to reify the school. Too, the 

nomenclature is applied and accepted according to consensus, as it has historically been 

quite porous – the title itself was originally an anti-institutional gesture and somewhat 

ironic – and accommodates a wide range of poetic forms and styles. 

The sense that these two Vancouver ‘schools’ correspond with schools of thought 

and creative and intellectual traditions proper to the city suggests that there might be 

meaningful intersections between the two, and in fact, there are a number of common 

occurrences and events that brought members of each group together. The 1988 

exhibition Behind the Sign is one of the foremost formal crossover events that 

demonstrates the shared social strata of the Vancouver groups, and represents a specific 

time in the KSW’s early history when it shared a space and many members with an 

important Vancouver artist-run centre, Artspeak, a visual arts collective that played, and 

continues to play, an important role in shaping artist-run culture in the city. The KSW’s 

integration with Artspeak, which officially began in 1986 when the KSW received 

funding “at the height of its operations” to expand to a second classroom (Shaw 105), 

marked a shift in the ways public funding operated to support cultural production. To 

operate, the KSW needed to collaborate with a gallery to tap into “parallel-gallery 

funding” (105), but this funding also necessitated the group’s eventual split from 

Artspeak when applications for this kind of funding became significantly more 

competitive after an explosion in growth in the parallel-gallery system (105; 109).  In a 
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footnote to her essay “Expanded Consciousness and Company Types,” the late Nancy 

Shaw, an early member of the KSW and past director of the Or Gallery (another 

important institution in Vancouver’s artist-run culture) from June 1989 to July 1991,18 

observes that 

At one time, KSW supported a theatre group and sponsored events involving 

performance artists and musicians. As an independent school, it couldn’t qualify 

for any sort of funding because it was politically hot. The school wasn’t 

mainstream or high-profile enough to attract private or corporate funds. There 

were funds for artist-run centres through the visual and media arts, but anyone 

outside these disciplines couldn’t qualify for funding. The Writing and Publishing 

section of the Canada Council maintained that writers should be self-sufficient, 

that there was no need to support writer-run centres. (109) 

Shaw’s perspective on the KSW’s need to negotiate and work within public funding 

structures as a means to sustaining the group’s activities and identity as an “independent” 

and “politically hot” school functioning outside the boundaries of the “mainstream” (109) 

suggests that the group operated in a kind of liminal space, both outside of and in 

between recognized, formal publicly funded systems and spaces of cultural production. 

Her observations of the KSW’s existence in the interstices of multiple funding bodies 

demonstrates how institutionalization and institutional structures and systems play a 

 
18 With thanks to current Or Gallery Director/Curator Denise Ryner for clarifying the 
duration of Shaw’s tenure at the gallery and for pointing me to the interview between 
Shaw and Mina Totino in the anthology Food for Thought: Or Gallery 1983-2003 
(2004). 
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dominant role in shaping and maintaining cultural production in Vancouver, and in 

shaping the identity of the groups inhabiting the complexity of its cultural contexts. 

 

Methodology and Theoretical Framework 

Rematerializing the Immaterial reconsiders the cultural sphere of select groups 

operating in the Vancouver art world to demonstrate only a small part of how 

conceptualism and its manifestations in both contemporary fine art photographic 

practices and political poetry are decidedly varied and pluralistic. Conceptualist writing is 

not only defined according to the boundaries dictated by singular authors and institutions. 

Like other genres, it has progressed and changed according to its spread and uptake in 

different regions and communities, each with particular and multiplicitous contexts, 

conditions, and art histories of their own. To examine this uniqueness, I turn to the work 

of the late Canadian interdisciplinary literary critic Barbara Godard. In her 1992 essay, 

“Canadian? Literary? Theory?,” Godard examines the relationship between Canadian 

literature and the institution, observing how the audience is produced by “institutions –  

academic, cultural, governmental – that order symbolic relations of particular culture, 

establishing its categories of meaning and value” (9). While Godard analyzes how 

Canadian literature is understood in relation to critical theory, I repurpose her 

methodology to understand how the concept and realities of geographic region are 

approached within and play a role in the literary field and extant systems of 

interpretation, as a discursive method. 

Godard asserts that Canadian literature is a field of “relational differences,” and 

that because of this, the “project of literary theory needs to be approached intertextually 
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and interdiscursively […] one must actively locate Canadian literary theory through an 

examination of the history of its institutionalization” (10). I apply this relational 

discursiveness, as both a rationale and method to (settler colonial) Canadian criticism and 

cultural production, including visual art, because of the narrowness of both the means and 

the contexts of production and reception in Canada, and its interdependence on national 

structures of funding, dissemination, and reception. The “national” conversation connects 

meaningfully with the notions of “academic reading” and authority, a modernist 

“authoritative stance,” as well as geography and history (Lauson n.p.).  

Reading conceptualist production across and between mediums or disciplines in 

Vancouver according to the institutional contexts by which it has been produced and 

analyzing it “intertextually and interdiscursively,” as Godard recommends, demonstrates 

how that production individuated itself and came to reflect a regionalist consciousness. In 

the case of Vancouver literary conceptualism, it is crucial to consider it in the context of 

the discourse of Vancouver’s relationship with conceptualist visual art, and 

photoconceptualism in particular, as these key relations provide contextual cues for its 

production and reception regionally and internationally. 

 To accomplish these goals, my research builds on the transformative work of 

large-scale exhibitions such as Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin 1950s–1980s 

(1999) curated by Luis Camnitzer, Jane Farver, and Rachel Weiss at the Queens 

Museum, which investigated the ways that international conceptual art exceeded the 

boundaries of the historic conceptual art movement while ascribing to a number of its 

tenets. The collaborative Canadian exhibition and research project Traffic: Conceptual 

Art in Canada 1965-1980 (2010-12) extended this re-examination of conceptual art’s 
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geographies to include and feature Canada and elucidated the relationships between the 

international movement and its development in Canadian provinces. Curator Grant 

Arnold’s Traffic catalogue essay “Reference/Cross Reference: Conceptual Art on the 

West Coast” highlights the ways that Vancouver transcended its peripheral circumstances 

to become an important centre for national and international conceptual art.  

The dissertation is in many ways an extended reflection on the impact of Lucy 

Lippard’s corpus of work theorizing conceptual art, including her seminal 1967 essay 

with John Chandler, “The Dematerialization of Art,” published in Art International in 

1968, and her project Six Years. The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 

1972 (1973), in which she reconsiders conceptual art’s relationship to materiality. 

Alongside Lippard’s theorization, I considered a number of key historic texts from the 

movement, among them LeWitt’s “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” (1967), Kosuth’s “Art 

After Philosophy” (1969), and Adrian Piper’s “On Conceptual Art” (1988), which are 

anthologized in Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson’s groundbreaking Conceptual Art: 

A Critical Anthology (1999). Alberro and Stimson’s introductory essays provide useful 

context for reading and historicizing the essays that helped shape conceptual art. I use 

Alberro and Stimson’s pluralistic version of the movement as a template for parsing the 

movement’s position in relation to the modernist theories and criticism of Clement 

Greenberg, whose arguments in “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939) were fundamental to 

shaping the movement and had a significant impact on Jeff Wall’s art practice. Alberro’s 

concept of complex “genealogical strands” interwoven with “avant-garde strategies” 

(“Reconsidering Conceptual Art” xvii) provides an important entry point for 

understanding the movement’s motivations and development across time and space. 
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Alberro’s study Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity (2003) sheds light on how 

institutional politics and power (namely, gallerist Seth Siegelaub and the artists he 

represented) came to shape the way the movement has historically been understood. Peter 

Osborne’s extended theoretical examination of the movement, Conceptual Art (2002), 

usefully identifies a number of ways that conceptual art critically responded to issues in 

language and enacted specific forms of institutional critique and metacritical intervention, 

while his essay “Art Beyond Aesthetics” proposes an intervention into the periodization 

of conceptual art and reframes its relationship to both modernism and modernism’s 

theorization in art.  

In my research, I employ extant definitions of conceptual writing as a discursive 

starting point for the development of my own interdisciplinary and comparative 

interpretations of the genre. I observe how the theoretical underpinnings of the ways 

conceptual writing circulates in critical discourse are derived from (and are often 

responsive to) the discussions and definitions imparted in Goldsmith and Dworkin’s 

essays in Against Expression (2011), where the contemporary modes with which the term 

is deployed are revealed to be connected to appropriative and critical strategies in 

conceptual art while still being intimately connected to the material world of today. 

Perloff’s discussions of conceptual art’s complex literary and creative genealogy in 

Uncreative Writing (2010), which bear relation to Goldsmith and Dworkin’s analyses, are 

also influential in my understanding of the movement. Carolyn Bergvall, Laynie Browne, 

Teresa Carmody, and Vanessa Place’s anthology I’ll Drown My Book (2012) responds to 

the shortcomings and oversights of these other projects, and observe how women’s 

writing approaches the matter of conceptualism differently, with more porous boundaries 
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for artistic determination and an appreciation for the “social invisibilities within questions 

of authorial openness” (Bergvall 21).  

The contributions of feminist scholars revising and expanding on established 

cultural narratives of the city have also shaped my approach to Vancouver conceptualist 

production. Leah Modigliani’s revolutionary intersectional approach to Vancouver 

photoconceptualism in Engendering an Avant-Garde (2018) sheds light on the ways that 

the “Vancouver School” has been institutionally determined and that its exclusionary 

politics has been shaped by institutional politics, curators, and critics alike. Lisa 

Robertson’s essay “The Collective” (2019) articulates a version of the Kootenay School 

of Writing that corresponds to the multiplicity of accounts of the group’s history by 

accurately naming it a “collective,” arguing that “terms they violently rejected as 

insufficiently materialist can now become useful, because the collective can’t be 

described from within the field of their own vocabulary” (20). She builds on 

conversations established by Jeff Derksen in Annihilated Time (2009) and explored in the 

2010 special issue of Open Letter featuring the KSW19 edited by scholars Gregory Betts 

and Robert David Stacey, where the plurality of the group and its histories is a primary 

consideration, and its identity is the object of debate and contestation. These perspectives 

inform my approach to both the KSW and to Vancouver photoconceptualism, where 

reductive labels and attempts to consolidate groups of individual artists working in 

Vancouver have caused not only debate, but also the abrasion of many details that 

contribute to the broader conversation about conceptualist production in the city. In his 

essay for the exhibition Intertidal (2005), Dieter Roelstraete discusses the ‘branding’ of 

 
19 The special issue commemorated the KSW’s 25th anniversary.  
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Vancouver within the contemporary art world as a means for addressing the city’s unique 

position in the art world, and I extend this discussion to include an analysis of Larry 

Beasley’s notion of Vancouverism as shorthand for the city’s issues with gentrification 

and globalization, material concerns that affect the city as it exists in the twenty-first 

century, and matters to which Vancouver conceptualism’s material-cultural production 

corresponds as a form of critical intervention. 

 

Chapter Summary 

 Taking Douglas’s well-known Vancouver artwork as a case study, Chapter 1, 

“Re-Poetics, Vancouver Photoconceptualism, and Aestheticization in Stan Douglas’s 

Every Building on 100 West Hastings” argues for a complex and localized ethical 

apparatus in use in Vancouver conceptualist cultural production. I adopt poet Fred Wah’s 

concept of “re-poetics” as a methodology for exploring the relationships between identity 

and form, examining how a complex assemblage of critical responses circulate in the 

continued reception of Douglas’s image of the seemingly-uninhabited public and private 

spaces of 100 West Hastings in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, in order to trace the 

artwork’s lineage as an homage to artist Ed Ruscha and what that might mean for the 

geographical and cultural relationship between Vancouver conceptualism and its shifting 

social and economic environments. Looking to Douglas’s introduction to the Vancouver 

Anthology, I observe how the connections Douglas makes between Vancouver arts and 

culture and local politics, including the advent of identity politics, contemporary 

gentrification, and neoliberal capitalism, are reflected in Every Building on 100 West 

Hastings (2001) and its critical reception. I then look to how this phenomenon can be 
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considered according to “re-poetics” as a kind of avant-gardist mode for interpreting 

representational politics. 

Again attending to the ways that individual identity has affected the broader 

discursive contexts of conceptualism in Vancouver, in Chapter 2, “Jeff Wall: Debates in 

and of Conceptual Art,” I examine how Jeff Wall has mediated a selection of the main 

discursive histories of the conceptual art movement in his artistic and critical work as a 

means for establishing the theoretical grounds for the Vancouver School of 

photoconceptualism, a group with which he denies an affiliation, but to which his work 

remains widely attributed and institutionally associated. I look to canonical texts and 

defining moments within the orthodoxy of conceptual art, particularly as defined by 

American curators, critics, and art historians, and observe how the movement is 

underscored by specific social and political happenings. I also examine how some of the 

main narratives running through the discourse of historic conceptual art, particularly in 

how it is characterized as a largely North American, British, and Western European 

movement, obfuscate salient aspects of the movement’s actual complexity as a set of 

regionalist and global genres. Then, I re-read Wall’s essays and reflections on his own 

practice to trace how these elements form the backdrop to his arguments for conceptual 

art, while also shaping the parameters for the cultural production that would become 

known as the Vancouver School. 

 Building from the discussion of the inherent pluralism of the conceptual art 

movement, Chapter 3, “Vancouver’s Critical Conceptual Poetics: The ‘Vancouver 

School’ and the Kootenay School of Writing,” begins with an examination of how the 

KSW’s poetics are deployed as a critical mechanism, akin to the ways that conceptual art, 
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and by extension, conceptual writing, harnesses strategies for the political and social 

activation of art as a means for responding to its institutional constraints and 

constructedness. Using Jeff Derksen’s poetry as a case study, I map connections between 

artistic and literary strategies and the geospecific conditions of Vancouver as an 

international city. I also look to the ways that the specific situation of Vancouver 

institutions promoted the development of a critical, conceptualist culture shared by artists 

and poets, and led to the development of a common critical conceptualism shared 

between groups engaged in cultural critique. 

In Chapter 4, “Lisa Robertson’s Archive, Singular and Collective,” I again 

examine the ways that the city’s unique conditions for cultural production and reception 

affect the strategies adopted by Vancouver artists and poets, with particular attention to 

how key events have shaped these specific histories and connect the city to broader 

conversations in culture and criticism. I take up the ways that Vancouver’s histories of 

conceptualist cultural production are invested in an archival logic that attempts to subvert 

institutional forms of record keeping. These subversive methodologies can be traced back 

to the Vancouver art scene’s history as an interdisciplinary and collaborative milieu. 

These interconnect with forms of feminist conceptual art making, which were picked up 

in Vancouver by means of a number of different modes of germination, including in 

workshops sponsored by Vancouver institutions. Using the example of Lisa Robertson’s 

“maternal archive,” a specialized collection of objects from Robertson’s early publishing 

life collected by her mother, as well as a longform interview I recorded with Robertson in 

2017 where we focused primarily on feminist activity in the KSW, I examine how shared 
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archival and contra-institutional strategies connect the KSW to Vancouver’s 

conceptualist art histories. 

Once again taking up specific voices and cultural events that shape the discourse 

of conceptualist production in Vancouver, Chapter 5, “Conceptualism and Vancouver 

Modernism” explores perspectives on art and modernism in Vancouver as they are 

distilled in two different events: the 2011 North of Invention conference at the University 

of Pennsylvania and “The Man in the Mirror,” a Jeff Wall symposium at the Prefix 

Institute of Contemporary Art in Toronto in 2019. I look to Jeff Derksen’s essay, “Poetry 

After Conceptual Art,” delivered at the UPenn conference that argues for an expanded 

view of conceptual writing situated in Vancouver and using examples of KSW poetry as 

the means to articulating his arguments for a new understanding of the genre premised in 

“place-based modernity” (7). I bring Derksen’s conference paper into conversation with 

an article by Peter Osborne, a philosopher of conceptual art, which argues for a modified 

periodization of contemporary art that replaces the “modernism/postmodernism” 

dichotomy with the sequence “modernism/conceptual art/post-conceptual art” (663), 

focalizing conceptual art’s relationship to modernism as a kind of temporal complexity 

when it comes to the forces underlying artistic production and the organization of art 

history. Then, looking to alternate and emerging theories of modernism, I observe how 

Vancouver conceptualism is rooted in Vancouver’s particularized response to modernism 

and modernist theory, pointing to the lasting influence of the 1981 Vancouver 

Conference on Modernism and the ways that Greenbergian modernism have provoked an 

ongoing and specific theoretical concern in the city’s conceptualist production. 
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 In sum, this project builds from the scholarship of several scholars of 

conceptualist cultural production, including Vancouver School scholar Modigliani, KSW 

scholar Jason Wiens, Andersson, Alberro, Wall, Osborne, Shaw, Bök, Derksen, and 

others. This research offers an interdisciplinary and comparative perspective on the 

development and evolution of conceptualist visual art and writing in Vancouver, looking 

to the Vancouver School of photoconceptualism and the Kootenay School of Writing as 

groups situated in Vancouver’s cultural history that both produce and distill the genre in 

their cultural production and criticism. While I acknowledge that it is impossible to use 

the creative work and activities of groups to metonymically represent conceptualist 

production in the city, the creative and critical outputs of schools or collectives, as well as 

their engagement with the theorization of conceptual art and conceptual writing, place 

them at the centre of the genre’s history in Vancouver, and in turn, in the history of the 

development of Vancouver’s place in the global art world.  
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Chapter One 

Re-Poetics, Vancouver Photoconceptualism, and Aestheticization in Stan Douglas’s 
Every Building on 100 West Hastings 

 

Stan Douglas’s Every Building on 100 West Hastings (2001) (fig. 1) is an intentional 

restaging of American artist Ed Ruscha’s 1966 photobook Every Building on the Sunset 

Strip (fig. 2) but depicting a recognizable block of Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside 

rather than the vernacular architecture of Los Angeles. Douglas’ Every Building is an 

expansive photographic project depicting an urban block that offers a useful case study 

for analyzing and exploring some specific ways that an artwork can invoke Vancouver’s 

multiplicitous identity. Such an effect occurs by means of the interpretation of the image 

as a representational, documentary form, but also in how cultural production and 

geographical location speak to other means and forms for the representation of local 

identity and how these forms of identity have been institutionalized in Vancouver art. 

Examining Douglas’s Every Building through the lens of KSW-founding poet Fred 

Wah’s concept of “re-poetics” as a method for parsing the complexity and multiplicity of 

identity, I analyze how the image calls up issues related to Vancouver’s spatial politics – 

particularly around land use, real estate, and property value – as they correlate to identity 

and the tradition of the documentary form, and connect these readings to the ways that 

these matters have been institutionalized within the discursive context of Vancouver 

conceptualism.  

The institutionalization of identity in Vancouver culture recalls Douglas’s 

statement at the closing of his 2008 afterword to The Vancouver Anthology, which he 
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edited in 1991 and republished 15 years later. Here, he attempts to recapitulate events that 

illustrate the period around the initial publication of the collection, describing the cultural 

atmosphere of Vancouver in the 1990s and onward as recovering from the political 

influence of Reagan and Thatcher’s conservatism and (libertarian) individualism (303). 

Of identity politics at that time, he writes:  

Artists espousing essentialist varieties of Identity Politics made an affirmative art 

of this moment as a select few who claimed to speak for marginalized groups 

found a platform for self-representation – as long as they stuck to their own 

specific interests and did not start talking about universal ones. 

The last decade has seen a return to power of conservative, pseudo-populist 

parties that share a faith in neoliberal capitalism beyond all practicality. It is 

probably too soon to characterize the affirmative art of our era, but it has 

undoubtedly been circulating among the auction houses and international art fairs 

that threaten to eclipse the museums and public galleries in terms of their 

legitimizing power. Given the cascading market crashes that took place in the fall 

of this year, I would be surprised if historians in the future do not say that the age 

of neoliberalism that began in 1975 ended in 2008. The world faces an 

environmental crisis that will not be survived if left to the mercy of speculative 

markets – which have already collapsed at a global scale. In response, 

governments worldwide have rushed back into the business of regulating 

business, and, in turn, will have to make the behaviour of their economies 

answerable to their citizens. Even though it is always a symptom of an era rather 
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than a thing which truly defines it, I will be curious to see what an affirmative art 

will look like when faced with this new horizon. (304)  

Douglas here flags two different political considerations in shaping the “affirmative art” – 

the art that speaks to the cultural present – of the preceding era he initially describes: 

identity politics, which he connects to “a select few who claimed to speak for 

marginalized groups”; and the “legitimizing power” of financial capital in the “age of 

neoliberalism” (304). He frames this era with a sense of skepticism, arguing that there are 

limitations to the ways that identity politics are expected to function in that they are 

tenable “as long as” certain boundaries are respected, and his framing of the financial 

conditions and market value of art as being directly interconnected with the legitimization 

of art, rather than its critical reception and public accessibility and display is damning. 

When he turns to the future, however, he seems to become cautiously optimistic, 

speculating that while there are challenging market and environmental conditions ahead, 

that government regulation might “have to make the behaviour of their economies 

answerable to their citizens” (304), suggesting that future economic cultures might 

become more democratically determined, shaped by the collective needs of the 

population. However, given what is known about the then-future at the present moment 

in 2020, it is clear that the conditions underlying cultural production, whether political, 

financial, or even environmental, remain much the same as his initial characterization, if 

not worse. 

Given his 2008 statement, the complexity of Douglas’s own sociopolitical 

situatedness in the globalized, financialized era is challenging to discern, as his own 

identity as a Vancouver artist straddles some of the attributes he observes. Douglas, as a 
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Black Canadian artist, is himself a member of a “marginalized group” (304), and he 

regularly takes up ideas related to identity politics, such as race and class, as subject 

matter and themes in his artwork, research, and criticism. He is also a member of the 

Vancouver School, an institutionally- and financially-legitimized coterie of Vancouver 

artists and photographers associated with conceptually exploring the broader themes of 

identity as matters of philosophical inquiry related to explorations of the themes of 

visuality, reflexivity, and materiality (Osborne 34) – and who often engage in formal 

experimentation with issues and conventions around authorship and identification as a 

means of commenting on social histories and realities. The effects of Douglas’s Every 

Building are complicated; the social and critical reception of the work varies drastically 

according to the nature of the audience. Reconsidering Douglas’ Every Building 

according to Larry Beasley’s notion of “Vancouverism” as it relates to gentrification and 

the principles of Fred Wah’s avant-gardist “re-poetics,” as conceived in his essay 

“Poetics of the Potent” (1995), I argue that Douglas’ project offers a visual theoretical 

model and method for examining the implications of avant-gardist, conceptualist 

experimentation premised in art and social histories, particularly as enacted in 

Vancouver’s politicized cultural climate. 

The dynamics of Vancouver’s culture and cultural production appear to function 

primarily according to the dynamics of iconicity and identification, and these attributes 

hinge on the ideas surrounding the forms of “affirmative art” Douglas contemplates in his 

afterword.  The term “Vancouverism”20 (Beasley 38) initially emerged as a result of 

 
20 The term “Vancouverism” is an international term referring to a particular style of 
urban planning that attempts to counterbalance needs for urban density and economic 
competitiveness with concepts and practices of sustainability and liveability. 
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architectural and organizational interventions specific to Vancouver’s contemporary 

formative period, beginning in the late 1970s. It is a particular and intentional style of 

architectural design and urban planning that attempts to counterbalance needs for urban 

density and economic competitiveness with concepts and practices of sustainability and 

livability. This form of urban planning has had a profound effect on the development of 

the city as an internationally recognized, geographically distinct destination, with 

particularized features that can be “exported internationally” (Bogdaniwicz 22). 

Moreover, it is visually and conceptually distinctive, and has come to encompass features 

beyond its initial architectural and planning framework. Within the structuring capacities 

of Vancouverism, Vancouver, as a city and set of characteristics, serves both as an icon 

and as an organizational strategy. Vancouverism also plays a role in the kinds of artworks 

that are selected to establish and communicate the city’s identity in gallery and museum 

exhibitions exploring and celebrating Vancouver in local, national, and international 

settings, such as Roelstraete and Watson’s 2005 Intertidal in Antwerp, Belgium and the 

2017 Vancouver Art Gallery photography show, Pictures from Here, curated by the 

gallery’s Audain Curator of British Columbia Art, Grant Arnold. While, typically, 

artworks and exhibitions celebrate the city’s unique characteristics as a destination with a 

specific colonial cultural past and a proclivity for nature and green space, such artworks 

and exhibitions also frequently engage the legacy of the Vancouver School of 

conceptualist photography, which began to take hold of Vancouver’s social imagination 

in the late twentieth century.  

 
For an extensive examination of the term, see Larry Beasley’s Vancouverism, UBC Press, 
2019. 
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The co-emergence of Vancouverism and Vancouver conceptualist photography is 

a seeming coincidence; the parallel evolution and establishment of two major institutional 

strategies in the late twentieth century: the enterprise of global urban development on the 

one hand, and the project of establishing regionalist art practices at an international scale 

on the other. However, as urban geographer Neil Smith and Jeff Derksen suggest in their 

essay, “Urban Regeneration as Global Urban Strategy,” published as part of Douglas’ 

Every Building book,21 the gentrifying, globalizing effects of Vancouverism and the 

global establishment of Vancouver photoconceptualism are connected in the city’s 

unconscious not by chance, but by design. Smith and Derksen explain that capital and 

culture are inextricably combined in the developmental strategies of gentrification “in a 

reinvigorated way that coincides with the ideas of culture in globalization” (74), which is 

to say that culture becomes a form of iconicity representing place-based identity, as with 

the Vancouver School. Culture becomes part of the “new consumptive landscape”; “Like 

the role given culture in many globalization theories, culture at the urban level is merely 

part of an economic expansion” (74). Turning to Vancouver more specifically, Smith and 

Derksen observe how cuts in state funding influenced some artist-run centres in the city 

to “enter into arrangements with real-estate developers,” a funding model that has 

become synonymous with neoliberalist “urban regeneration programs” (75). These 

financial changes inadvertently imbricate the city’s dominant modes of cultural 

production with the sense that cultural industries, particularly those that generate forms of 

capital, are acquiescing to the forces of gentrification, even if the reality is otherwise, and 

 
21 The book Every Building on 100 West Hastings (2002) was edited by curator Reid 
Shier and published by the Contemporary Art Gallery in partnership with Arsenal Pulp 
Press. 
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even if the thematic content and political impetus underlying cultural production indicate 

otherwise. Vancouverism, with its expansive spatial and sociocultural connotations, is an 

appropriative mode: it gathers up aspects of the city to deliver its local geographic, social, 

and cultural specificities as a marketable package within the “consumptive landscape” 

(Smith and Derksen 74). Smith and Derksen observe how “the strategic appropriation and 

generalization of gentrification as a means of intra-urban competition finds its most 

developed expression in the language of ‘urban regeneration’” (76). The strategic 

appropriation of culture results in cultural forms that can be collapsed into narratives of 

gentrification and its resulting inequities, as marginalized populations are pushed to the 

city’s peripheries and beyond.  

The schema connecting culture to gentrification is not necessarily a simple one; 

the dynamics of consumption and appropriation therein have the potential to be 

subverted. Keller Easterling observes that the infrastructure that produces the effects of 

such urban regeneration is subject to activist inversions, by means of what she calls 

changes in “disposition” (214), or “an immanent activity or organization” (214). She 

argues that,  

Given the broad foundational space of infrastructure, the active forms that 

generate dispositions are capable of effecting significant change to the operating 

system. […] Dispositional capacities invite an approach to both form-making and 

activism that is more performative than prescriptive. While some political 

traditions call for inversions, revolutions, or the absolute annihilation of the old 

system, a shift in disposition may sponsor the ongoing reconditioning and 

revolutionizing of a spatio-political climate. (214) 
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The infrastructural space of Vancouver as the site of urban regeneration has the potential 

to be re-characterized by means of a change in disposition. This means that while there 

are emerging and established cultures of mistrust within the reception of Vancouver 

cultural products because of its association with gentrification, by means of its 

relationship to gentrifying institutions such as the Vancouver Art Gallery or the artist-run 

centres to which Smith and Derksen allude, there is also the possibility of imbuing 

cultural production with the sense of a dispositional shift that renegotiates the ways that a 

cultural product might be interpreted.   

Whether or not Douglas is addressing the ways that portraying a specific block on 

West Hastings in a gallery environment has the potential to create a shift in disposition is 

unclear. The economic, social, and cultural disparities between the real, physical address 

photographed in Every Building and its contexts of production and reception call 

attention to the alienating effects of urban regeneration, primarily by means of the work’s 

indexical relationship to a real physical and social space recognizable to viewers. To view 

this artwork in a gallery exhibition or in a photobook is to reframe this space according to 

the dynamics of spectatorship and a form of voyeurism and exoticism. Such a context 

suggests that Douglas may be participating in the historic documentary tradition that 

artist Martha Rosler calls “victim photography,” wherein “the victims, insofar as they are 

now victims of the camera – that is of the photographer – are often docile” (178), 

building from the documentary tradition established by Jacob Riis in New York City in 

the late nineteenth century and revised by artists in such major exhibitions as New 

Documents at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1967. Although Douglas does 

not portray any actual “victims,” as people are absent from the depicted scene, the 
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question remains: given the realities of gentrification, does Douglas exploit the 

inhabitants of West Hastings by focusing on the spectacle of their poverty and 

disenfranchisement? Or, in understanding these possibilities, perhaps Douglas instead 

affirmatively incorporates this potential interpretation into an intentional dialectical 

schematic that is at once about spectatorship and the possibility of victimization, 

referencing the effects of gentrification on marginalized spaces and populations. Both 

potential readings are embedded in the image and draw from an avant-gardist strategy 

that responds to the Vancouver’s fraught relationship to urban development, land, and the 

landscape tradition in visual art. 

 The conflicts in Douglas’s work can be challenging for onlookers to reconcile. In 

other artworks such as Nu•tka• (1996), which was featured in the 2005 exhibition 

Intertidal in Antwerp, Douglas explores the historical elisions that happen in settler-

colonial narratives about space and belonging. Nu•tka• is comprised of a video 

installation featuring projected images of a coastal landscape combined with a 

quadrophonic soundtrack told in layered fragments. The images only cohere when the 

frames (comprised of two distinct, bifurcated images) are perfectly superimposed, 

seeming to sharpen. The majority of the run time is visually illegible because when the 

images are not lined up, the doubled images appear blurry. The multiple voiceover tracks, 

synchronized with the bifurcated moving images, function in a similar way, generally 

sounding incoherent but coming into sharpness when the images line up, highlighting 

moments of overlap in the work’s apparent narrative for aural emphasis. The work tells 

the story of the Spanish and English conflict related to the “occupation” at Nootka Sound, 

a sound in the Pacific Ocean on the west coast of Vancouver Island, by José Estéban 
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Martinez and his captor captain James Colnett. Both believed they were entitled to the 

land occupied by “a peculiarly ‘absent’ third party, Chief Maquinna and the people of the 

Mowachaht Confederacy” (Chambon 1), members of the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council. 

Douglas calls attention to how the narratives create a sense of bifurcation that results in 

visual, perspectival confusion and a sense of alienation from the landscape depicted, 

evoking a sense of space and place that might speak to the kinds of collective identity that 

Wah explores in his theoretical and poetic work. But, such intercultural endeavours also 

gesture to how such explorations are frequently taken up as a means to assume authority 

and relative power, replicating colonialist power differentials by “translating”22 stories 

(such as that of the Mowachaht people) and advancing unethical mythologies about who 

gets to possess and share this knowledge.  

Leah Modigliani contends that “Vancouver artists’ vocal self-insertion into the 

history of the avant-garde vis-à-vis a practice initially centred on landscape . . . requires a 

reckoning with the origins and ongoing assessments of the avant-garde as a discursive 

and spatial operation” (7). I wish to call attention to how such a spatial operation 

collapses ideas of identity and representation, particularly as it related to space, in some 

of the visual strategies used by Vancouver School artists. While the visual strategies 

 
22 In 2017, settler artist Susan Coleman was accused by Kwakwak'awakw/Salish artist 
Carey Newman, in an open letter that received over 100 signatures, of appropriating (or 
as she called it, “translating”) West Coast Indigenous artistic styles in her work. The 
conversation spurred broad conversations about who might be entitled to access the 
traditional artistic methods and styles pertaining to Indigenous peoples; according to the 
co-signed letter, the claim that non-Indigenous artists “translate” the traditions and 
conventions of Indigenous groups is condescending, and implies that Indigenous art is 
inaccessible and/or unrefined. See “Open letter accuses non-Indigenous artist of cultural 
appropriation,” CBC.ca, 8 Dec. 2018, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-
columbia/newman-coleman-artists-open-letter-indigenous-appropriation-1.4437958, 
accessed 8 July 2019. 
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Douglas employs build from the experimental, avant-gardist conventions that have 

become a signature of Vancouver intermedial production, the place-specific histories his 

work draws upon emerge from a more relational and geopolitically, geoculturally fraught 

standpoint, connected to specific communities who exist at the margins of the underlying 

institutions, market forces, and forms of political agency that support the production of 

such work, and are thus excluded from Douglas’s definition of an “affirmative art.” 

 

Gentrification  

The meaning and broader contexts of gentrification has evolved considerably since the 

concept’s emergence in the mid-1960s. British sociologist Ruth Glass coined the term 

“gentrification” in 1964, in the introduction to an edited manuscript examining then-

recent changes to the city of London, in the United Kingdom. She wrote, “One by one, 

many of the working-class quarters of London have been invaded by the middles classes 

– upper and lower. [. . .] Once this process of ‘gentrification’ starts in a district it goes on 

rapidly until all or most of the original working-class occupiers are displaced and the 

whole character and district is changed” (xviii). British urban geographer Tom Slater 

observes in 2011 that the language of gentrification is important in preserving the critical 

intention underlying Glass’ term, citing Neil Smith’s argument that it is “Precisely 

because the language of gentrification tells the truth about the class shift involved in the 

‘regeneration’ of the city it has become a dirty word to developers, politicians, and 

financiers” (qtd in Slater 572). Slater notes how a culture of distaste for the term 

eventually resulted in the attempted gentrification of the term itself, “putting a positive 

gloss on a word that was coined to signify a worrying trend” (572). He links these 
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linguistic tensions with the shift from first understanding the word “gentrification” as 

relating strictly to the domain of middle-class urban dwellings, to a term more broadly 

denoting what Smith and Peter Williams call “a visible spatial component of … social 

transformation” and a “highly dynamic process [that] is not amenable to overly restrictive 

definitions,” (573) and sociologist Saskia Sassen’s remarks that gentrification has been 

redefined as being interconnected to  “processes of spatial, economic and social 

restructuring” (573). Related to what he calls, after urban poverty specialist Chester 

Hartman, “the devastation of displacement” (581), Slater’s study outlines how 

gentrification, first as a descriptive term, then as a term representing a process, has 

undergone a series of conceptual shifts, first speaking to one specific context, then 

expanding to encompass a wide variety of ideas and actions, applicable to varying 

contexts of spatial, economic, and social displacement. As such, gentrification has 

developed as a mode of personal and collective identity and identification, incorporating 

within its evolved logic, in what I wish to emphasize as an ethos of the “re-poetic,” a 

strategy that Fred Wah describes as a process employing “re-reading and re-writing 

strategies generated in the ethnic and feminist rejections of assimilation” (Wah 203). This 

follows Slater’s assessment of gentrification’s critical role and the resonance of its 

linguistic connections and cues. Gentrification as a re-poetic modality also embodies the 

dynamic of “bargaining for a position of the potent in the reterritorialization in inherited 

[. . .] forms and language” (Wah 203), couched in the weight of the contemporary urban, 

social situation. Importantly, as Mark Davidson argues, capital – and particularly global 

capital, related to what are commonly understood by scholars of urbanism as the 

neoliberal, neo-colonial effects of gentrification (Butler 162) – plays a key role in this 
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process. Also key is the knowledge that gentrification has become increasingly complex, 

and so demands approaches that attend not only to massive economic shifts, but also to 

individual, localized communities. As scholar Tim Butler observes, 

 local cultures clearly have a continued agency in shaping the gentrification 

 process to an extent far greater than is recognized by those who paint a picture of 

 gentrification as broadly and blandly a process of global urban neo-colonialism 

 performed by upper professional groups [. . .] Social displacement is increasingly 

 socially tectonic [. . .] and there is a need to chart these parallel worlds. (178) 

Butler’s analysis suggests that “the parallel worlds” of gentrification (178) can be 

interpreted as a dialectic, and that the ways gentrification has been previously understood 

focus predominantly on those at the top of the hierarchy and neglect the ways that “local 

cultures” also influence the process of gentrification. Gentrification as ‘re-poetic’ shifts 

attention to the ways that the process of urban change functions according to a dialectic 

in which the multiple players in the social realities of urban space exercise agency 

according to unique critical registers. 

 Keeping in mind the technological and financial effects of new global economies 

affecting the redevelopment of cities, the relationship between gentrification and 

globalization suggests that contemporary gentrification can be considered a “place-based 

strategy of class (re)formation during an era in which globalization [sic] has changed 

sociological structures and challenged previously established indicators of social 

distinction” (Davidson 490), an interpretation that suggests, along the same lines as 

Slater’s argument for gentrification as a totalizing process, that gentrification is part of a 
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global economic shift affecting social and cultural urban life, but importantly, as Butler 

suggests, at a variety of (social, economic, and geopolitical) scales. And, Butler and 

Davidson argue, spaces and places are becoming increasingly diverse, making the 

connections between gentrification and re-poetics as a critical materialist, creative 

conceptualist method for unveiling the embedded complexity of positionality especially 

resonant. By means of an individual’s capacities for artistic social and cultural 

reimagining, reterritorialization, and reconstitution, forms of social and cultural agency 

have the potential to be reestablished even if other forms of agency are impeded by 

economic and political realities.   

 Focusing more specifically on discussions of gentrification in Vancouver, there is 

much evidence to indicate that the topic is top of mind for many regional communities, as 

headlines for local and national newspapers will attest, but also for international 

academic and professional communities working in urban geography and urban 

development. Numerous studies of gentrification in Vancouver and its related issues and 

effects, such as housing crises and the urban planning and architectural phenomena of 

Vancouverism and globalization, have been published, producing a rich archive of 

scholarship on the topic that has made the city’s urban development an international point 

of interest.23 

Vancouver School Poetics 

 
23 A search for “Vancouver B.C. gentrification” on the Brock University library website 
using the Omni search tool yields 252 peer-reviewed results, including 245 articles from 
international academic journals. Vancouver is frequently used as a case study in 
gentrification because of its discrepancies in wealth and quality of life, particularly in 
relation to the population of the Downtown Eastside (a similar search of peer-reviewed 
articles with the search terms “Downtown Eastside added yields 74 results). 
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How has the Vancouver School, as a conceptualist agent, situated itself in the gentrified, 

globalized cultural landscape of Vancouver? Broadly speaking, Vancouver cultural 

production, as it has been institutionalized, has developed from a unique amalgamation of 

influences: conceptual art, avant-gardist intermedial experimentation, political aesthetics, 

critical theory, and the unique social and physical geographic location of the city on the 

West Coast of British Columbia. The Vancouver School of conceptualist photography 

helped build the careers of artists, critics, and curators on the basis of a rich iconographic, 

theoretical, and geographically-specific lexicon premised in the development of the city’s 

“urban semiotic” and its “defeatured landscape” (Watson 271). The critical-visual 

discourse of Vancouver has developed alongside the contemporary narrative of 

Vancouver’s economic status: a housing crisis and the city’s evolving (and unaffordable, 

increasingly gentrified) real estate market, has contributed to the development of debates 

around land use and the value of real estate as a unique and globally-recognizable 

discursive signifier of Vancouver’s spatial politics. One of Canada and North America’s 

most expensive cities, Vancouver purportedly offers North America’s highest quality of 

life,24 and the language surrounding Vancouver has become synonymous with forms of 

geographic exceptionalism and scarcity. The discourse of financial value and exclusivity 

in Vancouver has evolved according to a theoretical and linguistic register of both 

developers and their ideological counterpoint – marginalized populations and dissenting 

community activists – to form the basis of the visual-poetic language that grounds the 

 
24 A 2019 study by Cf. Mercer evaluated “local living conditions in more than 450 cities 
surveyed worldwide” according to 39 factors grouped in 10 categories, such as “Political 
and social environment,” “Economic environment,” “Socio-cultural environment,” 
“Medical and health considerations,” “Housing,” and “Natural environment,” with 
“Vancouver ranking highest for overall quality of living” (n.p.).  
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shared unconscious underlying conceptualist photography in Vancouver.25  An effect of 

the phenomenon of the popularity of contemporary Vancouver photography and the 

prominence of this critical poetic and aesthetic tendency is that it has brought increased 

attention to the urban spatial discourses of the city, including the plight of its 

marginalized communities. But at what point is the use of an iconographic lexicon 

developed from a city’s physical spaces and residents’ exploitation, particularly when 

considering the debates around the appropriative strategies and techniques that draw from 

lived realities and local knowledge systems? Critical discourse around well-known 

examples of Vancouver photography is changing; once celebrated for visual and 

technological ingenuity under the guise of Vancouver’s potential spatial-visual 

ambiguity, the foregrounding of alternate perspectives in ethical debates around 

representation casts new light on how the meaning of Vancouver School images shifts 

when considered alongside the local narratives with which they are in spatial dialogue.  

 

Poetics and Systemic Analysis  

The role of spatial politics in Vancouver, a global city with a unique “self-awareness and 

criticality built into its systems” (O’Brian 23) and a “longstanding connection to an 

 
25 This poetic is particularly resonant in the work of Douglas’ Vancouver School 
colleagues Ken Lum and Roy Arden. Lum often features figures from marginalized 
communities in his images, such as Melly Shum Hates Her Job (1989), a photograph of a 
disheveled young women of colour working in an office, turning to smile at the camera, 
shown alongside a large textbox displaying the title text in large block letters, the word 
“HATE” emphasized in bold red script. Roy Arden’s photographs, such as Wal-Mart 
Store (Tide), Burnaby BC (1996), which features a colourful display of laundry detergent 
in a big box store, and Versace (2005), a bleak image of a folded up newspaper 
advertisement among other detritus in a roadside gutter, examine the alienating effects of 
the banal details and consumerist topographies of urban and suburban life and 
development in Vancouver. 
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international critical community” (Khonsary and O’Brian 9), largely concerns critical 

discourse, but also emerges from cultural production and the conversations that emerge 

from and surround it. Considering Vancouver photoconceptualism’s unique poetics of 

experimental appropriation as exemplified in Douglas’ appropriation of Ruscha’s 

photobook, according to Fred Wah’s concept of “re-poetics,” an expressive method for 

dealing with cultural and political identity, generates dialogue around the potential use of 

quotation as a tool for the amplification and articulation of expression, particularly for 

dissenting voices peripheral to power. 

In “Poetics of the Potent,” Wah explains re-poetics as “the re-reading and re-

writing strategies generated in the ethnic and feminist rejections of assimilation, the 

bargaining for a position of the potent in the reterritorialization of inherited literary forms 

and language” (203). Wah here argues for a form of cultural correspondence that re-

instates the potency of the subject; for him, the acts of re-reading and re-writing function 

to reinscribe the jurisdiction of the author as the expert-subject of both lived experience 

and creative expression. To rethink the social, political, and ethical implications of 

Vancouver’s portrayal in Vancouver School photographs is to reimagine the critical 

implications of such images according to a linguistic and networked framework 

responsive to the nuance of individual artworks, while also accounting for the sometimes-

complex context from which each work emerges. Because it imbues form and language 

with agency and a sense of subjectivity that gives it personal and political authority, 

Wah’s re-poetics is a useful model for thinking through the complexity of the 

intercultural dialogue inherent to these images.  
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 The linguistic and poetical cues embedded in Wah’s position as he takes up the 

prefix “re,” and the ways in which participants in interdisciplinary, experimental poetic 

spaces (textual and visual), can be understood as enacting just such a “re-poetics,” 

continually transforming the sociocultural and political avant-garde as we know it. Taken 

in the context of conceptualist production in Vancouver, British Columbia, a city that has 

a relatively long and storied relationship to the politics often embedded in experimental 

poetry by means of its avant-gardist literary history, the idea of “re,” as an at once poetic 

and political move as a mode of reterritorialization, offers a useful avenue for exploring 

how the appropriative modes adopted in conceptual writing are reimagined in 

Vancouver’s unique contexts. Douglas’s Every Building at 100 West Hastings, as a work 

that appropriates the legacy of documentary photography in conceptual art while also 

addressing the physical appropriation of space in Vancouver, is a key example of 

Vancouver School photography that demonstrates how such works engage both 

politically and poetically with the city’s social histories and realities. The visual and 

discursive poetics in and of Douglas’s project – the ways he incorporates tensions 

between content and context to generate a potential dialectical reading of the image – 

address a dynamic constellation of events and effects that reflects a critical, discursive 

poetics of place inscribed with re-poetic strategies for the assertion of complex political 

and personal identity.  

 

Wah’s Re-Poetics 

Fred Wah was one of the founding editors of the Tish poetry newsletter (Farr 5), the 

founder of the KSW (Wah “KSW” 141), and an important liaison, in terms of both his 
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practice and his social relationships, between Canadian avant-garde writing and 

American Language poetry (Derksen “Reader’s Manual” 11).26 In his explanation and 

deployment of ‘re-poetics,’ Wah argues that poetics can offer a critical mode for 

establishing a position relative to power, and for the reterritorialization of extant literary 

forms premised in such power relations. He explains,  

 The writers I’m interested in have always written from an aesthetic and political 

 position of departure, displacement, decolonization, deterritorialization, and so 

 forth. Space, for most of them, has been the problematics of the blank white page. 

 It has not meant, as it has for some Canadian writers, the desire to substitute for a 

 British or American colonization, the nationalistic self-colonization of John A. 

 MacDonald. The word-world space of poetry and fiction is interested in the 

 unacknowledged world. This “other” space continually generates methods of 

 resistance and intervention. The poetics of the potent is an approach to this 

 discourse. (“Poetics of the Potent” 195) 

In Wah’s own work, which is ostensibly the ground from which his theory emerges, this 

relational position between the various positions he adopts is established by means of 

cultural and linguistic hybridity, and by means of a poetic subjectivity experimenting 

with authorial modes that are simultaneously critical and exploratory. 

 
26 Wah edited Tish while studying as an undergraduate at UBC, then went on to pursue 
graduate studies at SUNY Buffalo’s Poetics program (Farr 5), where he befriended 
Language poets Charles Bernstein and Steve McCaffery. He later became KSW poet Jeff 
Derksen’s doctoral supervisor at the University of Calgary, where he co-organized 
several poetry conferences that brought Language poets into contact with KSW members 
(Fitzpatrick). 
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 Critics have largely characterized Wah’s concept of re-poetics as a reflexive 

method. Scholar Pauline Butling, in her co-authored essay collection Writing in Our 

Time, frames Wah’s re-poetics as strategies for re-reading and re-writing, “not to be 

confused with the reactionary, neo-conservative political agendas, or the equally 

conservative nostalgia that informs retro-cultural productions,” noting how “the goal [of 

re-poetics] is to change, not conserve, past and present constructions” (21). 

 Literary scholar Andy Weaver suggests that Wah theorizes the dialogical potential 

of poetics. Poetics perform a series of “semantic ruptures” (n.p.) and might also perform 

– and this seeming contraction points to the multifarious, contemporaneous nature of the 

poetics for which Wah argues – a dialectical connectivity between marginal and 

dominant positions, allowing for flexible subject positions. Wah posits such a 

“synchronous foreignicity,” allowing for what Weaver explains as, “synchronous 

opposite-onality, an ability to place oneself in conscious opposition to all of the various 

groups (racial, religious, social economic, national, etc) that constantly try to claim an 

individuality” (n.p.). Weaver notes further, “Although Wah roots his ideas on the 

importance of the hyphen and of synchronous foreignicity in his ethnicity, he is careful to 

argue that these ideas are also applicable to and usable by writers who are not of minority 

or mixed-race ethnicities” (n.p.). He cites Wah’s argument in “A Poetics of Potent” that, 

“The ethnopoetics toolbox isn’t ever only ‘ethnic,’ at least in the sense of racial. These 

tools are shared by writers who are marginalized, invisible, experimental, political, and in 

need of any tool that might imagine a culture that could recognize an alien identity and 

construct a common language of the other” (66). Such descriptions reinforce the idea that 
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ethnopoetics, as an available tool to employ as a component of experimental method, is 

by no means straightforward.  

 In the introduction he authored to Wah’s Scree: The Collected Earlier Poems 

1962-1991 (2015), Jeff Derksen observes a significant relationship between Wah’s 

seemingly disparate poetic projects and affiliations, from Tish’s “reworking of the poetics 

of New American poetry,” to “the Canadian avant-garde of the 1970s and 1980s,” to 

“language poets,” and to “the post-language terrain of the late 1980s” (“Reader’s 

Manual” 11) . He notes a continuum between Wah’s earlier experiments with a “poetics 

of place” and a “syntactic dynamism opened by the North American postwar experiments 

in form” as a deliberate attempt to resist dominant Western epistemological modes 

(specifically, “the ‘Western box’ of knowledge” as per Charles Olson’s influence) (4); 

and between “open forms of the earlier works,” a combinatory approach to “Japanese 

poetic forms,” and a “dense and materialistic use of language in order to approach the 

narratives of place” (5). Derksen foregrounds how Wah conceives of his approach, again 

observing how Wah’s work is premised in a radically experimental mode, constructed 

under the influence of national and transnational modernist and post-modernist, post-

language poetics, which Derksen maps carefully across physical and human geographies 

in building his essay. Examining the 1981 collection Breathing My Name with a Sigh, 

which Derksen identifies as “a fulcrum within this collection” because of such attributes 

as its “intensity of memory” and its “vibrancy of language sprung free of the expectation 

of poetics and narrative syntax,” he describes the text as “a collective biography – related 

to what Wah would later call a ‘biotext’” (5). Derksen argues that this text is a “catalyst 

for the poetics that more deeply investigate the intersection of the transnational and the 
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local and the national and the global,” and explains how the arrangement of Breathing 

alongside collections representing internationally- and locally-focused writings helps 

frame Wah’s particular social and personal, embodied poetics. Derksen later turns to 

Wah’s collection Pictograms from the Interior of B.C. (1975) as a key example of Wah’s 

investigations of otherness and space, explaining that Pictograms is a testing ground for 

Wah’s ideas about relationality, and “where Western knowledge starts to be overridden 

by Indigenous knowledges and signs” (7). While these lines of thinking correspond to a 

lineage of criticism within Canadian literature, the idea that biographical (“biotext”) and 

“alienethnic” poetics (as developed in Faking It (qtd. in Derksen 7)) constitute productive 

intercultural dialogue becomes more ethically urgent under contemporary geopolitical 

and geosocial conditions, particularly in the context of a single-author praxis. The idea of 

the possibility of the production of an “experimental ethnopoetics” (6) can and should be 

historicized (and Derksen does so diligently). Wah’s “biotext,” the collective biological 

standpoint from which he draws when he writes, was developed at a midpoint in his 

career alongside the emergent postmodernist celebration of Homi K. Bhabha’s theory of 

cultural hybridity.27 Wah was influenced by a shared community interest in the ways that 

cultural multiplicity and simultaneity could be poetically codified in language. Notably, 

the American poet-translator Jerome Rothenberg, an influential figure for Wah and his 

colleagues, coined the term “ethnopoetics” in 1969, as a result of his modernist interest in 

 
27 Bhabha, in The Location of Culture (1994), argued for the production of new hybrid 
cultures and identities produced as the result of the combination of elements from the 
positions of the colonizer and the colonized (an argument related to the advent of 
institutionalized multiculturalism). For an updated critical examination of Bhabha’s text, 
see PMLA, Vol. 132, No.1, January 2017. 
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non-western poetries and so-called “primitivism,” and a shared interest in the translation 

of “Native American” oral poetries (C. Quick 96).  

 Although these factors can be situated in the history of American and Canadian 

transnational experimental poetics (and are, by Derksen and Wah’s other readers, as cited 

above), by current standards – the framework and effects of which are perpetually under 

development – both of these poetic categories are ethically complicated. Just as the 

widespread interest in “primitivism” and cultural hybridity are socially, culturally, and 

politically situated in the trajectory of history and speak to historic understandings that 

have now been reexamined according to contemporary discourse and cultural dynamics, 

Wah’s methods are also fixed in history. Wah’s investigations of his own hybrid identity 

as relational and exploratory challenge ideas of the self as a fixed entity, and although the 

reader can access his methods, it is notable that his cultural references probe the 

boundaries of what an audience might accept as an experimental model for such 

investigations. This suggests that re-poetics is both personal and pedagogical, in that the 

re-poetic method implicates a form of knowledge transmission. Language is geo-

locational and informational, and creatively delimits social and cultural codes for the 

expression of both self and other. Re-poetics can offer a useful means of historically 

examining the boundaries and development of Canadian cultural criticism, including the 

“affirmative art” Douglas seeks to identify. I suggest instead that there is an increasing 

need to consult and listen more carefully to the (often local) communities that produce 

the knowledges, to make space for and respect their individual decisions, and to include 

their voices in the process. The application of a poetics of culturally appropriative 
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techniques applies not only to language-based creative practices, but extends to an 

endless variety of mediums, as does Wah’s idea of “alienethnicity.”  

 ‘Re’ has a long history as a critical strategy in language. It has long stood for a 

gesture of critical evaluation and amendment. Re stands alongside other prefixes as a 

feature of writing that might be categorized as a form of lexical complexity that might 

signify the ideas of “again” or “back”; it can be “prefixed to ordinary verbs of action 

(chiefly transitive) and to derivatives from these, sometimes denoting that the action itself 

is performed a second time, and sometimes that its result is to reverse a previous action or 

process, or to restore a previous state of things” (OED, n.p.). In other words, re is added 

to a verb to transform a verb, or can be added to a noun to verb the noun, as a mode of 

activation. Thus, we might conceive of re as a critical tool directing the interlocutor to 

look back on or repeat an act or gesture.  

 American art critic and art historian Hal Foster provides a window into the role of 

the prefix in critical theory and the development of avant-gardist methodologies as they 

pertain to language. He observes in his well-known essay, “What’s Neo about the Neo-

Avant-Garde?,” published in October in 1994, how “postwar North America and Western 

Europe is swamped by neos and posts” (5). Providing some context and a sense of why 

these prefixes might be important in considering the evolution of the avant-garde in the 

late twentieth century, he expounds that,  

 In postwar art the problem of repetition is primarily the problem of the neo-avant-

 garde, a loose grouping of North American and Western European artists of the 

 1950s and ‘60s who reprised and revised such avant-garde devices of the 1910s 
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 and ‘20s as collage and assemblage, the readymade and the grid, monochrome 

 painting and constructed sculpture (5) 

though he suggests there are no hard and fast standards for these practices (5). He notes 

how recombinant art practice is bracketed by the actions of critical evaluation enacted by 

the prefixes he theorizes as the antecedents of literary theory.  

 Foster makes further observations that reveal the discursive role performed by the 

prefix in the critical imaginary of postwar arts criticism, “The first move (re) is a 

temporal one, made in order, in a second move (dis), to open a new site for work” (7). In 

terms of how this might work as a strategy in critical creative practice, he explains, “it is 

to reconnect with a lost practice in order to disconnect from a present way of working felt 

to be outmoded, misguided, or otherwise oppressive” (7). He then draws attention to the 

temporal and spatial motives underlying these critical gestures, which function “not only 

to restore the radical integrity of the discourse but to challenge its status in the present, 

the received ideas that deform its structure and restrict its efficacy” (7). So, for Foster, 

these moves are semantic, critical, and encoded with a kind of structural pedagogy and 

temporality. But, to think of re as a strictly temporal move concerned with the production 

of a new site delimits re’s capacity for interventions beyond deconstruction. Can it also 

perform in the affirmative, as a gesture of assent and development? To consider how the 

prefix re might inject a verb with both a kind of reflexive temporality and immediacy, 

and a critical but affirmative resonance is to parse language as a method for interjection 

and regeneration, to see how it suggests a repetition or a withdrawal, but also, possibly, a 

constructive, constitutive hybridity. Re signifies the instantiation of agency and authority. 
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The Re-Poetic of Conceptualist Photographic Work 

The theme and effects of gentrification as a socially located poetics also bleed steadily 

into the city’s avant-garde cultural production, providing a wide variety of cultural 

producers with an ever-topical matter for inquiry and exploration, allowing them to 

consistently contribute to and participate in the city’s ongoing debates over space and 

change. Photoconceptualism is no exception, and in many ways, sets the discursive tone 

for the ways that the city is represented on the world stage, given that Vancouver School 

photography and artists are regularly exhibited internationally and thematically explored 

in international journals. Douglas’ photographic project Every Building is among several 

well-known examples exploring the city and was conceived in response to the issue of 

rapid urban change; specifically, to the gentrification of a particular historic block in 

downtown Vancouver, situated on one of the city’s best-known urban streets. The 

project’s catalogue was edited by curator Reid Shier at Vancouver’s Contemporary Art 

Gallery and takes the form a quasi-photo book created from a photographic project 

conceived in homage to artist Ed Ruscha’s 1966 photobook work Every Building on the 

Sunset Strip. The back cover copy of the text describes an exploration of “the gateway to 

one of the most contested and controversial inner-city neighbourhoods in North America 

– Vancouver’s infamous and impoverished Downtown Eastside” (n.p.), a part of the city 

known as “the poorest district in the metropolitan area, while its postal code is reputed to 

be the poorest in Canada” (Ley and Dobson 2481). The images from the exhibition, 

available in the subtle form of a panoramic fold-out full-colour C-print28 insert in a 

 
28 C-print is the vernacular form for “chromogenic print.” It is made from a negative or a 
transparency (slide). It is commonly used by contemporary artists for large-scale 
photography, and can be produced in both manual and digital print development. 
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pocket at the end of the book, document the fronts of the buildings on the south side of 

the street, as promised, but the format of the images, as a secondary insert at the back of 

the book, seems to ironize or downplay the value of the images; instead, the critical 

essays published in the text are prioritized. As books go, this detail of Shier’s and 

Douglas’s project stands in contrast to Ruscha’s original serial work, which captures the 

vernacular architecture of Los Angeles’ Sunset Strip in black and white photographic 

images, with minimal textual interruption or notation (aside from the text on the title 

page, only the addresses of each building pictured are included in plain script), the pages 

folding out to reveal a continuous view of the street that runs along the bottom and, 

upside-down, the top of the print. Though both prints are seamless and the images of a 

similar scale (the familiar, somewhat diminutive height of a small postcard, though 

extended), the photographs are prioritized in Ruscha’s book and downplayed in Shier’s. 

This formal difference likely because Ruscha’s images constitute the original display 

format for his work, whereas in Shier’s project, Douglas’s composite photographs were 

originally shown as one monumental fine art photograph, at 66 by 426.9 centimeters in 

size,29 and editions were acquired by the Vancouver Art Gallery and added to its 

renowned collection of Vancouver School photographs. Ruscha’s photobooks are 

conceived in the straightforward documentary style of early conceptual art, with 

photographs displayed against a white background with small typographic black text. 

Douglas’s, on the other hand, exemplifies the high resolution, cinematic vivid, full colour 

look of the Vancouver photographic school, even at the modest scale of the photo insert 

 
29 As with many exhibition book projects and other publications premised in limited-term 
visual art exhibitions, the book remains as the archive of the initial exhibition, and as 
such, is the better-known representation of Douglas’s project. 
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in Shier’s book; in fact, examples of architectural models and visual mock-ups pictured in 

“The Worst Block in Vancouver,” Jeff Sommers’s and Nick Blomley’s essay included in 

Shier’s catalogue, have more in common with Ruscha’s aesthetic than do Douglas’s 

photographs. 

 One of the more intriguing relationships between Ruscha and Douglas’s projects, 

though, has to do with their inevitable representational shortcomings. Representation is a 

fraught concept; as Stuart Hall argues, it is closely tied to the already-indefinable ideas of 

culture, “one of the most difficult concepts in human and social sciences” (2) and systems 

of “shared meaning” (1), identity, and knowledge (5). Because the images are attempting 

to document real, physical places, they can be understood to fall short of adequately 

representing the places they depict in that they are inevitably incapable of reflecting the 

diversity of local and global imaginaries of place; a goal shared with Wah’s “alienethnic” 

re-poetic method. A first consideration in assessing this relationship is that the goals and 

parameters of Ruscha’s project are quite different from Douglas’s (and certainly, as an 

ancillary to this, Shier’s). Within the context of Ruscha’s project, the aesthetics of the 

buildings depicted in the images is key – and this is revealed in the context of his broader 

oeuvre – whereas for Douglas, there is a concerted attempt to reveal, by visual – and for 

Shier, textual – means, a localized narrative related to economic disparity and social 

exclusion, a detail also revealed within the context of production and reception of 

Douglas’s work, and highlighted by way of the structure and theme of Shier’s catalogue.  

 The re-poetics of the appropriation of Ruscha’s original idea, which conceivably 

attempts to accurately and unsentimentally document architectural space using 

photography as a kind of epistemological methodology, becomes ever more conspicuous 
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when the deficiencies of Douglas’s approach are considered. This is especially notable in 

terms of the semiotics of geospatial and economics of class and their inherent politics. 

The re-poetic register of the images is particularly poignant in relation to Tim Butler’s 

account of how local communities might maintain more agency than dominant 

conceptions of civic gentrification processes might anticipate. In so thinking, it seems 

that the book project for Douglas’s piece, comprised of relatively accessible, exegetic 

essays outlining and analyzing twentieth century and millennial histories of the West 

Hastings address, attempt to respond to the predicted shortcomings of the image(s); the 

inherent inability of a still image to convey the kinds of detail required to produce an 

understanding, or even an entry point for the understanding, of the complexity of 

Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, a space characterized by economic and socio-political 

conflict, as outlined in the above-mentioned cover copy. The character and histories of 

the area defy simple depiction. Gabrielle Moser observes the potential variation between 

how the images might be read by audiences inside and outside Vancouver, noting that, 

 Though the Downtown Eastside carries with it a particular set of references for 

 Vancouverites accustomed to seeing it represented in local news media, it is not 

 intelligible in the same way for national and international [viewers]. In many 

 ways, it looks like some of the before images of the world’s other downtrodden-

 neighbourhoods-turned-chic. (56)  

The textual accompaniment, which, although it includes interrogations and analyses by 

several important voices in urban planning and Vancouver’s critical circles, partakes in 

and reifies the “exclusionary structure of a discourse” of the Vancouver School 

(Modigliani 17), skews mostly white and entirely cis male. The unique historiography of 
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the block is not readily apparent. This might also be true for Ruscha’s original work to 

which Douglas plays tribute, although, as mentioned above, Every Building on the Sunset 

Strip helped establish the legacy of conceptualist pseudo-documentation, a tendency in 

early conceptual art in the 1960s, where the pictorial conventions of documentation were 

aesthetically emulated as a method for ideological subversion.30 This aesthetic concern is 

visible in the way the images of vernacular architecture captured in Ruscha’s book are 

displayed according to a specific “pasteup layout” design aesthetic characteristic of a 

particular moment in post-Cold War visual culture (J. Quick 126), which might be 

understood according to Sol LeWitt’s principle of the “serial artist,” who “functions 

merely as a clerk cataloguing the results of his [sic] premise” (qtd in J. Quick 128). The 

foldout feature, offset lithography, and 18.1 by 14.6 cm size of Ruscha’s book project, 

characteristic of his artbook method, adds to the sense that there is an archival or 

informational logic to his work and its underlying premise. Douglas’s treatment of the 

documentation project (as it might be read on the surface) is large-scale and monumental, 

which further contributes to the images’ pictorial tone and appearance; they are building 

from an aesthetic tradition established by other Vancouver School photographers, namely 

Jeff Wall, for whom pictorialism, the beautiful and picture-like quality of photographs, 

became a signature aesthetic. However, these attributes are informed by the spatial and 

discursive context of the photographs, which indicates the crux of the re-poetic method as 

being located in real space and time. 

 
30 Ruscha is well known for his interest in exploring themes related to the idea of 
“America,” an interest shared by many North American post-Cold War artists. 
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 While Douglas operates from a decidedly more metacritical standpoint regarding 

the image’s (in)capacity to do justice to a politically significant place or site, and uses the 

appropriative mode of quotation or pastiche, in referencing Ruscha’s work by means of 

technique, strategy, and title, there remains much to question in terms of the work’s 

broader and more specific effects, spatially and geopolitically.31 A later work, Bolivian 

artist Claudia Joskowicz’s video installation Every Building on Avenida Alfonso Ugarte—

After Ruscha (2011) (see fig. 3), also quotes Ruscha’s photobook, but engages with it in 

two markedly different ways that distinguish it from Douglas’s work. First, Joskowicz’s 

two-channel digital full-colour video with sound uses a moving image rather than still 

photography. While the continuous, long tracking style of shot she uses reflects a 

horizontal sensibility related to Ruscha’s and Douglas’s fold-out book formats, the video 

speaks to a more dynamic form of documentation. This is supplemented by the second 

notable difference: there are moving human figures occupying the entirety of the 

architectural landscape Joskowicz portrays in the work. In these ways, Joskowicz’s Every 

Building acts as a critical response to both Ruscha’s and Douglas’ still and uninhabited 

images: her work is full of life and documents aspects of the social realities of the space, 

the everyday movement that animates El Alto, “one of the fastest growing urban centers 

[sic] in Bolivia and also the site of violent clashes during the Bolivian gas conflict of 

2003” (“Claudia Joskowicz” n.p.).  That is not to say that their work is unrelated; like 

 
31 What, for instance, does it mean for a successful, educated, born middle-class artist to 
document a part of the city that he’s likely never lived in, and represent it for the world? 
It is worth noting that, in addition to his well-known multimedia practice, Douglas has 
also photographically documented other “neglected urban spaces” in Detroit and Cuba 
(“Stan Douglas” n.p.), suggesting that Every Building is part of a larger, decades-long 
project exploring the relationships between economic crisis and place. 
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Ruscha and Douglas, Joskowicz employs an institutionally sanctioned32 form of 

aestheticized fine arts documentary to capture the changing face of a familiar 

neighbourhood, thereby opening the frame of the conversation around local gentrification 

and the effects of globalization into a broader cultural and political sphere. But, in giving 

the local people a visual and audible presence in the work, Joskowicz emphasizes the 

relationship between the community and its locus; that the end of her work features a 

scene of social unrest – a group of citizens surrounded by fires standing across from 

police officers in riot gear – punctuates the political effects of this inclusion. The uncanny 

but peaceful atmosphere and aesthetic appeal of Douglas’s work seems even more 

ominous and ambivalent in comparison. 

When Douglas’s Every Building is examined alongside local Vancouver projects 

exploring similar geopolitical, social, and spatial themes, such as the collaborative 

Woodsquat, the Fall/Winter 2003-04 issue of the journal West Coast Line, the contextual 

elisions of Douglas’s project become ever more apparent. Woodsquat was edited by 

Aaron Vidaver and published to commemorate the actions and identities of The 

Woodwards 54, the group who took over, in protest, the Woodwards building for ninety-

two days, from 14 September to 14 December 2002. Woodsquat, like Douglas’s Every 

Building, explores themes of displacement in Vancouver’s Lower Eastside. The original 

Woodwards building is, in fact, situated just across the street from the block Douglas 

photographed. Although the special issue of the journal is obviously quite different from 

the photographic project, both endeavour to preserve spatial and community histories, 

 
32 Joskowicz’s work has been shown internationally and she is represented by galleries in 
Bolivia, Chile, and New York; I viewed her work at the Albright-Knox Gallery in 
Buffalo in 2016. 
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though by different means, and to varying degrees of clarity. Woodsquat invites the 

participation of several community members from the area and in many ways not only 

archives events and the identities of participants, but also gives credence to the (often 

marginalized) people who have a stake in the stories it commemorates.33 Meanwhile, 

Every Building is completely devoid of inhabitants, although there are signs of 

inhabitation in some of the windows. Derelict décor and architectural details, as well as 

errant household and commercial or industrial objects visible in the windows 

metonymically suggests that low income and/or marginalized residents might occupy the 

edifices pictured; many of the buildings have “for sale” signs posted above their 

doorframes or elsewhere on their fronts to reinforce the message of a block in economic 

transition and further suggesting its vacancy. By inviting their participation and 

publishing their testimonials, Woodsquat gives voice and increased presence to local 

residents, while Every Building omits their presence entirely in aestheticizing the 

liminality of their existence, suggesting a process in which the eventuality of their 

physical erasure from the urban landscape according to the dominant logic of 

gentrification is all but assured. And while it could be observed this omission seems to 

extend from Vancouver’s reputation in television and cinema as a place with an 

“assumed lack of identity” in terms of its relative visual “anonymity” (Brooker 427-8), 

and expands from the Vancouver School tradition of depicting the city as a “non-place” 

 
33 Vidaver attests, in his “Intro & Acknowledgements” in the volume, that a wide number 
of people were not included in the text because they “could not appear for legal reasons, 
were too afraid to speak out, or were not in a position to give consent to their own words 
or images,” that other statements “have not yet been transcribed or even recorded,” more 
“have left the city or been forced into prison, hospital, or SRP holding units,” and still 
others “have passed on” (7). 
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(Moser 61), as well as the absence of inhabitants can be interpreted as a kind of expulsive 

violence. The site is depicted according to the way many developers and residents 

envision such contentious spaces, particularly when they intersect with nearby and more 

prosperous, ‘hygienic’ neighbourhoods such as Gastown and the city’s financial centre. 

This is not to say that the Woodsquat project and Douglas’s Every Building are in 

intentional dialogue, but given that they arise from a common geographical and cultural 

context, they occupy a similar vantage in documenting an informal archive of the space’s 

history at the turn of the millennium. Their different approaches to the process and 

politics of such an archive provides a useful avenue for understanding what might be 

considered a re-poetics of place in Vancouver that brings Vancouver School 

photoconceptualism into conversation with poetry and criticism linked to the city. 

 Essays in Shier’s catalogue respond to the likely criticism of Douglas’s socially 

conscious photography as aestheticizing poverty and the local spatial debates. Smith and 

Derksen’s “Urban Regeneration,” cited above, approaches Douglas’s visual project by 

means of an examination of gentrification as an infrastructural theme, setting up the 

possibility for a different way of reading the re-poetics of Douglas’s image in terms of 

how the site depicted is codified and contextualized in official administrative spaces. The 

essay examines the spatial relationships of the Downtown Eastside according to policy 

documents and social geographical urban theories, citing such sources as the City of 

Vancouver’s “Downtown Eastside Revitalization Plan,” the Government of British 

Columbia’s BC housing annual report 2001-2002, and Henri Lefebvre’s 1971 La 

révolution urbaine. While a theoretical examination of the neoliberal phenomenon of 

“urban regeneration” gives broader context to the idea of gentrification as it manifests in 
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the neighbourhood in which 100 West Hastings is located, the specific impacts of such 

“regeneration” on the residents of the area are generalized and collapsed to the scale of 

localized “effects,” suggesting how the ideological implications of language are applied 

as a framing device in everyday life and space.  Smith and Derksen interpret these effects 

primarily in relation to examples characteristic of such concerted transformational 

regimes in other global cities in North America and Europe, and are discussed in relation 

to government efforts to reform policy, including the development of the 1999 “decree 

for ‘Urban Renaissance’ released by the UK Department of the Environment, Transport 

and the Regions” (63) (which is contrasted to Glass’s original statements on urban 

gentrification), and the European conference “Convergence in Urban Regeneration and 

Housing Policy in Europe,” held in Paris in December 2000 (Smith and Derksen 77). 

 Smith and Derksen are critical of the “new authoritarianism” (71) of these urban 

regimes, and perform a critical, etymological analysis of the term “regeneration,” noting 

the insidious application of the “biomedical or ecological term” (81) to suggest that the 

“strategic gentrification of the city is actually a natural process” (83). They posit, 

 the advocacy of regeneration strategies disguises the quintessentially social 

 origins and goals of urban change and erases the politics of winners and losers out 

 of which such policies emerge. Gentrification generally involves displacement, 

 yet neither the British manifesto for “urban regeneration” nor the agenda of the 

 Europe-wide conference registers any recognition of the fate of those people 

 displaced by the proposed reconquest of the city. (83) 
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Although Smith and Derksen attend to the ways that policy processes omit the 

“recognition of the fate of those people displaced” and are invested in corroborating their 

analysis with a general social-photographic history of the neighbourhood as a 

revolutionary site, their theoretical methodology highlights and reinforces the ways that 

gentrification can be understood in terms of policy rather than its real community effects. 

Their inquiry also follows the logic of Shier’s project, which, like Douglas’s photograph, 

leaves out individual human stories mutually interwoven with the space in favour of 

scholarly discourse. Smith and Derksen’s approach mirrors Shier’s introspective 

statement in his introduction: “In the late 1990s I ran a gallery on the 100 block of West 

Hastings. In hindsight, the intimacy I developed with the street may have clouded my 

view of it. The area was disintegrating, but it appeared to me as part of a general 

deterioration that had been in progress for some time, which I had become used to” (11). 

Like Shier, Smith and Derksen’s means of situating and addressing the events they 

outline in their paper as a method to performing theoretical analysis contributes to a sense 

that the space is part of a generalizing narrative that focuses primarily on what Butler 

calls “a process of global urban neo-colonialism performed by upper professional 

groups” (178). As such, their approach loses some of the particular localized details even 

when situating events in the context of localized debates.    

 

Re-Poetics of Absence? 

Oleksijczuk’s essay, “Haunted Spaces,” takes a markedly different approach from Smith 

and Derksen, focusing more specifically on interpreting Douglas’s photograph according 



	 96	

to Martha Rosler’s critiques of documentary photography and its ideological capacities. 

Oleksijczuk compares the image to Rosler’s iconic representation of vagrancy and 

poverty in New York in The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems (1974-75) 

(see fig. 4), observing how Rosler’s images draw attention to her analysis of the 

documentary tradition and its potential power dynamics in her essay “In, Around, and 

Afterthoughts (On Documentary Photography)” (1981), wherein she states, 

the higher the status accorded to [photography] in museums and galleries, the 

greater will be the gap between that kind of documentary [the kind that twists 

arguments into generalizations about the condition of “man”] and another kind, a 

documentary incorporated into an explicit analysis of society and at least the 

beginning of a program for changing it. (qtd in Oleksijczuk 105) 

She notes how although Rosler’s photographs do not include “the dispossessed 

themselves,” the black and white images of small New York shopfronts invoke “the 

material conditions of their lives” (104), suggesting that the strategic absence of figures 

might offer a more ethical approach to the documentary of lived realities by denying the 

opportunity for the artist and viewer to fetishize the disenfranchised. Noting Douglas’s 

use of “cinematic lighting” and “computer technology” to achieve “more than 

conventional documentary photography allows for” (105), Oleksijczuk also recasts “the 

photograph’s deep emptiness” as “an opening to contemplate the fate of Vancouver’s 

missing women” (110). She writes, “Since 1978, women from the Downtown Eastside in 

Vancouver have been going missing and at least fifteen have been murdered without 

inciting outrage in the broader community or the swift action of the police” (112). She 

suggests that the absence of people, and the women of the Downtown Eastside in 
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particular, helps “the viewer [to become] conscious of the effects of [the photograph’s] 

visual mechanisms” and to “unmask the foreignness of the places in our midst” (114).34 

The absence of bodies and the uncanniness of the spatial representation are intended to 

create a productive tension.  

 In Rosler’s The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems, the reason for the 

absence of bodies in her photographs is implied by the project’s title, which frames the 

documentary images and accompanying poems as “inadequate descriptive systems,” a 

logic underscored by the uneven form and seemingly disengaged language of the poetic 

texts. Further, in her essay, she describes the Bowery as the historic “site of victim 

photography in which the victims, insofar as they are now victims of the camera – that is, 

of the photographer – are often docile” (178). For Rosler, to photograph these “victims” 

is to participate in “that kind of documentary” (Rosler 195), whereas her depopulated 

images “represent a walk down the Bowery seen as arena and living space, as a 

commercial district in which, after business hours, the derelict residents inhabit the small 

portal spaces between shop and street” (194). She describes the photos as “radical 

metonymy, with a setting implying the condition itself,” and as “urban reports” that, she 

contends, “explain nothing” (195). Of the social documentary tradition, Rosler argues 

“There is nothing new attempted in a photographic style that was constructed in the 

1930s when the message itself was newly understood, differently embedded” (195), 

positing that, given the power dynamics inherent to spectatorship, a considered and 
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revolutionary approach is needed to address social causes and enact a form of social 

activism within photographic practice (196). 

 Oleksijczuk presupposes a direct relationship between Douglas’s image and 

Rosler’s work. She argues that Douglas’s framing and representation of the locally iconic 

block recalls the implied discursive histories of the 100 block, a strategy which, however 

successful it might be with a knowledgeable Vancouver-based audience, is unavailable to 

a viewership who might be less familiar with the area. Further, she argues from the 

critical position of an outsider (an individual without a personal relationship to the space 

Douglas depicts), which is reflected in how her broader formalist reading of the 

photograph suggests that Douglas’s photograph is exempt from the ethical responsibility 

to the viewer as a lived, affective body. She writes, “Douglas’s composition involves 

spectators in an embodied viewing process that incites the search for an absence,” as 

though the “search for an absence” is a neutral process “embedded in a set of issues and 

debates concerning documentary photography” (104) and not the realities of lived 

experience. The potential for such (lived) positional locations seems to be overlooked in 

the straightforward method of the formalist connections she draws between the 

photograph’s formal concerns and the topic of missing and murdered Indigenous women 

– a topic rooted in this area of the city that has gained international traction in the 

following fifteen years.35 But, does the uncanny tension between absence and visual 

representation contribute to the conversation around this issue, both as part of Shier’s and 

 
35 In 2019, the Canadian federal government launched a National Inquiry into Missing 
and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, administered by a body external to the 
federal government. The official report on the inquiry was made public in early June 
2019. 
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Douglas’s constellation of ideas, and as an isolated communicative strategy? Is omission 

a generative part of the re-poetics of gentrification as it might bring attention to the 

margins of social identity in Vancouver, and to the agency of the marginalized as real 

actors in the spaces of Vancouver? 

 The lived and embodied knowledge of Douglas’s potential viewer and Shier’s 

potential reader is revealed in Vancouver poet Mercedes Eng’s response to the projects. 

In the afterword to her book Mercenary English (2016), Eng responds to Oleksijczuk’s 

reading of Douglas’s Every Building according to a logic that builds from the 

methodological objectification of the spatial politics and economies underscored in 

Derksen’s and Smith’s essay, identifying that Oleksijczuk’s perspective is couched in a 

reading of the space grounded in social positionality. Eng suggests that the “process of 

visual ideation” (119) Oleksijczuk constructs in Douglas’s images contributes to a violent 

form of erasure that has real effects. Eng asserts:  

 I don’t believe this process counters stereotypical media representations of the 

 women as drug-addicted prostitutes with high-risk lifestyles. For some of us, 

 this erasure is lived, not the subject (object?) of art. Some of us remember the 

 police denying that a(nother) serial killer was murdering women from the 

 neighbourhood, even though in only one year fourteen women were disappeared 

 from this tiny area of the city. (119; italics in original) 

While observing the implied social disapprobation Oleksijczuk’s arguments conjure, Eng 

asserts her own identification with the neighbourhood, bringing the narratives around 

Douglas’s spatial representations into the reality of her own existence and identity. She 
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describes her relationship with the Downtown Eastside as being embodied and personal. 

She explains, in an interview with Fred Moten included in the afterword to her collection, 

“The idea that the neighbourhood goes with me wherever I go reminded me of something 

I wrote about ten years ago, as I was theorizing my body as a space, as a frontier, and as 

contact zone” (123). To Moten’s related question about the role of aestheticization in her 

own poetic practice – particularly in how this might be connected to embodied realities 

and their political resonance, Eng responds, “Aestheticizing how it is is how I keep 

going. I aestheticize because poetry is one of my weapons against people who abuse their 

power” (129). The ways that Eng’s subject position weaves together her spatial 

identification with her neighbourhood and a form of self-defense reveals some of the 

tensions between those who view Douglas’s image from the outside and those who view 

it with the familiarity of an inhabitant. 

 Eng’s response is particularly worthy of consideration in the realm of Vancouver 

photoconceptualism and the broader contexts of Vancouver’s experimental creative 

milieus, given that there have long been divisions and debates within communities about 

the relationship of aesthetics to politics, with activist communities such as the KSW and 

their stance in publicly prioritizing the political aim of their writings. Creative production 

in such communities is understood as a means to articulate and communicate, and not 

necessarily engage in formalism, a mode of production associated not only with class 

enunciation and political conservatism, but also with the associated modernist critical 

legacy of Clement Greenberg, to which Vancouver School photoconceptualists such as 

Douglas pushed back against in the production of their work. The concept and strategy of 

aestheticization is part of a broader debate about the value and role of aesthetics in fields 
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of cultural production in Vancouver, where methods of cultural expression such as visual 

art and writing have a long and specific history of being deployed as a political tool, or at 

the very least, a method for the expression of political ideas. And, while it is notable that 

not all conceptualist production is appropriative, in the context of the politicization of this 

technique, to observe what might be at stake in the use of extant stories, spaces, and 

knowledge for the purpose of creative transformation, subversion, and/or transcoding.  

 Oleksijczuk and Eng read into the absence of people in Every Building in 

conflicting ways that produce an informative dialectical reading of Douglas’s decision to 

leave the space ambiguously vacant, one that builds from Smith and Derksen’s 

examination of the theme of urban planning, as well as the artist’s general quotation of 

Ruscha’s original 1966 photobook work. This draws out a number of key, interrelated 

considerations in assessing the effects of Douglas’s project, where aestheticization is 

deployed as a re-poetic strategy intended to politically empower viewers and residents, 

but as it proves in practice not all are empowered by these strategies. For some viewers 

with a strong relationship to the subject matter, such a strategy can produce an effect of 

alienation and disempowerment connected to the dynamics of gentrification. The 

aestheticization of a specific space corresponds to external logics affecting the ways that 

such a space might be accessed by a viewer or cultural producer. Vancouver School 

photography’s formalist and theoretical underpinnings can potentially reinforce the sense 

of psychic, affective, and physical alienation for those who inhabit the “defeatured” 

spaces for which the city has become known, even in spite of the re-poetic strategies 

deployed to restore a sense of agency in this very population and viewership. The 

institutionalized aesthetic strategies so prominent in Vancouver photography replicate the 



	 102	

contemporary logic “neo-colonialism” of gentrification (Butler 178): as a complex 

process that implicates varying and often relative positions of social, political, and 

cultural power at a variety of registers. In other words, the absence of people in 

Douglas’s photograph works to place the work into a formal dialogue with a variety of 

formalist strategies, but also visually erases the identities of its resident communities. 

Thus, it corresponds to an institutionalized logic applied to Vancouver landscape 

imagery: particularized spaces might be read metonymically but according to a 

universalist scale, wherein any viewer might enjoy an open-ended reading of the image.  
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Chapter Two 

Jeff Wall: Debates in and of Conceptual Art 
 

The inquiries into spatial identity embedded in Stan Douglas’s conceptualist 

photographic practice as exemplified by Every Building bring in to question the 

intentionality underlying the production of such images in the fraught politico-cultural 

contexts of Vancouver and its institutions. One of the most internationally celebrated 

artists of the “Vancouver School” of photoconceptualism, Jeff Wall is known for his 

image-making as much as his critical writing, and these related practices inform the 

evolution of his artistic persona and the ways that his photographic works are received. 

Wall’s writing also informs the ways that Vancouver’s conceptualist visual art is 

understood, both inside and outside the city. In this chapter, I first examine Wall’s 

published statements about conceptual art in relation to the ways he has been included in 

Vancouver’s conceptualist art histories, while also considering the evolution of the 

Vancouver School and its identity. I next consider Wall’s relationship to Clement 

Greenberg’s modernist art criticism, and how these relations affect his attitude towards 

conceptual art. Reading Greenberg through the writings of other theorists of avant-garde 

art, I parse the ways that Wall’s interpretations of conceptual art and Greenberg’s 

modernism propose a new way of reading Vancouver conceptualism premised in a 

rejection of the ways conceptualist narratives have been institutionalized and 

depoliticized. 

Is Wall a conceptual artist? Did he ever identify as such? If he is not a conceptual 

artist, then what do his contributions mean to the genealogy and conceptualist legacy of 

Vancouver and its avant-gardes, which came to prominence in part because of his 
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international reputation as a local photographic artist, participating in the public 

conversation with the global conceptual art movement? If he is not a conceptual artist, 

then why does he continue to be so characterized? The complexity of conceptual art’s 

multiple art historical narratives suggests that much can be learned by exploring the 

intersections between Wall’s refutation of conceptualist labels and critical revisionist 

readings of the movement. Moreover, in critically examining Wall’s denial of his active 

participation in the movement (beyond two singular, perhaps aberrant works of art), it is 

worth considering how contradictions between his arguments, practice-based strategies of 

image-making and more recent readings of conceptualism and photography, point to the 

potential significance of reevaluating the limits of singular, orthodox understandings of 

conceptual art, gesturing to the pluralistic and multiplicitous interpretations of the 

conceptual art movement and the conceptualist genre as contemporary critics, art 

historians, and literary scholars understand it today.  

Despite the popularity of the term used to encapsulate the Vancouver School of 

photoconceptualism, Wall, as the regional movement’s most internationally renowned 

member,36 has a long history of vocally opposing the application of the 

photoconceptualist nomenclature (even as a clever portmanteau) positioning his 

resistance as part of his outright rejection of being classified as an artist formally 

associated with conceptual art.  

 
 36 According to the didactic on the Vancouver Art Gallery’s Permanent Collection 
webpage, the other artists so categorized are Rodney Graham, Stan Douglas, Ken Lum, 
Ian Wallace, Roy Arden, “and others.” See “Photo & Conceptual,” “Permanent 
Collection,” Vancouver Art Gallery (2018), 
https://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/collection_and_research/permanent_collection.html, 19 
June 2019. 
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Jeff Wall and Conceptual Art 

Wall alludes to his early participation in conceptual art from 1966-1970, and 

notes that “a number of artists of my generation worked their way through the claims 

made by the most radical forms of the period, recognized at least some of the limitations 

of those claims, and moved away from those forms.” He attributes his connection to the 

movement to a general zeitgeist among his peers, rather than as a significant formal and 

intellectual investment in the “antiaestheic, or anesthetic, art of the ’60s, and with its 

precursors in the avant-gardes of the ’20s and ’30s” within his practice (Roberts 331). 

Despite his claims otherwise, his formal association with conceptual art in his early 

career, by means of his participation in key exhibitions, remains formative to his 

reputation. These early exhibitions of conceptual art were organized by preeminent 

curators (themselves integral to the theorization and establishment of the movement, such 

as Lucy Lippard37 and Kynaston McShine38), and shaped the movement’s canon and 

crystallized the conceptualist genre within the history of art. Wall’s critical writings also 

demonstrate a prolonged and ongoing engagement with the movement and its 

participants, producers, and effects, suggesting a deep familiarity with the movement’s 

tenets and histories. This participation and publication record, at the very least, implies 

 
37 Lucy R. Lippard is an American critic and curator, and one of the preeminent theorists 
of the conceptual art movement in the 1960s and 70s. She is perhaps best known for 
being one of the first critics to argue for the phenomenon of “dematerialization” in 
conceptual art, and curated the numbers shows, an early series of conceptual art 
exhibitions in American cities. Each of these exhibitions was titled after the population of 
each city, including 557,087 (1969) in Seattle, WA, 955,000 (1970) in Vancouver, B.C., 
and 2,972,453 (1971) in Buenos Aires. 
38 Kynaston McShine was an American curator born in Trinidad who worked at the 
Museum of Modern Art from 1959 to 2008. There, he curated Information, one of the 
first major survey exhibitions of international conceptual art, in 1970. 
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the existence of a relational dynamic between conceptual art and Wall’s creative work, 

even if the trajectory of this dynamic involves a kind of break from orthodoxy and a 

highly personalized reframing of the conceptualist project.  

Wall undertook doctoral research at the historic and relatively conservative 

Courtauld Institute in London (1970–1973). His unfinished doctoral thesis explored the 

work of Marcel Duchamp, building from his earlier graduate work on German Dada artist 

John Heartfield (his master’s thesis, completed in 1970, is entitled Berlin Dada and the 

Notion of Context) (Watson et al np). He completed his MA under the supervision of Ian 

Wallace, a conceptualist experimental photographer and painter, who was one of the most 

influential arts educators in Vancouver,39 in the conceptualist milieu of the Department of 

Fine Arts at the University of British Columbia from 1964–1970. Much in same the way 

art historian Julian Stallabrass – who is, incidentally, Professor of Modern and 

Contemporary Art at the Courtauld – argues that viewers can trace the history of the 

institutional status of the last twenty years of fine arts photography by means of an 

examination of Wall’s career (n.p.), aspects of the history of the characterization and 

definition of conceptual art might be revealed in Wall’s fraught, well-documented, 

mythologized, and theorized relationship with the movement, which is chronicled by 

means of his own writings and image-making practice, as well as the sustained reflections 

of critics. 

 
39 Ian Wallace is a Canadian artist of British descent who taught at UBC from 1967 to 
1970, and at the Vancouver School of Art (now Emily Carr University of Art and Design) 
from 1972 to 1998. He is known for his artworks juxtaposing and problematizing 
representational systems and was featured in a 2012-13 major retrospective exhibition, 
Ian Wallace: At the Intersection of Painting and Photography at the Vancouver Art 
Gallery. He is credited with having influenced a generation of contemporary Vancouver 
artists, including members of the Vancouver School. 
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 The opening pages of Wall’s essay “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel” (1982),40 an 

article turned book that lays out some of his earlier perspectives on conceptual art’s 

trajectories, are one such example of his reflections on the movement, and also suggest 

how he perceived the politics of cultural production at the time. He presents an argument 

about his reading of conceptual art that signals a rationale as to why he does not self-

identify as a conceptual artist: 

 Conceptual art emerged from the disappointment and dissatisfaction with [Pop 

 Art and Minimalism], a disappointment over the fact that social forces and ideas 

 which have been stirred and revived by the aggressively mechanistic and anti-

 expressive aspects of the new art did not extend into the kind of radically 

 explosive and disruptive expression desired within the cultural New Left. (32) 

Conceptual artists, he argued, were chiefly responding to economies within the art world 

that commodified the art object, and to the “cultural shock effects of Minimal and Pop art 

[that] had, by the late 1960s, given rise only to a new, more complex, and distressed 

version of the art-commodity” (32). The forces he outlines here – the institutional, post-

industrial commodification of art – are, not coincidentally, the same as those to which 

modernist critic Clement Greenberg also responds. 

 
40 “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel” was first published in a catalogue for the exhibition 
Dan Graham at the Art Gallery of Western Australia in Perth in September 1985 and was 
later published in New York’s Real Life magazine nos. 14 (Summer 1985): 14-18 and 15 
(Winter 1985/86): 20-40. and in Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel (pp. 7-83) by Toronto’s Art 
Metropole in 1991 (Wall Selected Essays 11; 31). An earlier rejected draft, titled “A 
Draft for ‘Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel,’” which contains a close reading of Graham’s 
work alongside Benjamin Buchloh’s critical writings, was also published in the Art 
Metropole edition, pp. 85-115. This edition incorporated editorial changes not approved 
by Wall in both versions of the essay (11; 31). 
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 The lines dividing art historical movements are never simple, and the lines 

extending from the Greenbergian modernist legacy are not cleanly drawn, though they 

present a chronological distinction and a historicity of thinking. Wall’s best-known early 

photographic and text work, Landscape Manual (1969) (see fig. 5 and fig. 6), shows clear 

evidence of participating in strategies established within the conceptual art movement. 

His work also responds to Greenberg in the style of his conceptual artist peers, including 

Graham. But Wall’s relationship to Greenberg’s legacy – modernist ideas of art’s 

autonomy and its separateness from social forces – is complicated by contradictions in 

both the trajectory of his production as an artist and critic, and in the ways that his work 

relates to Greenbergian ideas, including those taken up by Greenberg’s adherents, key 

among them, Michael Fried (with whom Wall maintains an active dialogic 

relationship).41   

 When Wall writes about and theorizes his own photographic practice, there is a 

notable break from his engagement with the ideas that drove the formation and 

preeminence of conceptual art in the art world. It is here, in this break, that the 

beginnings of an internal, oppositional, and arguably contradictory force might be 

observed: that which critic Sharla Sava calls the Vancouver “counter-tradition” in 

response, in part, to Benjamin Buchloh’s assessment that Jeff Wall and his Vancouver 

 
41 Wall is a key figure in Fried’s 2008 book Why Photography Matters as Art as Never 
Before, and Wall cites Fried in several essays, including “‘Marks of Indifference’: 
Aspects of Photography in, or as, Conceptual Art” (1995) and “Frames of Reference” 
(2003), which both discuss his position on conceptual art. In “Museum Photography and 
Museum Prose,” Stallabrass observes “Fried [. . .] cites Wall frequently and reverently, 
and since Wall has long had an interest in Fried’s writing, even gets to cite Wall citing 
himself” (n.p.). 
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photographer colleagues were counter-acting the legacy of conceptual art (Sava 50).42 

There is an observable (perhaps generational) difference between Vancouver’s immediate 

connections to the conceptual art movement by means of participating artists and the 

conceptualist Vancouver photography of the late 1970s and ‘80s. For instance, Iain and 

Ingrid Baxter’s N.E. Thing Co. projects, such as A Portfolio of Piles (1968) (fig. 7 and 

fig. 8), or Christos Dikeakos’s participation in Robert Smithson’s site-specific Glue Pour 

(1970) (fig. 9), which took place on UBC grounds, were directly affiliated with the 

movement, while Vancouver photoconceptualism evolved as “rupture” and a “reaction-

formation” (Sava 50): a critical, materialist response breaking from conceptual art.   

Despite the different motivations of conceptual art and Vancouver 

photoconceptualism, there is also sense that these projects are intimately connected by 

means of a shared logic. While Vancouver conceptualist photography exemplifies a 

concern for pictorialism and formalism that the “antiaestheic, or anesthetic” project of the 

conceptual art movement typically rejected, they both draw from the legacy of 

conceptualist forerunners like Marcel Duchamp and his avant-gardist counterparts, and 

each participate in a critical, discursive, material historical project enacted primarily 

outside the frame of the work itself. Contemporary conceptualist work might delve into 

the responsive material historical project more readily, but the dialogic relationship 

between the work and its historical underpinnings – what Dieter Roelstraete calls the 

“meta-historical mode” (n.p.) – is central to both the original canon of conceptual art and 

the related movements that follow.  
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Wall’s critical view, too, is complicated by his own history of artistic production, 

given that he initially emerged into the international art world as a conceptual artist, and 

thus became part of a critical dialogue between the movement and Vancouver, perhaps 

inadvertently helping to establish the reputation of Vancouver’s regionalist avant-gardist 

cultural production as being entangled in the material history of conceptualism; at the 

very least, this suggests that his work is in an ongoing dialogue with conceptual art. 

 Critically examining Landscape Manual alongside any other photograph he has 

produced and shown reveals that, as with many artists, he began his practice working 

under a number of precepts that he would later abandon. First, there is the matter of the 

form of Landscape Manual, as a small-scale, black and white bookwork, combining 

documentary photographs, typed text, and hand-written annotations. The piece is very 

much of its time as a work created from within the critical-creative context of a 

Vancouver graduate program in art history (at UBC), and has been described, critically, 

as “a kind of juvenilia that imitated André Breton’s 1926 surrealist novel Nadja, which 

incorporated text, documentary photography, and drawing” (Peck 2), as the work of “a 

somewhat precocious Northwest Coast Conceptual artist” (Newman 83), and, more 

generously, “an ambitious critique of consciousness” influenced by exposure to artists 

Robert Smithson and Dan Graham (Watson 165). It is widely accepted that the work is 

anomalous but significant, in dialogue with his oeuvre but apart from it, much like his 

one-off sculpture, Lost Luggage Depot (2001). Despite its uneven characterizations, 

Landscape Manual remains the work that began Wall’s international career as an artist. 

First officially shown in 1969 at the Seattle Art Museum, then, in 1970, at the Museum of 

Modern Art in New York (among other venues) as a representative work of conceptual 
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art,43 it continues to garner much interest in terms of its position in the trajectory and 

progression of Wall’s oeuvre and critical praxis. The shift from this remarkably particular 

work, with its formal and stylistic concerns that so specifically connect to the context of 

Vancouver and of the conceptual art movement44 – indeed, in many ways the work 

interweaves context, genre, and form – to Wall’s eventual and more familiar larger-scale, 

full-colour cibachrome on lightbox photo-objects, in ways illustrates and enacts the 

pronounced shifts in Wall’s thinking about his work and critical position, as well as the 

relationship between photography and conceptual art. This ‘illustration’ and ‘enactment’ 

relates, dialogically, with Wall and his close readers, in their examinations of his 

photographic practice, to unveil the complexity of his relationship to conceptual art, the 

movement into which he was initially immersed, and arguably, indoctrinated. Much of 

his attention to the details of his own sometimes-inadvertent participation, as an artist and 

critic, in the movement, emerges in the chronology of his publications in arts journals and 

magazines. The evolution of the ideas disseminated in his written discourse reveal 

internal limitations and oversights in his thinking, and are the result of the ways reading 

conceptual art and Wall’s work have evolved over time. Although his writings provide 

valuable insight to the dynamic and active thinking that occurs in the specific methods 

 
43 Landscape Manual was also shown locally in 1970, at the UBC Fine Arts Gallery as 
part of the exhibition Four Artists, Tom Burrows, Duane Lunden, Jeff Wall, Ian Wallace, 
suggesting that it was part of both local/regional and international artistic conversations. 
The UBC Fine Arts Gallery was one of the preeminent institutions for showing 
contemporary art at the time, and today as the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery 
remains a major venue for contemporary art in Vancouver. 
44 Scott Watson features the work as a focus in his essay “The Defeatured Landscape,” 
exploring the role of landscape in developing the critical-thematic persona of 
contemporary art in Vancouver.  
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and intentionality operating in his photography, they also reveal the specificity of the 

pathways along which he interprets conceptual art and the photographic medium. 

 Wall was interested in mining avant-gardist, critical strategies that borrow readily 

from popular culture to critique the institution of art. Landscape Manual arguably 

resembles and draws from the same tradition of social critique to which Graham responds 

in his practice, though the photographs incorporated are taken by Wall, rather than 

sourced from real estate brochures, as Graham’s were in Homes for America (the 1966-67 

work focalized in Wall’s essay) (fig. 10), and bear a more personal resonance. This 

strategy generates the possibility for interpreting Wall’s work as revealing a kind of 

sincerity and self-conscious reflexivity. As such, Wall’s practice is akin to the inward-

dynamics of the art historical discourses he centralizes in his arguments against 

conceptualism.   

 Shown in 1970 at Museum of Modern Art as part of McShine’s Information, the 

large-scale survey exhibition of conceptual art that defined the boundaries of the 

movement in the annals of art history, shaped its identity, and announced its presence and 

widespread relevance to mass audiences, Landscape Manual wrote the young Vancouver 

artist-scholar “Jeffrey Wall” into the history of conceptual art. Wall’s work was featured 

alongside a long list of artists, including Graham, Kosuth, Buren, LeWitt, Yoko Ono, 

Bruce Nauman, On Kawara, Joseph Beuys, Hans Haacke, many of whom continue to be 

formally associated with conceptual art’s canon. Wall’s participation in Information, in 

combination with his inclusion in Lucy Lippard’s 955,000, demonstrates that Wall was 

identified as a conceptual artist, or at the very least, an artist producing conceptualist art; 

moreover, being in both Information and 995,000 also suggests that his work was 
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relevant to both international and regionalist audiences of conceptual art. 995,000 was 

shown at various sites around Vancouver (including the Vancouver Art Gallery and the 

University of British Columbia’s Student Union Building Gallery) and was part of a 

traveling series of conceptualist art shows, intended to speak to the specificity of each 

chosen site and city. The exhibition is prominently documented in Lippard’s Six Years: 

The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972 (1973; 1997), a text widely 

regarded as holding a central place in the historiography of the conceptual art movement 

in Western and/or North American art history (Osborne 15; Alberro, “Reconsidering 

Conceptual Art” xxxi). The exhibition also excerpts Cine-Text, a collaborative 1971 work 

comprised of text by Wall and photographs by Ian Wallace. These significant inclusions 

by leading experts in early conceptual art in exhibitions, which remain both art 

historically taxonomic and educative, publicly crystallized Wall’s membership in 

conceptual art’s official lineage. And, along with certain premature declarations about 

photography, it was this early career nomenclature to which he needed to respond as his 

medium and method shifted at the next steps of the development of his critical and 

artistic practices. 

Artworks not formally associated with conceptual art also build from Wall’s early 

connections to the movement. Wall’s large-scale, full-colour images of the late 1970s, 

created after his graduate work at the Courtauld, exemplify his mature photographic 

practice, including his signature use of lightboxes, and, as with Landscape Manual, 

illustrate his art practice’s integral connections to conceptual art’s theoretical and 

material concerns. The Destroyed Room (1978) (fig. 11) is an image of an unkempt 

bedroom turned violently upside-down, and Picture for Women (1979) (fig. 12) is a self-
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portrait of Wall in a classroom or studio standing beside (and looking at) a young woman 

who is, in turn, looking at the camera. While analyses of both images have revolved 

around their relationships to specific, canonical paintings – The Destroyed Room 

alongside Eugène Delacroix’s Death of Sardanapalus (1827) and Picture for Women 

with Edouard Manet’s Bar at the Folies-Bergère (1882) (Barents 185-188; de Duve 12-

14) – Wall draws attention to the social-material context of the work, as being related to 

“the design of commercial window displays” and the violent emblems of “the punk 

phenomenon” (Barents 186), as well as the theoretical and political conditions of his 

surroundings (187). He also calls attention to how, in his photographs, he continuously 

explores the attributes of photography, including “spectacularity” (187), and 

photography’s position in the broader contexts of fine arts and art history.  

 Wall is credited with playing a central role in bringing photography, a medium of 

once-controversial artistic status, to prominence and preeminence in the art institution. Of 

Wall’s contributions, Fried argues in 2007 that  

One of the most important developments in the so-called visual arts of the past 

twenty-five years has been the emergence of large-scale, tableau-sized 

photographs that by virtue of their size demand to be hung on gallery walls in the 

manner of easel paintings, and, in other respects as well, aspire to what might 

loosely be called the rhetorical and beholder-addressing significance of paintings 

while at the same time declaring their artifactual identity as photographs. (496-7) 

Photography and its discursive contexts have evolved from debates centred in is 

photography art at all (Greenberg, “The Camera’s Glass Eye” 60; Neumüller 207), to, as 

curator Aaron Schuman suggests in an interview with Moritz Neumüller, is photography 
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an art form that requires a categorically different mode of analysis and thinking 

(Neumüller 207). Wall’s practice-driven arguments give early credence to the idea of “art 

photography,” an historical category that is complementary to the post-conceptual 

inclination of photography of the 1970s onward, and a key concept that has led to the 

unveiling of the (meta)critical capacities characteristic of the medium as one that is 

implicitly theoretical.45 And it is in these theorizations that Wall’s arguments for the 

relationship between conceptual art and photography, as materially theoretical practices 

for the exploration, generation, enactment, and embodiment of thinking, become 

ambiguous. 

 In his 1995 essay, “‘Marks of Indifference’: Aspects of Photography in or as 

Conceptual Art,” Wall draws attention to formal influences within early photography that 

are key, for him, to the historicity and politics central to the contemporary practice and 

key discourses of the medium of photography. Within his autocritical practice, he has 

regularly engaged in a revisionist exploration of photography’s potential as a modernist 

medium. For instance, as outlined in this essay, the argument for the photograph as 

“Picture,” a guiding principle throughout Wall’s work after Landscape Manual that 

conceives of the condition of photography as fundamentally representational, or in Wall’s 

preferred term, ‘depictive’ and directly indebted to the pictorialist tradition of painting, of 

the tableau.46 He notes,  

 
45 See, for instance, Rosalind E. Krauss’ idea, in “Reinventing the Medium,” of 
“photography’s emergence as a theoretical object” (290), which she posits as being 
initially performed by Walter Benjamin, but which is called into question in an 
atmosphere in which photography has been recoded.    
46 Krauss has suggested that this kind of sustained, contemporary critical exploration, 
which connects historicity with new theoretical understandings of photography’s capacity 
for simultaneous analytical reflection and absorption, is driven by “the relationship 
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 Photography cannot find alternatives to the picture, as could the other fine arts. It 

 is in the physical nature of the medium to depict things. In order to participate in 

 the kind of reflexivity made mandatory for modernist art, photography can put 

 into play only its own necessary condition of being depiction which constitutes an 

 object. (341)  

Wall examines how, in the context of the European avant-gardes of the 1920s and 30s, 

for photography to “realize itself as a modernist art form,” the medium was tasked with 

fulfilling both the social and aesthetic needs of the era. A key factor in this equation, he 

observes, is the achievement of a new level of pictorial critical consciousness by means 

of its capacity for mimesis (or for bracketing and transcending the conventions of 

mimesis), which he understands in the context of the avant-garde (346-7).  “Conceptual 

art played an important role,” Wall argues, “in the transformation of the terms and 

conditions within which art photography defined itself and its relationships with the other 

arts, a transformation which established photography as an institutionalized modernist 

form evolving explicitly through the dynamics of its autocritique” (341). This 

understanding of photography as a reflexive medium – meaning it is self-aware and bears 

the capacity to perform self-critique – imbued with a sense of its positionality and 

potentialities, remains important to his conception of the medium as one bearing 

particular discursive and theoretical, historical, and phenomenological underpinnings.  

 Importantly, both as an early gesture and as a benchmark idea constitutive of his 

career to date, Wall theorizes conceptual art according to the logic of photography’s 

 
between obsolescence and the redemptive possibilities enfolded within the outmoded 
self” (290). Krauss here refers to the disruption and displacement of photography by new, 
transformational technologies, such as film and video. 
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depictive conditions. Following his argument, this means that conceptual art and 

photography’s histories are intertwined according to a negative dialectic premised in his 

trademark Greenbergian theory of vanguardism, wherein art remains a distinct and 

particularized category, relating only to itself and its inner dynamics, critiquing 

Aestheticism but also re-establishing Aestheticism as a “permanent issue” (345). It is in 

arguing for a meaningful, constitutive relationship between photography, conceptual art, 

and photography’s later status as an autocritical form that Wall’s emergent, ambiguous 

(and ambivalent) relationship with the movement begins to take form. He makes frequent 

use of the term “photoconceptualism” to describe the hybridity that resulted from 

photography’s mediation of conceptual art (346-47), suggesting that the photographic 

medium could offer unique contributions to the critical goals of conceptual art. 

 Referencing his pronouncements fifteen years later, in his 2012 article for the 

American journal Critical Inquiry, “Conceptual, Postconceptual, Nonconceptual: 

Photography and the Depictive Arts,” Wall seeks to radically revise his assessment, 

positing that although he still understood the complexity of photography’s role in the 

advent and development of conceptualism, he remains uncertain as to “whether there can 

be a preconceptual condition of photography and pictorial art as a whole [. . .] And, 

deriving from that, can there be a postconceptual condition of those arts?” (694). Turning 

to photography’s role in the matter of conceptual art itself, he here revisits his earlier 

consideration, in “Marks of Indifference,” that there is a “dialectic of negation in which 

conceptual art implicated photography that paradoxically breached the final, most subtle, 

barriers to the acceptance of photography as art,” and that the medium bore an important 

role in “the conceptual reduction of autonomous art” (695). Re-reading his earlier claims, 
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he then reneges, stating that, actually, “photography played no significant role” in the 

successful realization of conceptual art, and that “the very presence of photographs in 

works or discourse distracted or diminished the logic of the arguments conceptual artists 

were making” (695; italics mine), renegotiating the broadly–accepted notion that 

conceptual art is an art form prioritizing concept, or idea, at the expense of a concern for 

materiality, and that “any depiction would by the logic of the [artwork]’s conditions of 

legitimacy be external to it” (697). Here, Wall posits that, according to his 

reconsideration, photography and conceptual art belong to distinct legacies that cannot be 

combined, that the very nature of the hermeneutic strategies underlying these traditions 

and their conventions prevent them from co-mingling. In making such a statement, he 

argues both for the separation of the legacies of the traditions of photography and 

conceptual art, and for his own disconnection and detachment from the conceptualist 

legacy. In his view, he participates in the distinct photographic – and thus depictive – 

tradition. His previous idea that somehow photography had a hand in “the conceptual 

reduction of autonomous art” (695) – hinting at exactly the definition of conceptual art he 

employs in his reasoning – is revoked; he goes so far as to state outright, “I notice that I 

used the term photoconceptualism in my 1995 essay, and I’m horrified by that because 

I’ve been under the impression that I have always insisted that there is no such thing and 

that the term has no meaning. I don’t know how I could have made such a blunder” 

(697). His declared ‘horror’ is at the idea that he may have inadvertently legitimated the 

very terms he publicly abhors: a term that, for him, now bears an internal contradiction. 

 Wall’s statement, whether other critics agree or not, is important, in that this 

corrective speaks to a certain, individualized understanding of conceptualism that marks 
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the nature of the art he’s speaking to as a particular, singular ‘genre’ of conceptualist 

work emerging from the historical, chronologically-demarcated movement, rather than a 

‘type’ of work or methodology. Wall draws upon the historically situated, orthodox, 

formally specific model for conceptual art influenced, as are many arts scholars and 

artists, by the views of Buchloh, a preeminent art historian of the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first century specializing in conceptual art of the 1960s and 70s. In “Conceptual 

Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions,” 

published in October in 1990, Buchloh, who remains a canonically preeminent critic and 

theorist of the movement, begins what is effectively a self-consciously definitive 

summary of historical conceptual art by discussing the difficulties faced in attempting to 

historicize the movement from the point of view of two decades after the fact. 

Intriguingly, in so doing, he identifies that,  

 such a historicization must also address the currency of the historical object, i.e., 

 the motivation to rediscover Conceptual Art from the vantage point of the late 

 1980s: the dialectic that links Conceptual Art, as the most rigorous elimination of 

 visuality and traditional definitions of representation, to this decade of a rather 

 violent restoration of traditional artistic forms and procedures of production. 

 (105-7) 

He establishes that,  

 the proposal inherent in Conceptual Art was to replace the object of spatial and 

 perceptual experience by linguistic definition alone (the work as analytic 

 proposition), [and] it thus constituted the most consequential assault on the status 

 of that object: its visuality, its commodity status, and its form of distribution. 
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 Confronting the full range of Duchamp’s legacy for the first time, Conceptual 

 practices, furthermore, reflected upon the construction and the role (or the death) 

 of the author just as much as they redefined the conditions of receivership and the 

 role of the spectator. Thus they performed the postwar period’s most rigorous 

 investigation of the conventions of pictorial and sculptural representation and a 

 critique of the traditional paradigms of visuality. (107) 

While Buchloh acknowledges the movement’s complexity, he also ascribes to it clear, 

prescriptive tenets related to representation, perception, and visuality – the quality of 

being both visible and visual. Taking into consideration the important fact of Buchloh’s 

position47 as having theorized conceptual art from its outset and the modernist, 

structuralist semiological context from which he generated his ideas (as ground-breaking 

as they remain in their original context), the contrasting perspectives broaden both the 

discourse and the application of such theoretical tenets. In other models, historical 

conceptual art is comprised by a multiplicity of generic ‘types’ and methodologies, rather 

than a singular genre. This broadening of the frame allows for a sense of freedom from 

the need to develop a totalizing, structural theory, and also quintessentially extends the 

scope to include additional networks and communities within the paradigm of art 

production, that might constitute historical conceptualism.  

 Two contemporary exhibitions of conceptual art have influenced a broadening of 

the definitions and theoretical and geographic boundaries of the historical conceptual art 

 
47 For a critical response to Buchloh’s essay that situates it in the debates around the 
movement of the early 1990s, at one of the earliest phases of the movement’s 
reconsideration, see Joseph Kosuth and Seth Siegelaub, “Joseph Kosuth and Seth 
Siegelaub Reply to Benjamin Buchloh on Conceptual Art,” October 57 (Summer 1991), 
pp. 152–157. 
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movement. The exhibitions Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin 1950s–1980s at the 

Queens Museum, in New York, in 1999, and Traffic Conceptual Art in Canada 1965–

1980, which toured Canada from 2010 to 2012.48 Together they represent a long moment 

of resurgence in interest in attending to the neglected international histories of conceptual 

art, but Traffic also featured and contextualized Wall’s Landscape Manual within the 

development of Vancouver conceptualist photography and the evolution of conceptualist 

art in Canada more broadly. Moreover, it attended to the ways that Vancouver regionalist 

conceptualism, as a distinct phenomenon, could be mapped onto expansive re-

examinations of the movement.  

 Traffic49 represents the first attempt to organize a cross-country examination of 

the production of conceptual art in Canada, and as such, presents a useful context for 

Wall’s polemic. In their introduction to the catalogue for Traffic, Grant Arnold, Vincent 

Bonin, Catherine Crowston, Barbara Fischer, Michèle Thériault, and Jayne Wark, write,  

 
48 Australian art historian Terry Smith, who curated the section representing Australia 
and New Zealand in Global Conceptualisms, notes the usefulness and responsive nature 
of Traffic as a project claiming and exploring Canadian conceptual art given that Canada 
was notably overlooked in the international exhibition. Terry Smith, “One and Three 
Ideas: Conceptualism Before, During, and After Conceptual Art,” e-flux Journal 29 
(Nov. 2011), https://www.e-flux.com/journal/29/68078/one-and-three-ideas-
conceptualism-before-during-and-after-conceptual-art/, 30 Jan 2019. 
49 Traffic is a project originally conceived by curators Barbara Fisher and Catherine 
Crowston; the exhibition and catalogue are the result of a collaborative effort between the 
Art Gallery of Alberta, the Justin M. Barnicke Gallery (University of Toronto), and the 
Vancouver Art Gallery. The exhibition toured the following locales (in chronological 
order): The University of Toronto; Halifax; Montreal, Edmonton; and Vancouver. Vytas 
Narusevicius, “Traffic: Conceptual Art in Canada 1965-1980,” Review of Traffic: 
Conceptual Art in Canada 1965-1980, ed. Grant Arnold and Karen Henry, B.C. Studies, 
30 Sept. 2015, https://bcstudies.com/book_film_review/traffic-conceptual-art-in-canada-
1965-1980/, 1 Aug 2020.  
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 Over the past fifteen years or so, conceptual art has been the subject of historical 

 studies and exhibitions that have situated it as a global phenomenon that runs 

 counter to the traditional mapping of the art world, in terms of centre and 

 periphery, by focusing on its specific modes of development in Africa, Asia, 

 Eastern Europe, and Latin America, as well as in its more thoroughly documented 

 elaborations in Western Europe and the United States. (13) 

Explaining that there remains a dearth of studies on Canadian conceptual art, or 

transnational movements in conceptual art as they pertain to Canada, they explain how in 

Traffic they attempt to map the breadth of conceptual art produced in Canada, accounting 

for its “influence and diversity,” as well as the “profoundly artist-driven nature of these 

iterations within a larger global phenomenon” (14). As such, the contributors present a 

useful, geographically specific counternarrative to the more narrow orthodox, generic 

(and historically-situated) narratives Wall takes up in his writings, and extend the 

boundaries of conceptual art’s histories with a strong awareness of the limitations of 

Buchloh’s arguments for the movement.  

 Traffic, one of several retrospective examinations of the movement, is a 

prominent example representing a simultaneously national and regionalist exploration of 

locus-specific-but-networked activities. It renegotiates the ways that conceptual art might 

be understood from a contemporary Canadian position while considering the movement’s 

canon. It builds from an emerging tradition in the larger art world, where reexaminations 

of institutional definitions of art movements might be historicized and amended. Such 

revisions help reflect the particularities that were overlooked in favour of the generalizing 

tendencies frequently institutionally adopted at the outset of an emerging shift in 
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discourse, such as that which occurred when conceptual art came to be recognized and 

named by a select, elite circle of curators and critics. Furthermore, as art historians 

Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson contend in the Preface to Conceptual Art: A 

Critical Anthology (1999),  

 Compared to other neo-avant-garde movements that emerged during the 1960s, 

 conceptual art is conspicuous by virtue of the lack of serious discussion by art 

 historians and critics over the last two decades. This gap in the reception is 

 particularly ironic given the tremendous influence conceptual art has had on 

 subsequent artistic development, on the critical discussion surrounding the 

 concept of postmodernism, and on the recognition and use of, more generally, of 

 various forms of theory by artists, critics, curators, and historians. (xiv) 

Alberro and Stimson observe how the movement has largely gone unmitigated by critical 

analysis, and that the insufficiency of the critical reception is being addressed only 

decades later. They here contend that the drive to retroactively explore the dimensions of 

conceptualist production, even as related to the already canonical/canonized period of the 

mid-1960s to the early-1970s,50 opens up the movement to increased critical scrutiny, 

exposing detailed narratives and occurrences, not to mention lines of influence, that have 

previously been overlooked or overshadowed. These shared observations underscore the 

ways that the critical neglect of conceptual art in Vancouver is related to a broader 

pattern of neglect of the field of conceptual art in general. The very same “lack of serious 

 
50 The precise chronology of conceptual art (or the so-called “first wave” of the 
movement) is under debate, but the popular understanding follows Lucy Lippard’s 
shorter version, 1968-1972 as promulgated by means of her important text, Six Years: 
The Dematerialization of the Art Object (1997). 
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discussion” around the breadth of conceptual art, despite its “tremendous influence” 

(Alberro and Stimson xiv), extends to the discourse surrounding Vancouver’s 

contributions to the broader movement. 

 The retrospective gaze shifting the delimitations of conceptual art reframes Wall’s 

arguments and historicizes them. By illuminating and attending to the seeming 

contradictions between “Marks of Indifference” and “Conceptual, Postconceptual, 

Nonconceptual,” Wall effectively contextualizes his position according to a very specific, 

limited definition of what kind of work, and what mediums, might be categorized as 

conceptual. Although he provides a sense of the kind of thinking and intention that 

constitutes these definitions, there are certain subjective qualifications that mark his 

understanding, in his latter essay, that  

 conceptual art had only one objective: the reduction of art to an intellectual 

 statement of the legitimacy of the intellectual statement itself as a work of art […] 

 to pass beyond the status of art needing to be an object or a work, to posit it as 

 something utterly other to all of that. The model work of conceptual art is a text 

 that argues successfully for its own status as a work of art under the existing 

 criteria of autonomous art, but that, in succeeding in doing so, passes beyond 

 those criteria, and that of autonomous art as well. Once this argument is made and 

 given its appropriate form, the conceptual reduction is completed and, in effect, 

 conceptual art is also completed. At least its invention and formulation is 

 complete, and there is nothing further to be articulated or created, posited, or 

 proven. (695-6) 
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His framing of the phenomenon he calls “conceptual reduction,” or the strict tendency 

within genres of conceptual art to adopt the “objective” to be reduced to “an intellectual 

statement itself as a work of art,” suggests that, for Wall, one of the key tenets of 

conceptual art is the fundamentally inconsequential nature of the physical work, and 

certainly, to the “non-depictive” nature of work that could be considered according to this 

generic rubric. Thinking through works by conceptual artists with notable artworks in 

photographic media such as Douglas Huebler and John Hilliard, and referencing the use 

of photography in works by Kosuth, Graham, Smithson, Mel Bochner, and Ed Ruscha, he 

argues that although the artists are using photography, they are not using it as a 

fundamental element of a reductivist conceptual method, in that the medium is always in 

dialogue with text. Because, as he frames it, the text forms the “assignment” (the 

conceptual crux) of the work, the actual work is based in the “structure, concept, or 

assignment” (698), which is more or less textual. And, photographs so conceived, 

although they play a role in conceptual reduction, are not photoconceptual, nor do they 

have “relevance to photography and the depictive arts” (699). 

 Wall states at the essay’s conclusion that there is an irreversible structure to the 

continual evolution of avant-garde art, and that while “the transcending of the boundaries 

of depiction and, to a lesser extent, of autonomous art has been the mainstream of the 

history of contemporary art,” “autonomous depictive art forms” (703), which he argues 

are “nonconceptual,” are “relegated” to a “less dominant” position within the 

contemporary art field (704). Although he concedes that, in coming after conceptual art, 

depictive arts have a logical “relationship to the postconceptual condition” (704), he 
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insists that they are defined by their aesthetic value and status as autonomous art – a 

comment that notably fails to account for the importance of image captions and titles. 

 The idea that the pictorial or depiction-centred qualities of photography might 

contradict and disqualify the ‘conceptuality’ of an artwork does not conform to the 

contemporary reading and revised understanding of conceptualism in art as a broader 

type or kind or art. As the broader discourse of descriptivist art historical projects such as 

Traffic contend, pictorial (depictive) qualities do not definitively cancel out the centrality 

of the idea in representational, medium-based work.51  The movement is multiplicitous 

and includes a variety of geospecific movements. What might best define an artwork as 

‘conceptual’ has less to do with medium-specificity, and more to do with the work’s 

relationship to ideas of advanced capitalism, including art’s commodity status, and the 

development of the paradigmatic transformations of “the logic of informatization” 

(Alberro Politics of Publicity 3), as well as a questioning of perceptual codes, 

representational systems, and linguistic structures enframing visual art and its 

interpretations (Arnold et al 13). And while the “challenges to the autonomy of the art 

object” (Bartels et al 9) are a central tenet to the conceptual art movement, arguably, a 

work produced after the advent of conceptual art is created under the conditions of 

viewership and reception of the movement, meaning that even work declared to be 

 
51 The broad revision to the definition of how conceptual art is conventionally framed 
builds from Lippard’s argument that conceptual art is “work in which the idea is 
paramount and the material form is secondary, lightweight, ephemeral, cheap, 
unpretentious and/or dematerialized” (vi), as published in “Escape Attempts,” the 
introduction to her Six Years: the dematerialization of the art object 1966-1972 (1973; 
2001). Note the revision to her earlier theories, wherein conceptual art was purported to 
be only art that has been “dematerialized” (iv). 
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apolitical and aestheticized will be interpreted according to the specific critical contexts 

of its production and display. 

 The orthodoxy of the movement, to which Wall subscribes in electing to use 

specific examples and language, is also worth examining. The historical view to which 

contemporary adaptive theorizations respond relates specifically to early and persistent 

critics such as Buchloh, who theorized the works and practices of a particular group of 

conceptual artists best known for their affiliation with art dealer Seth Siegelaub in New 

York, beginning in the 1960s. This group includes artists most canonically associated 

with the historic genre of conceptual art: Joseph Kosuth, Carl Andre, Sol LeWitt, and 

Lawrence Weiner. As Alberro contends in a 1994 interview conducted by Buchloh,52 

ostensibly speaking to the same group of conceptual artists as Wall appears to be framing 

in his statement about the “logic of conceptual art,” “there was not one unified theoretical 

model of Conceptual Art in the mid-nineteen sixties but several competing models” 

(128).  

 Alberro’s corrective correlates with Lucy Lippard’s earlier contention that there 

are as many definitions of the genre as there are artists (Goldie and Schellekens xi). And 

so the question might be: to which specific model or set of models does Wall refer in his 

denying the importance of photography to conceptual art? Why is the denial of such an 

affiliation important to him and his artistic identity? The discussants in Buchloh’s 

interview represent divergent views, gesturing to several lineages within conceptual art, 

 
52 Interview by Benjamin Buchloh with Alberro, Rosalind Krauss, Thierry de Duve in a 
special issue of October examining the legacy of Duchamp. Buchloh, Benjamin, et al. 
“Conceptual Art and the Reception of Duchamp.” October 70 (Autumn1994), pp. 127–
146.  
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often disagreeing on the boundaries of the movement and genre, including many for 

which photography played a not-insignificant role, such as the linguistic-photographic 

interplay of Kosuth’s installations, such as One and Three Chairs (1965), and Graham’s 

magazine works. But, to read photography as strictly a “depictive” medium – even in 

making concessions to the participation of photography in “conceptual reduction” – 

ignores divergent definitions and means for the categorization of art as conceptual, and 

for the potential for pictorialist or “depictive” work to transcend its discursive and 

medium-based constraints. It also ignores various definitions of what photography is and 

does. And, importantly, as key critics and figures in the movement such as Lippard have 

come to accept, it also overlooks the fact of the aestheticization and materiality of the 

photodocumentary objects shown in gallery exhibitions of canonical conceptual artists; 

indeed, this is part of conceptual art’s “failure” to achieve its initial aims as reiterated in 

Buchloh’s 1990 essay.  

 Wall’s arguments for photography’s fundamental incapacity to fit within the 

paradigm of conceptual art is based on the presupposition that, on the one hand, images 

are to be read according to prescriptive methods, assigned by the conditions of their 

production and display. This method for reading follows a limited and historically-

situated understanding of photography and art in general, aligned with Greenberg’s 

binaristic arguments for aesthetics and the relationship between class and fine arts.  

These orthodox readings overlook the potential for the conditions of reception to evolve 

beyond these traditions and conventions, and somehow sidestep the radical and 

revolutionary effects conceptual art of the late 1960s and early 1970s itself enacted 

within the interpretative framework for art. In conjunction to these inconsistencies, there 
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is also a tautological phenomenon, wherein the primary interpretation of Wall’s work is 

performed according to Wall’s auto-theorization, which Stallabrass summarizes as such:  

 In a number of elaborate framings of the history of avant-gardism, modernism, 

 conceptualism and the history of photography, Wall provides a thorough 

 contextualization of his oeuvre that is naturally referred to insistently by critics 

 and historians, and rarely escaped […] The dominance of that literature is seen in 

 the extent to which it is reprinted in monographs, and the regularity with which it 

 is cited by other writers. The manner of those citations is also remarkable for, 

 despite the very marked shifts in Wall’s positions over the years, his statements 

 are rarely held up to critical examination but are rather taken as incontrovertible 

 evidence for the interpretation of his pictures. (n.p.) 

Although Stallabrass’s observations are polemical, they also identify tendencies in the 

discourse around Wall’s work and writings. Strategically, then, considering alternative 

methods for (re)reading Wall according to alternate interpretations of conceptualism and 

against the grain of his auto-critique will contribute significantly to the conversations 

about his work, and to his theoretical legacy within Vancouver photographic 

conceptualism and art history more generally.  

In evaluating the potential to read photography into the trajectory of conceptual 

art, it is worth noting how “outmoded” and historically marked mediums might be 

interpreted multivalently within evolving art historical and theoretical paradigms. Art 

historian Rosalind E. Krauss argues, via her attentive reconsideration of Walter 

Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1935), that the 

function and interpretation of a medium changes according to the emergence and 
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evolution of discourse, which presents and encourages new critical methods for 

production and reception. She draws attention to Benjamin’s now classic reading of Paul 

Klee’s Angelus Novus, as one “who greets historical progress only by looking backwards 

at the storm of its destruction” (290), wherein an understanding of the present and future 

is achieved only by means of the analysis of the recent past, as if accessed by a “rear-

view mirror,” as Marshall McLuhan worded this phenomenon (The Medium is the 

Massage 74-5).  For Krauss, a founder of October magazine who, as such, is primarily 

interested in art’s social and critical, cultural contexts and conditions, scholarship on the 

photographic medium undergoes massive discursive changes consisting of three main 

considerations that affect the conditions of production and reception: first, 

“photography’s emergence as a theoretical object”; second, “photography’s destruction of 

the conditions of the aesthetic medium in a transformative operation that would affect all 

the arts”; and third, the “relationship between obsolesce and the resulting changes in 

recontextualizing ‘the outmoded itself’” (290). The transformative capacities of the 

medium result from a dialogue between the medium and its contexts of creation, 

dissemination, and interpretation, and these cyclical shifts are thus inbuilt within the 

institutional dynamics that undergird the art object’s trajectory and circulation in the art 

world. Photography is not simply “depictive”; the contemporary deployment of the 

photographic medium (as one which is, as Krauss contends, obsolete and 

recontextualized) imports and suggests a plethora of meanings. From a post-structural 

standpoint, photography produced under these conditions might be read as being 
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produced within the postmodernist phenomenon of “photography’s expanded field,”53 

and the specific conditions of photography in the contemporary art world from the 1970s 

onward. 

 Evidence that suggests that photographic works in conceptual art were not 

categorically at odds with conceptualism abounds in notable artworks of the movement. 

Take, for instance, a work that reflects the massive changes that were occurring at the 

advent of the conceptual art movement: Dan Graham’s multimedia series Homes for 

America (1966-67) [see fig. 3], is a work that bears importance in the earliest stages of 

Wall’s career (as his sustained interest in the work in his essay “Kammerspeil” attests), 

when his emerging work connected more deliberately and explicitly to conceptual art. 

Homes for America features photographs of suburban, single-family homes in slideshow 

format54 and, in its best-known form, in an article in Arts magazine. Here, Graham’s 

photographs arguably depict homes and, by metonymic and perhaps ironic means, a kind 

of aspirational lifestyle. Graham does not ascribe to the modes of expression Greenberg 

endorsed, certainly his work is not “autonomous,” but also positions himself politically in 

how he used images. He understands the incorporation of photography not only 

according to emergent experimentalist trends in art, but also experimental literary form, 

as well as in dialogue with ideas of intersecting formalisms as they might be taken up in 

architecture, as Wall notes in “Kammerspiel.” Graham notes the influence of Sol LeWitt 

and Donald Judd and, in particular, their transposition of French New Novelists and new 

 
53 See: George Baker, “Photography’s Expanded Field,” October 114 (Fall 2005), pp. 
120-40. 
54 “These photographs were premiered in 1966 as a slide show in the exhibition 
‘Projected Art’ at Finch College Museum of Art, New York” 
http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/homes-for-america/ 
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literary methods for understanding space.  He clarifies that although Homes for America 

has the potential to be read as a work of sociological criticism, he intended for his text- 

and image-based piece to be read as a critique of medium and form:   

 It’s not a sociological critique. In fact, it’s actually making fun of all the 

 sociological articles, with famous formalist photographers showing the sterility of 

 the suburbs . . . I’m taking the magazine page and I’m using it in terms of more 

 clichés. What I liked about magazines and pop music is that they dealt in clichés. 

 So I wasn’t really thinking about architecture but inherently through Sol LeWitt 

 and Judd, who both had different interests in architecture, there was an 

 appreciation or understanding of what was happening around me in the suburbs. 

 (N.p.) 

Graham’s interest in literary experimentalism in the work of LeWitt and Judd is useful 

here, gesturing to a critical interest in strategies of the historic European avant-garde for 

social intervention (a movement from interiority to the externality of social reality). In 

Homes for America, as kind of imitation of a lineage of critical interventionist work, 

Graham explores the potential for using these strategies as a means to examine his 

immediate surroundings and broader social environment.  

 Although Wall was taken with Graham’s work and began his professional career 

ostensibly participating in the conceptual art movement, as his practice matured, he 

developed post-conceptual strategies. That is to say, his practice incorporated strategies 

that result from and develop explicitly after conceptual art, but which surface during and 

are influenced by the movement. His output corresponded, it would seem, to the 

specifically formalist questions posed by artists practicing in the 1960s, but in ways that 
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deviated from the more canonical methods of approach most associated with those times. 

For instance, his work regularly responds to Greenberg’s formalist concerns and to the 

broader school of formalism that arose from Greenberg’s thinking, including Fried’s 

theoretical writings (Wall “Marks of Indifference” 153; Modigliani 36), drawing from 

conversations about aesthetics and aesthetic analysis, and intention. This stands in 

contrast to the post-Greenbergian, responsive thought of conceptual artists, inspired as a 

kind of cultural corrective to rigid ideas around the systemic role and purpose of the 

avant-garde. This latter trend prioritized sociopolitical, socioeconomic and hierarchical 

artistic and cultural concerns, and the related material anxieties most associated with 

conceptual art.  

Wall’s position, in its structural limitations, seems antagonistic to reading art 

materially and within broader narrative contexts. There is an emerging body of critical, 

twenty-first century scholarship that introduces more comprehensive definitions of the 

conceptual art movement, wherein the canon of art history’s narrow definitions, 

heretofore delineating and delimiting conceptual art’s boundaries as a movement between 

specific institutions and specific practices, becomes expanded and enriched by 

geographically and geopolitically diverse narratives that were left out of the canon. While 

part of Wall’s resistance to being classified as a conceptual artist has to do with the 

formal and orthodox discursive boundaries associated with the movement, there are 

additional issues that undermine and complicate his inclusion in and self-identification 

with this group. 

 The general grouping of Vancouver photographic art with or within the direct 

legacy of conceptual art remains a fraught association, as Leah Modigliani contends in 
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her discussion of the matter in Engendering an Avant-Garde: The Unsettled Landscapes 

of Vancouver Photo-Conceptualism (2018). Recounting the origin of the name and 

membership of the group, she explains that  

 The ‘Vancouver School’ or ‘Vancouver School of Photo-conceptualism’ began to 

 be applied to a number of artists in Vancouver around 1990, always including Jeff 

 Wall and Ian Wallace, and sometimes including Ken Lum, Rodney Graham, 

 Christos Dikeakos, Roy Arden, Arni Haraldsson, and Stan Douglas. It is difficult 

 to pinpoint the exact origin and date of use of the term(s), but it has since 

 appeared in a number of catalogue essays and in relation to exhibitions curated 

 around these Vancouver artists. (2) 

Here, she also parses how the group was not unified by “common formal attributes” or 

techniques, but primarily through a “common critical sensibility towards subject matter.” 

In a later passage summarizing the contemporary, retrospective understanding of the 

‘school’ as it now stands, Modigliani argues that  

 Historical accounts of the coming-of-age of ‘Vancouver photo-conceptualism’ 

 highlight what appear to be discontinuities between the diverse conceptual 

 experiments of the late 1960s and the larger photographs of the 1970s. This is, 

 however, a misreading that serves to establish the origin for the market success of 

 cinematographic photography in the 1980s and 1990s with earlier Cibachromes 

 made by Jeff Wall in 1978; a historical dating that retroactively aligns specific 

 Vancouver photographers (even artists younger than Wall and [Ian] Wallace) with 

 American critics and art historians claims that photography was poised to take on 

 the mantle of a seemingly irrelevant avant-garde in the late 1970s. (163) 
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This is by and large the argument of the dominant counter-narrative framing discussions 

of how Vancouver photography fits within art history’s and the broader art world’s grand 

narratives: this description was manufactured by institutions who would profit from the 

increased market relevance that participating within a recognizable, transnational (or 

global) movement might bring; that simplifying complicated narratives might make them 

more memorable and palatable to the art market. 

 That said, the nature of the correspondence of Wall’s intentional and material 

relationship to either Greenberg or conceptual art, is much less clear than an initial, 

superficial read might suggest. Traditionally, as Modigliani and other critics like Marina 

Roy (72) have interjected, the name “Vancouver photo-conceptualism” has been used 

retroactively to thematically connect the works of artists displayed in regional 

photography exhibitions for institutional and commercial purposes. The moniker was 

imported into new contexts to again link the production within heterogeneous 

photography-based practices emerging from Vancouver, and from students graduating 

from a handful of Vancouver-based university programs – most particularly those within 

the UBC Department of Fine Arts, established in 1958 – mentored by select studio 

instructors (for Wall it was primarily Ian Wallace, who in turn was taught by Iain 

Baxter& of N.E. Thing Co.) and influenced by their specific theory-inflected praxes 

(Watson 259-265). Wall’s relationship to avant-gardist ideas is complicated by the 

competing strategies evident within his artwork, on the one hand, and the ideas expressed 

in his critical writing on the other. While the dual avenues of creative production and 

thought can often be read in tandem to present a holistic image of Wall’s thinking, there 

are also points of contention, and even contradictions, that emerge when his practices are 
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critically examined side by side, particularly in relation to competing theories of art and 

culture referenced in his work and in some of the best known expository texts that 

enframe his work in the history of North American and Western European photography. 

As Stallabrass contends, there are also the ways that the reading of his praxis is further 

complicated by his auto-theoretical performances of self-analysis in the body of his 

criticism. It is worth noting that for Wall, an understanding of exactly how his own 

research- and creation-based praxis relates to conceptual art underwent a dramatic 

evolution, and continues to be revisited and reconceived, as discussed above. By means 

of this initial shift in personal perspective, as well as the historical and critical conditions 

of his emergence as a practicing artist-critic-theorist participating in the international 

circuitry of the art world, the influence of conceptualism continues to make its way into 

the reception of Wall’s work, and it would seem, too, that his early sympathies with and 

prolonged dialogue with the movement continue to inform aspects of his practice, 

although in ways that might seem paradoxical or sit uneasily in relation to his intentions 

expressed within his work. 

 

Clement Greenberg, Modernism, and the Avant-Garde 

 In their 2007 interview,55 English critic John Roberts presses Wall on the 

numerous connections between his photography and writing practices that correspond to 

“a previous history of avant-garde writerliness” central to the identity of conceptual art’s 

academic artists as artist-critics (331; 333). Roberts draws attention to how “the ‘turn to 

 
55 The interview was conducted by email correspondence February to August 2006, but 
published in Oxford Art Journal in 2007. 
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writing’ by this generation [of conceptual artists of the ‘60s and ‘70s] […] was very 

much about re-entering modernist history before modernism, as a way of reasserting their 

artistic autonomy” (333). When Wall rejects Robert’s claims that his writings are a 

fundamental part of his artistic practice, Roberts observes how this reaction demonstrates 

an affinity for an “exceedingly unwriterly reading of modernism” that connects Wall’s 

attitude to American formalism, by way of Greenberg and Michael Fried (333).56 Wall’s 

response flags his desire to break with the experimental traditions of the 1960s and 1970s 

avant-garde that underscored the conceptual art movement in favour of a nostalgic return 

to what he terms “artistic knowledge.” This form of knowledge, favoured by Greenberg, 

is distinguished by its premise in both medium and disciplinary specificity, as well as in 

the experience of viewing and interpreting art as a unique and specialized activity. 

Wall’s arguments in “Kammerspiel,” as they delineate a broader understanding of 

Graham’s work in particular and canonical, orthodox conceptual art in general, call to 

mind the polemics of Greenberg’s “Avant Garde and Kitsch” (1939), the primary 

inquisition into the Greenbergian  “natural order of things” in “cultural tradition,” the 

divisive modernist treatise on art with whom the majority of Western artists of the 1960s 

and 70s period were in critical dialogue, either directly or indirectly. Opening his 

 
56 At the time of Wall’s early career, the impact of Greenberg and other formalist 
modernist thinkers in Vancouver cultural production is undeniable, whether in connection 
or reaction to conceptual art and conceptualism. Although his influence was already 
present in the city long before, Greenberg was among many of the luminaries of critical 
theory who spoke at Modernism and Modernity, an influential conference exploring 
modernism in Vancouver in 1981. The conference focalized key theoretical and 
philosophical debates around topics such as history, culture, and aesthetics, signaling how 
regionalism might come to be pollinated by broader conversations and ideas. The 
conference gave broader (and local) audiences the opportunity to enter into dialogue, 
literally and metaphorically, with modernist ideas in a face-to-face environment. The 
conference likely inspired local communities to engage anew with modernist debates. 
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manifesto, Greenberg asks, “what perspective of culture is large enough to enable us to 

situate [cultural objects] in an enlightening relation to one another?” (3), setting the stage 

for his arguments for a binary method performing just this.  

 In what now reads as a historic testament to institutionalized art’s inbuilt appeal to 

the elite, Greenberg asserts that avant- and rear-gardes – which he terms Kitsch – exist in 

a kind of symbiosis with one another, with avant-gardes representing high culture (“the 

city’s traditional culture”) – a culture of the “ruling class,” and rear-gardes standing in for 

the taste cultures of the masses, “peasants who settled in the cities as proletariat as petty 

bourgeoisie” (8), “using for raw material the debased and academicized simulacra of 

genuine culture” that cultivates a kind of “insensibility” to the “values of genuine 

culture” and a tendency toward “the diversion that only culture of some sort can provide” 

(10). Greenberg argues for a return to a genre of culture and cultural production that 

might destabilize what he terms the “universal literacy” he attributes to Kitsch, as a result 

of the urbanization of the “masses of Western Europe and America” at the advent of the 

industrial revolution (9), and posits that the possibility for this return is predicated in the 

idea that art exists as a kind of zero sum phenomenon that bears a universal truth: 

 All values are human values, relative values, in art as well as elsewhere. Yet there 

 does seem to have been more or less of a general agreement among the cultivated 

 of mankind over the ages as to what is good art and what bad. Taste has varied, 

 but not beyond certain limits; contemporary connoisseurs agree with the 

 eighteenth century Japanese that Hokusai was one of the greatest artists of his 

 time; we even agree with the ancient Egyptians that Third and Fourth Dynasty art 

 was the most worth of being selected as their paragon by those who came after. 
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 We may have come to prefer Giotto to Raphael, but we still do not deny that 

 Raphael was one of the best painters of his time. There has been an agreement 

 then, and this agreement rests, I believe, on a fairly constant distinction made 

 between those values only to be found in art and the values which can be found 

 elsewhere. (13) 

Greenberg here makes the argument for relative but distinct aesthetic values specific to 

art, making clear the intangibility but also the undeniability and ahistoricity of “good art” 

(13). 

 Critic Boris Groys observes how the essay “was obviously written with the 

intention of legitimizing the avant-garde, of defending the avant-garde against its critics. 

However, it is difficult to imagine a text that is less avant-garde in its main 

presuppositions and its rhetorical makeup” (179). He notes how, for Greenberg,  

 the ideal spectator of avant-garde art is less interested in it as a source of aesthetic 

 delectation than as the source of knowledge, of information about art production, 

 its devices, its media and its techniques. The art here ceases to be a matter of taste 

 and becomes a matter of truth. In this sense one can say that avant-garde art is, 

 indeed, autonomous – as a modern science is autonomous, e.g. independent of any 

 individual taste or political attitude. Here the famous Greenbergian ‘autonomous 

 art’ ceases to be a synonym for ‘elite taste’ and ‘ivory tower’. It becomes instead 

 simply a manifestation of technical mastery and knowledge that is accessible and 

 instructive for everybody who is interested in analysing and possibly acquiring 

 such mastery and knowledge. (181)  
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Groys observes that for the contemporary viewer, Greenberg’s conception of extreme 

class divisions that dictate the socio-culturally and economically-predicated interpretation 

of artwork is no longer applicable and is the result of an understanding informed by the 

archaic schema of “the Romantic opposition between work of art and industrial product”– 

a dynamic contradicted in a society where “roles of the producer and the consumer of art 

have been combined, producing an ambiguous relationship on the part of the individual 

and the work of art” (182). Groys’s reading underscores how the dynamics at the base of 

Greenberg’s theory have shifted tremendously under current conditions and suggests that 

contemporary readers might interpret his arguments for distinct cultural categories 

differently. The material shifts foregrounded here inform the ways that Wall takes up 

Greenbergian thought, revisioning thinking premised in medium’s formal capacities as a 

method for dealing with the complexity of the present and for critically engaging with the 

discursive histories of visuality and representation from a present-day standpoint. 

 Greenberg’s assertions, thoroughly historicized, also belie an approach informed 

by colonialism, imperialism, and Enlightenment Humanism. For art historians and art 

theorists, as for Groys, the treatise signals a subsequent wave of important responses to 

the avant-garde that expanded and extended the ways that high and popular culture would 

come to be understood in a context informed by post-industrial labour relations. 

 The essay’s ideas indirectly shape the manner in which Arnold and his colleagues 

address conceptualist avant-gardes in the Traffic project, particularly as a movement 

“responding to and partaking in the broader social upheavals that emerged in the 1960s” 

(13). More directly, Greenberg’s arguments inspired a number of the references 

necessary to understanding the critical framework for conceptual art more broadly, 
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including the two movements that Wall and others mention as being the art historical 

precursors to conceptual art: Minimalism and Pop, which are consistent with 

Greenbergian thought in their strong connections to the idea of industrialism and 

commercialism, their generally ambiguous relationships to the idea of a “general 

agreement among the cultivated of mankind over the ages as to what is good art and what 

bad” (Greenberg 13), and to their often playful relationship to the idea of art’s autonomy 

within the conditions of the everyday. 

 Peter Bürger, in his Theory of the Avant-Garde (1984), marks a departure from 

“aestheticist” art, which he positions as art that, according to Jochen Schulte-Sasse, 

“severs itself consistently from all social relevance” (xiv). Speaking to the art historical 

context to which Greenberg addressed his analysis (which Bürger frames as the 

“historical precondition for the development of art” at the beginning of the twentieth 

century), and citing Greenberg’s idea that the methods of aestheticist artists are 

traditionally premised in an inward turn and “an intensification of artistic autonomy” 

(xiv) rather than an interest in the collective or common, Schulte-Sasse observes that 

Bürger argues for the idea that “the turning point from Aestheticism to the avant-garde is 

determined by the extent to which art comprehended the mode in which it functioned in 

bourgeois society, its comprehension of its own social status” (Schulte-Sasse xiv). This 

suggests that, for Bürger, art which displays an element of self-reflexivity vis-à-vis its 

positionality and participates in formal and social critique might be considered avant-

garde, but to do so it must resist succumbing to the cycles of institutionalization and 

depoliticization of what he calls the neo-avant-garde.  
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 Bürger clarifies that “in avant-gardiste work, the individual sign does not refer 

primarily to the work as a whole but to reality” (90), noting how the dynamics of the 

advanced avant-gardism of the contemporary, late-capitalist age, “a new type of engaged 

art becomes possible […] the avant-gardiste work does away with the old dichotomy 

between ‘pure’ and ‘political’ art” (90-1), ostensibly arguing that the Greenbergian binary 

separating art’s inherent, specialized values and those of “general culture” no longer 

apply in any straightforward manner. Read according to Bürger, Wall’s intentional 

pursuit of a kind of autonomy and neo-aestheticism within his photographic practice is 

part of a canny form of vanguardism that overcomes the tendencies of the neo-avant-

garde, in that the politics he addresses are internal to debates within formalism. 

 In a related gesture, Arthur C. Danto summarizes the post-Greenbergian radical 

effects encapsulated by Minimalism, Pop, and its antecedents as  

 philosophical exercises . . . each groping toward something that had finally to be 

 recognized by philosophy itself: whatever was to distinguish art from reality was 

 not going to be something evident to the eye. Once this was acknowledged, the 

 visual arts become detached from the act of vision, and the way was open to 

 fusion with the other arts. And it became a matter of artistic choice what is to be 

 the relationship between work and eye, and whether the eye is to be treated as part 

 of the mind or as an organ of sense that can be stimulated or violated.” (n.p.)  

Wall’s conceptualization of ‘visual’ art as being ‘visually’ indistinguishable from 

‘reality’ (which is to say, materially related to reality), inflected by a range of other 

artistic forms and disciplines, and intrinsically related to art’s recasting as a socio-

political medium in the 1960s, entailed a tremendous shift in art’s material and 
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conceptual status. This distinction is particularly transformative in relation to the 

Greenbergian notion of art’s “autonomy,” and the notion that art stands quite apart from 

reality, which Bürger argues is being intentionally resurrected in Wall’s praxis by means 

of his self-conscious use of narrative pictorialism (“On a Critique” 159). 

 To varying degrees, both Bürger and Danto enter into productive dialogue with 

Greenberg’s ideas in the development of their critical oeuvres, suggesting that modernist 

notions of the avant-garde remain central for artists coming of age in the mid-to-late 

twentieth century, at the advent of the post-medium condition. Bürger and Danto’s re-

readings of the differences between Greenberg’s typologies of art suggest how the 

formalist tradition represents an internal contradiction that can only be interpreted 

according to its historicity, and that is no longer as easily applicable within the broader 

fields of contemporary arts criticism. This interpretation of Greenberg’s arguments is 

reshaped with each attempt at redress and resurrection, including those which are 

undertaken by Wall. Art is enmeshed with its conditions and contexts of production and 

reception – and photography is no different – and thus contains an internal logic, as well 

as a spatiality and temporality that reflects this enmeshment. As such, Wall’s arguments 

for a prescriptive reading of photography within conceptualism benefit from a critical 

rereading under the revised conditions for interpreting conceptual art. 

 Wall references the advent of interdisciplinarity and democratization of the 

institution of art in his exploration and extrapolation of conceptual art and artists in 

“Kammerspeil” (original published version), where he posits that the “critical language 

developed within conceptualism is constructed from the discourses of publicity, 

journalism, academicism, and architecture” (267). He gestures to how art of this 
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movement and genre tends to focalize external concerns (‘reality’), rather than the inner 

worlds of the artists (related to the Greenbergian matter of “the city’s traditional 

culture”). Further, he points to how  

 artists like Graham, Daniel Buren, Lawrence Weiner or Joseph Kosuth understand 

 architecture as the discourse of the siting of the effects of power generated by 

 publicity, information, and bureaucracy in the city. While conforming to the idea 

 of bringing forward critical or analytical language as the antipode to the isolated, 

 auratic art object, these artists treat this language as not as a theoretical object 

 (thus formulating a treatise as a work of art, as did Art & Language), but rather in 

 terms of its physicality, its modes of production and enforcement of the urban 

 arena. (267) 

Wall argues that this “urban arena” represents the convergence of the forces that 

generated what he terms 

 the New Left’s critique of the interdependence of academicism and publicity, in 

 making explicit in many works the insight that both the university system and the 

 media monopolies, having been purged of socially critical ideas during the cold 

 war period, had become primary support-systems for new art in the same process 

 in which they were inscribed in a complex of bureaucratic structures of authority 

 and knowledge whose essential cognitive structure—one could almost say their 

 epistemology—is publicity. (267) 

Here, using the example of Kosuth, Wall illustrates his argument for an art that “presents 

a condensed image of the instrumentalized, ‘value-free’ academic disciplines 

characteristic of the American-type universities (empiricist sociology, information theory, 
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positivist language philosophy) in the form of 1960s high corporate or bureaucratic 

design” (267). In these statements, Wall fleshes out the ways that certain – for him, key – 

conceptual artists borrow strategies and systems from non-creative traditions to inform 

and give shape to their work. This thinking through of the critical methods employed 

within conceptual art, as they differ from and respond to Greenbergian modernist notions 

of art’s social vocation, provides useful evidence for the shortcomings Wall identifies in 

their attempts to transcend institutionalization by means of institutional discourse, and 

shed light on his logic in reverting to and recoding historical representational modes in 

his pictorial work. For Wall, conceptual art is synonymous with systems of bureaucracy 

and power, and uses the linguistic, utilitarian register of administrative systems to make 

meaning. He understands the production of conceptual art as antithetical to the modernist 

“traditional culture” of art. His exposition of his general interpretation of the movement 

that shaped his early ethos as an artist is not only telling in that it, like the selection of 

canonical conceptual artists he mentions repeatedly throughout the essay (and 

elsewhere),57 is selective and focused on a specific definition and method of production, 

but also in how it provides insight into his own critical methodologies and their 

historicity, and in their construction as antitheses to conceptualism. These contextual cues 

are significant because they elucidate Wall’s biases toward specific, largely American 

 
57 There is much to be said about influential Vancouver figures Wall does not name but 
whose cultural impact forms the backdrop of the city and shapes the localized 
understanding of the contemporary influence of historic avant-gardes. The similarities 
between Wall’s observations about conceptual artists and the disruptive practices of, for 
instance, William S. Burroughs, whose material explorations of text and media also 
incorporate a critique of institutional politics and systems, are notable and worth 
mentioning, given the intersections between Burroughs’ time in the city and the 
development of Wall’s early career. 
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artists, interpretations, and discourses of conceptual art. In demonstrating the ways that 

Wall’s analysis of conceptual art strongly connect to Greenbergian thought and its 

antitheses, and as such, the framework he applies imparts a series of interpretive 

tendencies and predispositions. Disambiguating Wall’s work and thinking from his 

arguments about conceptual art and photography offers useful pathways for reading 

conceptualism’s effects, and suggests pathways to understanding how his analysis of 

conceptualism and photography unveil critical strategies for approaching Vancouver’s art 

and institutional histories.  

Wall’s simultaneous (perhaps unwitting) participation in the development of 

Vancouver’s conceptualist photographic discourse and well documented discomfort with 

this seemingly imposed identity help to reveal the nuances of the city’s entanglement 

with specific modernist, avant-gardist narratives. In turn, his expressed self-distancing 

from conceptual art and ‘photoconceptualism’ also reveals details that allow insight into 

what can be interpreted as a general unease around conceptualism within other avant-

gardist communities in Vancouver – an uneasiness premised in a specific, inherited 

understanding of the politics underlying the conceptual that are premised in its 

institutionally-sanctioned history, canon, and reception, but which fail to capture its more 

peripheral expressions and potential political radicalism. 
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Chapter Three 
 
Vancouver’s Critical Conceptual Poetics: The ‘Vancouver School’ and the 
Kootenay School of Writing 
 

In this chapter, I again examine the ways that creative persona and practice combine to 

unveil details of how cultural communities interact with social and political environments 

in Vancouver. I analyze poetry by KSW poet Jeff Derksen as a means to accessing the 

ways that Vancouver’s critical conceptualist cultural production is founded in a response 

to both formalism and the socio-political conditions of the city and its institutions. While 

Jeff Wall responds predominantly to issues surrounding the institutionalization of art and 

visuality in his work, Derksen grapples with local and global political situations at the 

same time as he borrows from the formal political strategies of Language poets. 

Examining his work in relation to theories of conceptual art and writing, I suggest that 

elements of his writing practice reveal how the KSW and the Vancouver School of 

photography alike both use creative strategies to respond to aspects of the city, its 

histories, and its institutional culture. 

Derksen, a founding member of the Kootenay School of Writing (KSW), opens 

his poem “But What of the City Itself (For Neil Smith)” from his collection The Vestiges 

(2013) with geographically specific observations:  

In Buenos Aires in 1985, it was no longer possible to buy  

anything at night for what it had cost in the morning.  

 

So what, exactly, happened in 1848 in Paris? 
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Visiting Las Vegas in the mid-1960s was like visiting Rome  

in the late 1940s. (The Vestiges 69) 

These short preliminary lines, along with the title and dedication, reveal a number of key 

themes that appear throughout the body of Derksen’s writing, poetic and critical. The 

poems themselves perform incisive critical acts; here, the title and dedication reference 

Derksen’s collaborative work with pre-eminent critical geographer Neil Smith, exploring 

intersections between social theory, gentrification, and globalization in Vancouver.58 

Although the Marxist themes of the work are more obviously expressed in other poems in 

the same collection, such as, for instance, “The Parenthetical: Louis Althusser 

‘Ideological State Apparatus (Notes towards an Investigation),’ Lenin and Philosophy 

and Other Essays,” the poem that follows “But What of the City Itself,” there is a notable 

investment in socioeconomic themes, whether direct (“to buy”) or indirect (“1848 in 

Paris” refers both to the 1848 Revolution, or February Revolution, and to les journées de 

juin, the 1848 June Days uprising of French workers). Derksen’s use of everyday, often 

informal language and his use of reference, quotation, and form, denote a political and 

economic concern that, when cross-referenced with the interests expressed in his critical 

writings, contribute to a critical poetics situated in an activist practice – one that is 

grounded in social reality. Add to this Derksen’s long identification with the KSW, and 

his self-identification as a theorist of the KSW and its surrounding artistic communities in 

Vancouver, and readers can infer that these social realistic, critical, political poetics, 

 
58 See Neil Smith and Jeff Derksen. “Urban Regeneration: Gentrification as Global Urban Strategy.” Stan 
Douglas: Every Building on 100 West Hastings. Edited by Reid Shier. Contemporary Art Gallery/Arsenal 
Pulp Press, 2002, pp. 62-95. 
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versions of which are common to other members of the KSW, are also grounded in 

Derksen’s identity as a Vancouver poet, and the situatedness of the KSW as a Vancouver 

collective. 

Contextually, Derksen’s critical poetics as situated in Vancouver makes sense, 

given Vancouver’s investment in particularized readings of conceptual art as a genre 

engaged with not only histories of political unrest, but also politically charged responses 

to artistic formalism. In Vancouver, critical transactions loomed large and formed the 

basis of conceptualist cultural discourse.  Within visual arts criticism associated with the 

city there is a precedent for Derksen’s interest in geographic and political subjectivity, 

positionality, and in critical commentary informed by conceptualist art histories in the 

first published draft of Jeff Wall’s essay “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel” (1981).59 In this 

iteration of his text, Wall emphasizes that Benjamin Buchloh’s critical engagement with 

Dan Graham’s work was responsible for readings of the work revolving largely around 

its social and political connections – in short, the work’s potential to engage politically 

with real life. Wall begins his essay: “Interest in Dan Graham’s work has been strongest 

among antiformalists involved in the development of a sociology of illusion in relation to 

art. […] Buchloh has constructed an important argument about current art in which a 

canonical status has been given to Graham, along with Daniel Buren and Michael Asher, 

as ‘functionalists’” (11). The “sociology of illusion” to which Wall alludes references the 

 
59 As explained in a footnote on page 11 of Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interviews, 
Museum of Modern Art, 2007, this version of Wall’s essay was first published in French 
as “Project pour ‘Kammerspiel’ de Dan Graham,” 1981, Ière partie (1981), in Wall, 
Kammerspiel de Dan Gram, Daled-Goldschmidt, 1988, pp. 121-65.  It was first published 
in English as “A Draft of ‘Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel’” in Wall, Dan Graham’s 
Kammerspiel, Art Metropole, 1991, pp. 85-115, with editorial changes not approved by 
the author. 
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perceived goal of both the European avant-garde and the New Left and the Frankfurt 

School to collapse the boundaries between art and everyday life, the phenomenon John 

Roberts explains as “a profound shift in expectations about art that coincided with the 

demise of traditional bourgeois cultural relations and practices and bourgeois modes of 

aesthetic judgement” (1), and which Hal Foster observes in contemporary art as a “move 

away from [the] privileging of the imagistic and the textual and toward a probing of the 

real and the historical” (1). In his consideration of Buchloh’s reading of Graham’s work, 

Wall states,  

Buchloh’s insistence upon the evocation of this perspective in consideration of 

contemporary art is aimed at holding open the question of the historical memory 

(or loss of memory) of the art movement most closely aligned with the student 

radicalism of the New Left – conceptualism. Conceptual art is Buchloh’s starting 

point and essential frame of reference, it is seen as the connection between the 

presence of the history of modernism of authentic critical discourse and the 

problems of the present, in which that discourse seems threatened with extinction. 

In pressing the question of these connections, Buchloh develops new and 

significant contradictions, around which his demand for a functionalist post-

conceptualism turns. 

 

Buchloh identifies this functionalism with the continuation of critical theory’s 

attempt to expose the process of bureaucratic totalization of social life in 

“monopoly,” or “late,” or “neo” capitalism, and to delineate the resulting 

atomization, estrangement, and psychic regression of the individual subject. This 
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monumentalized repression, which corresponds to the interests of a nihilistic and 

destructive ruling class obliged to replace its own democratic traditions with 

authoritarian forms of rule, is both effected and reflected in the cultural sphere 

through the excessive aestheticization of the world. (12) 

While Wall is here setting the stage to respond critically to the predominance of 

Buchloh’s reading of Graham’s practice in arts criticism, he brings to the forefront a 

number of useful considerations in thinking through conceptual art’s reception and 

related perceptions about its goals related to the political and social activation of art – all 

while revealing Wall’s own interpretations of the movement. It also draws out the 

importance of arts and art-related criticism in shaping the dominant readings of artworks 

and art movements, and how critical engagement and reception came to occupy a key 

place in the evolution of the discourse around conceptualist artistic production, both in 

visual art and in writing. And while Wall’s arguments about Buchloh’s dispositions in 

reading conceptual art apply to conceptual cultural production broadly, at an international 

scale, they also speak to the realities of conceptualism as it is manifested in Vancouver’s 

conceptualist avant-garde communities more specifically, where it is grounded in the 

social realities of the city.  

The context of Vancouver, as a site for conceptualist work, shapes the nature of 

the outcomes of the city’s conceptualist production, in so much as the work generated 

responds, simultaneously, to social, political, and economic realities and to the critical 

discourse circulating in the city. It can be challenging to determine the boundaries 

between these realities and this discourse because they are constantly interchanging, in 

that the critical conversations emerge from these realities and seemingly render them 
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material. While Wall affirms these contextual elements as an artist-critic, Derksen 

engages in this project as a poet, processing his surroundings by means of language and 

poetics and also as a cultural critic. He participated as a panelist in the 2009 forum, 

Judgment and Contemporary Criticism, held in Vancouver and organized by 

Vancouver’s Artspeak artist-run centre and Filip magazine, and his talk was published as 

the essay “Times and Places of Critique” in the subsequent 2010 publication. In his essay, 

he argues, 

Today, at the tail end of the long moment of euphoric neoliberalism, the shape of 

art criticism – and more broadly, cultural critique – is both over-determined and 

agitated by rapid economic and cultural shifts that have yet to hit their discursive 

rock bottom. […] [I]n the long and troubled relationship of culture to the 

economic, the embedding of the economic into the cultural (in intensified and 

perhaps even novel ways characteristic of today) has produced new dynamics. 

(101) 

Derksen’s observations call up the language Wall employs in his analysis of Buchloh, but 

while Wall, writing in 1981, is critical of Buchloh’s interpretation of the “functionalist 

post-conceptualism” under capitalism and is concerned about its effects of 

“monumentalized repression” on the “individual subject” (12), Derksen, writing almost 

thirty years later, is considering that these “new dynamics” produced by the “embedding 

of the economic into the cultural” have yet to exhaust themselves and “hit their discursive 

rock bottom” (101). Wall and Derksen share similar observations about arts discourse 

and its economic relations, and their commentary, on variously the state of arts criticism 
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and its social milieu, offer considerable insight into the impetus underlying their own 

respective practices. 

 

Vancouver and The Kootenay School of Writing’s Conceptualism 

Vancouver has been the site of emergent cultural forms60 for much of its post-

Confederation history, and many of these forms have taken shape as a result of 

disruptions to institutional infrastructure. Along with the critical conceptualism of 

Vancouver School of photographers, the city has been the site of numerous artist-driven 

movements and communities that arose from, and in many ways extend the legacy of, the 

political and social unrest of the 1960s and 70s.61 Although the city was known for its 

experimental cultural scene, artistic life in Vancouver experienced growth at the outset of 

the Vietnam War, in part as a result of the cultural enrichment and cosmopolitanism 

produced by an influx of U.S. draft dodgers, the conscientious objectors who fled to 

Canada to escape forced conscription from 1964 and 1973, and other widespread anti-war 

sentiments, which encouraged creative expression and the formation of communities built 

around resistance and activism (“Destination Vancouver” n.p.). This sudden expansion 

resulted in a marked shift in the city’s internal cultures and brought with it new 

connections to international artistic communities. Early artist-run organizations and 

 
60 “Emergent” is here used according to Raymond Williams’ cultural materialist 
understanding of the word, and speaks to a combination of forms that can be dominant, 
alternate, or opposing, as developed in Culture and Society (1958). These cultural forms 
are united in their responsiveness to hegemonic movements and forms in culture. 
6161 The adoption and subsequent subversion of institutional structures and bureaucratic 
procedures puts the critical conceptualism of Vancouver groups in dialogue with several 
historic European avant-gardist groups, particularly the Surrealists, Dadaists, and 
Situationists.	
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communities such as Intermedia (1967–1972) and Michael Morris, Vincent Trasov, and 

Gary Lee Nova’s Image Bank (1969–1972) helped to forge local and international artist 

networks and centralize collective creative and interdisciplinary endeavours in the city’s 

core, at addresses including 358 Powell Street (the predominant physical address 

associated with Intermedia) and Morris and Trasov’s West End apartment (that which is 

most associated with Image Bank) (Tayler 59). Burgeoning postsecondary arts and 

literary programs stimulated the production of academic arts cultures in the city and on its 

radius.  

 While Vancouver gained international attention for its reputation as a centre for 

critical conceptualist fine arts photography thanks to the activity of Vancouver School 

artists, the city has also established a reputation as a centre for experimental writing. This 

is due in large part to the production, in Vancouver, of acclaimed small magazines such 

as Tish (1961–1969) and blewointment (1963–1983), and also to the (not-unrelated) 

influence of literary figures who relocated to or regularly visited the city during the 

Vietnam War period and brought with them their literary and scholarly networks. But, as 

the recession of the 1980s took effect in the province of British Columbia, there were 

signs of the advent of a massive ideological shift in attitude affecting the financial 

viability of publicly-funded cultural labour, affecting the general social climate, as well 

as the practical matter of the ongoing availability of provincial and federal funding for the 

arts, education, and culture.  

 As mentioned above, the cultural life of the city in the 1980s was primarily 

marked by the impact of a change in government in 1983. In May 1983, the British 

Columbia Social Credit Party was re-elected (they had come to power in 1975), with 
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incumbent premier Bill Bennett at the helm, on a campaign premised on “restraint” and 

cuts to government spending (Douglas 17). Bennett introduced twenty-six pieces of 

legislation that dramatically reduced social spending and restructured labour relations, 

building on a financial program that saw funding for education slashed in 1982 (Hanson 

2).62 These cuts affected a number of different communities and services and resulted in 

widespread protests. These dramatic cuts also forced many creative communities to 

recalibrate and restructure.  

 The David Thompson University Centre (DTUC) in Nelson, B.C. underwent a 

forced government closure in 1984, as a result of Social Credit’s Bill 20, the College and 

Institutional Amendment Act (Derksen “Kootenay School of Writing” 286). A group of 

its faculty members and students moved to Vancouver, declaring themselves the 

Kootenay School of Writing. Having already gained some notoriety from their position in 

the West Kootenay mountains, as a result of the DTUC’s use of experimental pedagogy, 

the group built on this reputation from the vantage point of the comparatively much 

larger city. The KSW hosted such international colloquia as the “New Poetics 

Colloquium” in 1985 and “Split Shift” in 1986, which have been credited with 

internationalizing the chiefly American Language poetry movement. Derksen argues that, 

“by organizing the ‘New Poetics Colloquium’ in 1985 (the first large-scale international 

 
62 In 1982, Premier Bill Bennett and his Social Credit party began a program that saw 
“significant layoffs in education” (Hanson 2); in 1983, Bennett’s government introduced t 
bills that “adjusted bargaining practices for public-sector workers, eliminated the 
province’s human-rights commission, indefinitely extended wage controls and otherwise 
cut spending” (Bailey n.p.). His cuts provoked “a coalition of unions and community 
groups, leading to labour disruptions and marches by tens of thousands of protesters in 
Vancouver and at the legislature in Victoria” (Bailey n.p.), and “brought B.C. to the 
verge of a general strike” (Mickleburgh n.p.). 
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gathering of the Language writers), KSW was associated with and made nearly 

synonymous with Language poetry by a discursive exterior that used cultural nationalism 

to frame the poetics,” much like Tish had done in the 1960s with New American Poetry 

(“Inside/Outside the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Site” 161). 

Such a web of influence connecting geographically disparate communities speaks 

to the development of an internal critical culture in Vancouver poetry not unlike that 

situated in the city’s visual art communities. Connecting the critical poetics of the KSW 

to those of the Language community, Derksen locates Language writers’s use of a mode 

of institutional critique to strategies originating in early conceptual art. He argues,  

It is useful to apply the model of conceptual art’s interventions into institutions in 

order to understand how cultural production circulates within and rearticulates 

sites. Joseph Kosuth pushed for art’s ability “to critique the institution while 

simultaneously provid[ing] an alternative to it” (253). Yet it could be argued (as 

Kosuth has) that the institutional critique in conceptual art, even when the 

institution is figured as an ideological state apparatus, turned conceptual art 

interventions too inward, resulting in an art that has merely opened the market to 

conceptual art. (“Inside/Outside” 134) 

Derksen observes that the critical strategies of the conceptual art movement are subsumed 

by capitalist market logics. His conclusions mirror contemporary analyses of conceptual 

art performed by its earliest critics such as Buchloh and Lucy Lippard. Modigliani also 

argues for a similar reading in her examinations of the economic and cultural dynamics of 

the Vancouver School as a critical movement that represents a sizeable share of the 

Canadian art market (2). Notably, Derksen’s arguments also connect with his contextual 
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commentary from his paper at Judgment and Contemporary Criticism and his discussion 

of the function of critique as both a determinant and an ‘agitator’ (101). The 

interconnections he makes between failed conceptualist institutional interventions and 

cultural criticism provide useful points of reference when considering the unique identity 

of the KSW. 

 The KSW was a group with a shifting membership and an evolving set of 

identities. The group is defined in a variety of ways, chronologically, politically, and 

aesthetically, according to a selection of related but competing histories. The small 

handful of scholarly attempts to both assemble, shape, and interpret the assemblage of 

official and unofficial creative activities, literary and otherwise, of the school ‘members’ 

are often contested or questioned by the same members whose names dominate the 

school’s narratives.  

 There have been attempts to theorize and formally categorize the group and its 

membership according to primary events and organizational ideas, often resulting in the 

manufacture of makeshift structural frameworks derived from a combination of empirical 

and ethnographic evidence. The first book to anthologize and analyze the KSW, Michael 

Barnholden and Andrew Klocubar’s Writing Class: The Kootenay School of Writing 

Anthology, published by New Star in 1999, when the group was still, by most definitions, 

quite active. Here, the authors argue that the group was united in their working class 

politics and their geographical and aesthetic detachment from mainstream Canadian cities 

(3) and Canadian literature (1), and formulated their collective identity according to a 

peripheral imaginary – a recurring theme in theorizing Vancouver’s cultural production 

in relation to broader national and transnational discourses.  
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 KSW scholar Jason Wiens’s dissertation is the first academic study to theorize the 

group and build from Barnholden and Klocubar’s claims for the KSW’s unifying maxim 

for a “politicized understanding of how art and literary production often contributed to 

the ruling class’s hegemonic influence over society” (Barnholden and Klocubar 2). This 

argument echoes and inverts the effects of Greenbergian modernism’s divisions between 

art and everyday life, which shaped the Zeitgeist – but draws out how the group’s 

“writers who were working in more ‘experimental forms’ – and writers working with 

various workers’ movements and organizations in and around Vancouver would 

eventually develop (or rather reveal) antagonisms that were not easily resolvable” (Wiens 

7). Wiens argues that although he is not attempting to manufacture or delineate KSW 

schools within his project, there were clear divisions, which he refers to as “different 

periods or phases characterized by differing regimes or juntas” (2), that shape the 

narrative of the group’s history. The notion that the history of the KSW can be divided 

into distinct phases is shaped, in part, according to the patterns and repeated arguments 

that emerge in the KSW archive at Simon Fraser University in Burnaby, B.C. (part of 

which has been digitized and can found at ksw.org), and the formal and informal shifts in 

leadership that occurred throughout the group’s administrative history as recorded in its 

formal institutional records, including grant applications and meeting minutes. However, 

participants in the membership and its theorization or canonization have spoken out 

against this genre of formal, hierarchical nomenclature, mainly because the group was 

strongly opposed to the politics of administration, and the school was originally formed 

as an alternative, anarchic means of community outreach and formation.  
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 There have also been arguments for even more flexible taxonomies. Derksen 

posits that the group formation is centred on its specific responsivity to the political crisis 

exacted by the Bennett government, and as such, the KSW existed primarily as a political 

response rather than an aesthetic movement, that it was, in effect, a “political action” 

(“KSW” 290). He continues, “I would say that KSW formed as an anti- or 

supplementary-institutional site but took the outward form of an institution” (290). 

Derksen suggests that the group emerged from “a dialogic relationship in the circulation 

of social conditions and political aesthetic decisions,” and the convergence and resultant 

manufacture of what Raymond Williams deemed “structures of feeling” and what 

Lawrence Grossberg called a “structure of necessity” (“KSW” 285). These factors are 

reminiscent of Wall’s observations about Buchloh’s “essential frame of reference” for 

reading conceptualism (Wall 11), and point to a similar sensibility premised in political 

urgency.  Derksen points to his own lived experience as a primary means of formulating a 

working theory for the movement (“KSW” 302), and self-reflexively enframes his 

arguments as his own “form of rhetorical totalization” (“KSW” 285), a statement that 

implies an inbuilt consciousness at the reductive nature of attempting to capture and 

represent the complexity of the group in a singular narrative. Clint Burnham, also a KSW 

poet from a similar era, argues that the KSW might be discussed more broadly and in 

neo-Lacanian terms, as a “movement” “that was as much about the street as the library, 

about art as literature, about politics as aesthetics, about community as the academy” 

(Poetry 12).  

 Both Derksen and Burnham develop a more porous framework in response to the 

impulse to interpret and historicize the collective, in recognition of the ways that, in some 
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cases, the historiography of the group has left out important parts of the group’s 

narratives, which, as with any large collective, were uneven and sometimes conflicting. 

These omissions resulted in the kinds of antagonisms Wiens suggests, although often the 

unevenness resulted from the reality that the group was polyvocal and organically 

mutable. Evidence implies that the group’s politics were consistently in flux (Mancini 2-

3). But, individual group members viewed their actions and participation as part of a 

collaborative, collective venture, and that participation was both individualistic and 

subjective, and shared and intersubjective.  

 Derksen and Burnham’s contemporary, KSW poet Lisa Robertson posits that the 

group established and re-established its form and intentions according to the subjective 

desires of its members and of the specific rhythms of the city: 

If there was conflict, it was because of the complex nature of the desire that 

indeed manifested itself in an irregular continuousness. Part of their work was to 

learn how to recognize new desire, and carefully to separate it from hegemonic 

compulsion. That was an ongoing task. […] There was conflict because there 

were many desires, erotic imaginations of new forms of intellection, interlocution, 

composition, and political movement in the city. To bring these multiple desires 

into temporary resonance was the repeating collective task. Fights would erupt. In 

this way, an undulant social harmonics was composed, a vibration that provided a 

buzzing ground for the individual compositions. This was a value. Tent-like, its 

space needed to be repeatedly reinstated, re-erected, since the materials, structure, 

and dimensions underwent permanent improvisation, as thought veered, as the 

city transformed, as the economy mushroomed. (“The Collective” 22-23) 
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Robertson observes that the nature of the “school” was such that its internal structures 

were attuned to the group’s surroundings and the irregular but constant rhythms of the 

city. Her reflections are themselves structured by a rhythmic, cumulative, generative 

poetics that reflects the ebb and flow, the kinds of accumulation of affect, and the types 

of community building she describes. She describes how these affirmative attributes work 

according to a sort of rhythmic consistency, and that by its nature, “Continuity must be 

irregular in order to effectively cluster the potencies of linguistic subjectivity and political 

life apart from capital’s metric” (26). Effectively, she suggests that it might be 

counterintuitive to attempt to retroactively impose structure on the decidedly “irregular” 

format of KSW’s collective identity, and that it might be more useful to consider the 

group’s inherent multiplicity rather than its unifying principles. 

 Although consensus on a singular narrative by which to collapse or encapsulate 

the somewhat amorphous group is unlikely and perhaps impossible, there were 

significant events, and broad and specific conditions that affected, the KSW’s formative 

years that shaped the kinds of work they produced. There are, for instance, distinct 

generic preferences, with evidence that works emerged across broad collective, site-

specific conversations, and as a result of exposure to specific movements, texts, guest 

speakers, and events. A marker of this phenomenon  is the unique critical deployment of 

literary conceptualism, suggesting the lasting impact of the local Vancouver interest in 

debates around conceptual art, with its transformations that reformed the ways that 

cultural production conceived of its conditions of production and reception, particularly 

including the critical discourses surrounding these conditions.  
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As Robertson advances, the KSW and Vancouver are inextricably linked, by 

measurable and immeasurable, material and immaterial means. There is a direct line of 

influence between Vancouver visual art’s uptake of conceptualism and the common 

interests of the poetry collective. One of the main approaches to understanding the critical 

conceptualist investment of the collective has been, as with Wiens’ project, to explore 

and theorize the contents of the KSW archive, which is rich in documentary materials, 

including formal, bureaucratic records. While the formal administration of the group was 

conducted according to institutional tenets and, at least from an external standpoint, 

shaped by the funding structures that enabled its existence and maintenance, as Derksen 

asserts, the impetus of the group’s formation and community participation was actually 

anti-institutional (“KSW” 290). As with many artists and groups of the conceptual art 

movement, the KSW resembled the very kinds of institutions it critiqued but was very 

resistant to narrativizing themselves. The divisions or shifts in leadership Wiens 

observes, such as when “a group of emerging feminist writers which included Lisa 

Robertson, Christine Stewart and Catriona Strang” took the helm (4), speak to how the 

group’s politics and collective identity were notably slippery and strongly related to its 

formal documentation, as demonstrated by the contents of the Kootenay School of 

Writing fonds at Simon Fraser University. The extent of the 1.89 meters of fonds contains 

“the administrative records of the School,” including “correspondence, grant applications, 

collective meeting minutes, budgets and annual financial reports” (Grazley 2). In this, 

there is a sense of the institutional mimicry of the quasi-institution, a form that emerged 

out of the creative, bureaucratic experimentation of the European avant-garde, then in 

conceptual art, where groups like Intermedia and N.E. Thing Co. would embody and 
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enact institutional rhetoric as a mode of subversion and resistant expression, as a form of 

detournement in their respective performances of formal meetings and other bureaucratic 

conventions (“Intermedia meeting” n.p.; Shaw n.p.).  

The influence of critical strategies undertaken within artist-run spaces and visual 

art is further underscored by the KSW’s participation in the creation of Artspeak, an 

artist-run gallery, in 1986. Artspeak’s formation and its mandate “to explore visual art at 

the intersection of text and language” (Collins n.p.) connects the KSW to the evolution 

and expansion of critical, conceptualist culture in Vancouver’s arts communities, a 

phenomenon of productive crosspollination that emerged with interdisciplinary 

Vancouver artist groups such as Intermedia and the Image Bank in the 1960s and 70s. For 

a year, Artspeak and the KSW shared a space wherein the literary and art communities 

“mingled through openings, workshops, and talks that are remembered for generating 

intense debates” (Collins n.p.). One of the first series of collaborative events was titled 

“Artists/Writers/Talks” and exhibitions in the gallery explored book-related projects and 

methods (Collins n.p.). Although Artspeak would eventually move from the KSW’s 

address at 105-1045 West Broadway to its own gallery space at 311 West Hastings and 

the intensity of their collaborations would wane, the relationships between the KSW and 

the gallery persisted by means of shared networks between KSW writers and Vancouver 

artists (including those of the Vancouver School of photoconceptualism), such as KSW 

poet Nancy Shaw’s involvement with Or Gallery and the KSW’s Dorothy Lusk’s 

employment by Jeff Wall (Burnham “Sitting in a Bar”; Patty Osborne n.p.). Artspeak 

maintains an interest in the intersections between art, language, and text (Collins n.p.).  
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In claiming the anti-institutional intentions in the adoption of an institutional 

structure, Derksen suggests that the KSW initially used this strategy in an oppositional 

way, to both adopt a formal institutional position in response to the political conditions of 

the day, and also to ridicule the language and theatricality of normative bureaucratic 

procedures. This, in combination with the group’s connections to contemporary 

conceptualist visual arts communities and political and aesthetic motivations and 

engagement, suggests that there is a consequential, contextual relationship between the 

KSW and critical conceptualism generally, and critical literary conceptualism more 

specifically. Members of the KSW, as with conceptual artists, harnessed textual strategies 

as a method for addressing their surroundings and for enacting social and political 

change. 

 

Conceptual Writing and Conceptual Art 

Conceptual writing’s relationship to criticism has chiefly been explored by scholars and 

practitioners according to conceptual writing’s relationship to strategies in conceptual art. 

In their 2011, anthology Against Expression,63 editors Kenneth Goldsmith and Craig 

Dworkin each wrote introductory essays tracing conceptual writing’s formal and generic 

lineage. Goldsmith highlights the idea that “writers and their role are being significantly 

challenged, expanded, and updated,” and that, as such, “we are in the midst of a literary 

 
63 Against Expression includes the work of two KSW writers, Dan Farrell and Donato 
Mancini, as well as the written works of conceptual artists including Duchamp, Kosuth, 
Huebler, and Graham, and writings by such Language writers as McCaffery, Fitterman, 
and Silliman. Notably, neither Farrell’s “Avail” (1999) and excerpt from The Inkblot 
Record (2000) and Mancini’s “Ligature” (2005) displays the overtly political, situated 
aesthetic typical of their KSW contemporaries, and instead ascribe to the predominantly 
formalist aesthetic favoured by the anthology’s editors. 
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revolution” (xix), connecting these observations to the digital turn and the availability of 

“digital, network-enabled strategies” at writers fingertips (xix). He compares the “rise of 

the Internet” in relation to writing to the arrival of photography in relation to painting: a 

technological advancement that has required the original medium to fundamentally 

“redefine itself” (xvii), and draws connections between conceptual writing and the 

creative, interventionist strategies employed by such artists as Marcel Duchamp (xx), 

Andy Warhol (xxi), and Sol LeWitt (xxii). Dworkin makes an argument for a genealogy 

through the conceptual art movement more specifically, claiming, “I coined the phrase 

conceptual writing as a way both to signal literary writing that could function 

comfortably as conceptual art and to indicate the use of text in conceptual practices” 

(xxiii), framing conceptual writing as “a theoretically based art that is independent of 

genre” (xxiii).64 Dworkin argues that “the range of interventions made by the 

foundational works of conceptual art is . . . instructive” (xxiv), and gestures to how, “In 

the 1960s, conceptual art challenged some of the fundamental assumptions of the art 

world: the nature of the art object, the qualifications for being an artist, the fundamental 

role of art in its various institutional contexts, and the proper scope of activities for the 

audience” (xxv). Both Goldsmith and Dworkin employ tight frameworks for their theses, 

couching their assertions in examples borrowed from canonical art history. Although 

Goldsmith and Dworkin each approach the subject at hand according to different 

genealogies – Goldsmith according to technological paradigm as it relates to artistic 

 
64 Dworkin here cites his earlier “Introduction” to the UbuWeb Anthology of Conceptual 
Writing, http://www.ubu.com/concept/index.html 
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practice and Dworkin, to art historical references – the framing argument common to 

both is that of conceptual art’s critical potential.   

Critic Brian Reed notes some limitations to Goldsmith and Dworkin’s art 

historical genealogies, namely, that Goldsmith’s version of conceptual art is too strongly 

focused on Warhol (“the author acknowledges the importance of conceptual art, but then 

relates it to the career of a single individual”) (155), whereas Dworkin’s “version of 

conceptual art is wholly orthodox” and confined to a version of conceptual art “traceable 

back to Lucy Lippard’s Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object (1973)” (155) 

– a text that Lippard herself has revisited and substantially revised, particularly in the 

amended version of her text, released by University of California Press in 1997. Reed 

observes that, in terms of the premise for Dworkin’s arguments, “One can . . . construct 

other, differently inflected historical narratives that still include both conceptual writing 

and conceptual art. Furthermore, they do not necessarily emphasize dematerialization or 

the reduction of art to information about information” (155). Critiques of both authors’ 

introductions demonstrate a generalizing tendency; both attempt to manipulate art 

histories according to their arguments, overlooking the plurality inherent to the examples 

and genres they are attempting to harness, and both neglect to attend to the historical 

situatedness of the examples of artworks and artists they are citing. Reed frames these 

observations according to a need to acknowledge and contextualize the artworks within 

the framework of the massive ideological shifts occurring throughout the twentieth 

century, citing Johanna Drucker’s suggestion that “‘new critical vocabulary’ is necessary 

to discuss art after modernism” because of shifts in political and economic realities (qtd 

in Reed 157).  The habit of collapsing artistic strategies from conceptual art into formal 
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strategies in contemporary conceptualist poetic practice neglects to acknowledge the 

central importance of the originary social and cultural contexts of the conceptual art 

movement and the art-making practices of its artists. To this I add that the fundamental 

discrepancy between historic and contemporary forms requires careful attention for a 

number of subtler, more nuanced reasons (recalling Fredric Jameson’s imperative to 

“Always historicize!” (9)). Both Goldsmith and Dworkin attend to the ways that artists 

employed appropriation in their work – Dworkin particularly celebrates the mythos 

established by Douglas Crimp’s 1977 Pictures show (xl)65 – but neglect to mention the 

radicality of these gestures, and how they directly reflected or responded to social and 

cultural issues of the day. Both also appear indifferent to the ethical implications of the 

replication and reification of these historic strategies, celebrating instead how the 

employment of formal, conceptualist strategies writing indicate how “the underlying 

ethos and modes of writing have been permanently changed” (Goldsmith xxi), and that 

“the legacy’ of Ovid’s account of Echo has been ‘recontextualized as the birthright of an 

author” (Dworkin xlvii). 

 Within the discourse of conceptual art, the importance of attending to the historic 

situatedness of the movement has been all but overstated. At the opening of his essay, 

“The Promise of Conceptual Art,” art historian Blake Stimson recalls the importance of 

the specificity of the conditions under which conceptual art emerged, framing his 

argument around Joseph Kosuth’s summary of the movement in The Fox (1975-76),66 the 

 
65 Goldsmith also refers to a number of Pictures artists but does not mention Crimp’s 
primary exhibition specifically (xxi). 
66 Although there were only three published issues of The Fox, which was affiliated with 
the Art & Language group, it was reputed to have “contained some of the sharpest art 
writing of the period, and articulated new modes of artistic collaboration that shifted 
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conceptual art magazine Kosuth founded in 1975 with artist Sarah Charlesworth: “‘It is 

impossible to understand’ what conceptualism achieved, he announced to the readers of . 

. . The Fox, ‘without understanding the sixties and appreciat[ing] CA for what it was: the 

art of the Vietnam war era.’” Stimson continues, extemporizing that,   

As historical observers, we have to agree with Kosuth’s claimed link between 

conceptual art and the new social movements of the same moment. Conceptual 

artists of all varieties shared with others of their generation an unequalled sense of 

opportunity and obligation to question the authority of the institutions that 

superintended their social roles, and the ambition to develop alternative means of 

negotiating their interests within the social order. (xxxviii) 

Kosuth draws explicit attention to how the impulse underlying conceptual art was rooted 

to socio-political conditions of the time, and that the counter-institutional motivations that 

drove the creation of conceptualism were not predominantly centred on formalist debates, 

but that the formalist concerns that came to shape the movement responded to social 

realities. 

Theorist Marjorie Perloff characterizes “unoriginal poetry” as emanating from 

counter-institutional impulses related to conceptual art and institutional critique in visual 

art. She looks primarily to discursive and rhetorical strategies in exploring the impetus to 

write “citational and constraint-bound poetry” (xi), premising her arguments, 

foundationally, in the example of Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project (1927-1940; 2002) 

while also looking to the longer history of poetic language’s playful and inventive 

 
focus away from the idea of the individual creative genius”(Suarez n.p.). The publication 
dissolved because of internal administrative issues related to members of Art & 
Language. 
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manipulation. Her theorization explores culture broadly without making explicit 

connection to visual arts movements, therefore leaving conceptual art almost entirely out 

of the picture, save to point out that issues that provoke wide debate in poetry have long 

been accepted and even commodified in visual art. She remarks that Goldsmith was 

appropriating Sol LeWitt’s “Paragraphs” almost word for word in his poetic manifesto, 

“Paragraphs on Conceptual Writing” (2007), arguing that LeWitt’s original was a seminal 

work in the conceptual art movement formative in the development of the intellectual 

paradigm of the digital age:  

Was Goldsmith, then, too lazy to make up his own theoretical statement? Is he 

just pulling our leg? Or is his “plagiarism” in fact a sly way of reinforcing his 

argument that aesthetic concepts formulated in the art world half a century ago, 

and now so widely accepted that they are no longer subject to debate, are treated 

as suspect in a literary world that has not caught up to visual arts? (148) 

Perloff reads Goldsmith’s argument as subject to the idea of the poetics of conceptual art 

as an expanded field, the notion that the category of conceptual art has become an 

“infinitely malleable” category (31) by means of the legitimization of “historian/critics” 

(33). 

 The idea of an expanded field for conceptual art in poetry has provoked attempts 

to theorize conceptualist literary methods in terms of their relationship to conceptual 

visual art. A variety of contemporary thinkers have argued that interdisciplinary 

frameworks are useful for theorizing and tracing the historical and hermeneutic lineage of 

conceptual writing. U.S. poets Robert Fitterman and Vanessa Place, who composed Notes 

on Conceptualisms (2009) by correspondence and intended for the text to be “a 
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purposefully incomplete starting place,” “much closer to a primer” (“Notes on 

Conceptualisms” n.p.), share different perspectives on conceptual writing that, in parts, 

elicit more open-ended interpretations of the genre, generating a relationship between 

creative forms (including conceptual art) and broader cultural phenomena according to 

themes rather than specific definitions. Fitterman and Place call for the need to conceive 

of a “thinkership.” A conversation between the two with writer Anna Moschovakis in 

winter 2008 led to an invitation to publish together in an attempt to define the emergent 

genre of conceptual writing. In their introductory essay, Fitterman and Place readily 

identify that the premise of directly linking contemporary writing to conceptual art is 

historically and terminologically fraught, not least of all because to do so would be 

arguing for a form of historico-cultural relativism that collapses contextual specificity. 

They write: 

We chose the title Notes on Conceptualisms after much deliberating. We are 

painfully aware that Conceptual Art was termed nearly half a century ago, and 

much of what we address might equally be called post-conceptual or neo-

conceptual (to borrow terms from the visual arts). We use the term Conceptual 

Writing in the broadest sense, so that it intersects other terms such as: allegory, 

appropriation, piracy, flarf, identity theft, sampling, constraint, and others. 

Conceptual Writing, in fact, might best be defined not by the strategies used but 

by the expectations of the readership or thinkership. (10) 

A nonspecific frame for conceptual writing that provides a broad categorical architecture 

relating to reception, and acknowledges the historical gap between the visual arts 

movement and the contemporary literary moment, allows for a more flexible definition of 
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the work, although it does not necessarily do away with some of the issues of erasure, 

relativism, and/or misinterpretation that often follow the metonymic use of conceptual art 

as a set of tropes for experimental writing. 

 Conceptual art as it is characterized in theories of conceptual writing is nearly 

divorced from its originary cultural-historical context, particularly in terms of the specific 

lived social reality. This is not to argue that the formal aspects of the work were socially 

determined, but the erasure of the forces of socio-political resistance that were 

intentionally, often metonymically expressed by means of cultural form performs an 

erasure of lived reality, of lived conditions. This, in turn, imbues conceptual writing with 

a sense of social and political detachment that replicates a dynamics of colonization (not 

unlike the dynamics identified in Vancouver’s landscape tradition) – a dynamics that 

represents one of the main contradictions within conceptualist forms at an international 

scale that stretches beyond the conventional (orthodox) mapping of the form.  

 The discourses that shape the hegemonic framework for the interpretation of 

North American or Western forms of conceptual art (the forms related to Siegelaub’s 

group, and those theorized by Buchloh et al) are driven by a formalist interest in language 

within the context of the arts institution, influenced predominantly by Greenbergian 

modernism and replicating its limited frame. To move beyond the dominant discourses of 

the movement means to explore alternate interpretive theoretical approaches, which more 

accurately reflect and take up social and political conditions in the formation of geo- and 

culture-specific aesthetics within conceptualism. For instance, one of the more studied 

non-Western conceptual art movements, Latin American conceptualism, discursively 
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concerns itself with the broader frame of the social and political milieu for the production 

of art. Alexander Alberro argues that: 

Whereas the [North American conceptual art] posited that language performed the 

fundamental role of the construction of the artwork (and, more generally, the 

subject, as in the notion that “the subject is spoken through language”), Latin 

American Conceptualism, by contrast, predicated that extra-linguistic, all-

encompassing mythical structures of ideology played that role. Underpinning this 

view was a social and political movement that sought to counter the dominant 

hegemonic practices by appealing to anti-colonial and anti-imperialist feelings. It 

advocated a unique Latin American cultural perspective that would break with the 

bourgeois humanism that characterized post-war European and North American 

Modernism. (“A Media Art” 140) 

Alberro’s remarks call attention to the ways conceptualism is understood outside the 

discourse of Western art, as a form of cultural production that bridges antiformalism and 

sociopolitical context and culture, as a critical form, bringing conversations from outside 

or against the institution into contact with institutional audiences and spheres. 

 Reading LeWitt, Kosuth, and other writings by conceptual artists that have been 

made part of conceptual art’s canon outside and beyond the discourses of the movement’s 

lived histories and debates, reproduces specific cultural patterns, and intellectual and 

political economies, perhaps by accident, but also often out of convenience. In the 

postmodernist atmosphere of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, accepting a 

perfunctory reading of conceptual art that collapses and flattens its particularities might 

seem sufficient. But, it is worth troubling the assumptions inbuilt within the structural 
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conditions of conceptual art as it most readily circulates in literary criticism, as a 

reductive and frequently depoliticized set of formalist principles. These questions might 

include: What does it mean to reproduce exclusionary politics if the ideas are good and 

the jokes stand the test of time? How can the ideas be imported without imbuing or 

inundating the present with the problematics of the recent past? Can the reification of the 

problematic aspects of culture, so attached to certain ‘good’ ideas, be effectively 

acknowledged and managed within the work itself? 

  

Conceptual Art, KSW, and Vancouver: Conceptualist Critical Poetics  

The detachment performed in conceptual writing is likely influenced by the alienating 

and psychically-regressive affect intentionally deployed as a tactic in conceptual art 

(Wall 11); the early conceptual art movement’s imitation and embodiment of bureaucracy 

is read as unemotional and purposefully inhumane/inhuman, and in many cases presents 

little evidence of being anything other than an institutional artefact. See, for instance, On 

Kawara’s date paintings, or Lawrence Weiner’s aphoristic text works, both of which can 

be read according to varying degrees of neutrality and objectivity; certainly, we can also 

look to LeWitt or Kosuth’s works, which also communicate ideas without 

communicating a clear position. This distancing effect is deliberate, and an important part 

of the work’s imbrication with institutional critique, by means of transcoding ‘neutral’ 

materials and media with contextual resonances: the gallery becomes a stage; the 

institutional gaze magnifies and refocuses the politics of cultural production. The effect is 

uncanny and destabilizing, because representational codes are being subverted, quietly, 

and with subtle, insider humour.   
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 Art historian Jacob Stewart Halevy argues that conceptual art, specifically 

conceptual art from California, intentionally performs a “deadpan” as a means of 

communicating a form of insider critique to a specialized audience, reflecting the 

particular administrative norms of the context of production and reception of their work.  

He describes the means for the dissemination of critique according to a kind of ‘faciality,’ 

meaning that it enacts the expression of dissent in the manner of a face (the social aspect 

of interpersonal interaction) (100). He argues that conceptual art was particularly adept at 

deploying deadpan as a means of responding to and representing post-industrial 

conditions as they related to institutionality, according to the subtle registers of an 

aesthetic drawn from these very sources (73). Conceptual art performs institutionality as 

a means of critique, such as when, for example, Kosuth in One and Three Chairs (1965) 

and his photostat series Titled (Art as Idea as Idea) (1966-68) takes up the act of 

dictionary definition as a means for problematizing and undermining both the 

relationships inherent to language as linguistic system and the authority of systems that 

dictate these relationships. Conceptual art takes up aspects of institutional practices and 

reiterates them in a way that is scaled to a specific audience who will recognize the often-

subtle critical messaging. 

 The poetry of the KSW, which draws from the influence of Language writing and 

its concern with critical theory and the language politics to respond poetically to the 

geopolitical and economic conditions of Vancouver, can be read in a similar way. There 

are antiformalist concerns at play in the post-Language rejection of classical form and the 

use of everyday language, but on a parallel track, the language in the work also 

communicates information about the work’s social, political, economic, and geographic 
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context, often with a subtly ironic, even humourous inflection. Like conceptual art, it too 

is scaled to a discerning, reflexive and somewhat anticipatory audience, even despite its 

attempts to render poetics accessible and speak to a working-class audience. KSW poetry 

has the capacity to subtly perform critique in this way, in that it can be read according to 

varying registers, both superficially and formally playful, but also deeply critical of its 

contextual conditions. Take for instance the opening lines of Jeff Derksen’s poem 

“Until,” in Down Time (1990): 

 a cross 

 hatchet conferring 

 project it really is 

 what I 

 aluminum imprint 

 for form  

 fitting shirts 

 happy with my own 

 gas gauge 

 in consumption of 

 desire, thorough 

 wage 

 parity with 

 1965 model 

 in intense new barbecue and line up (11) 
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Derksen’s language is primarily accessible and can be read in a straightforward, 

communicative way, but the line breaks suggest an aesthetic interest in form. The content 

of the short section of the poem, particularly the words “consumption,” “wage,” and 

“parity,” and even the consumer goods described here, reflects the socioeconomic theme 

of much of his work. As might be inferred by his arguments in his somewhat early 

examination of the KSW in Annihilated Time (2009), his writing is inflected with a 

concern for what Steve McCaffery has called the “textual economy” of language 

(McCaffery 201), as well as an interest in how poetry might interconnect with the politics 

and social conditions of everyday life. Derksen argues, “Texts become social relations, 

not merely the result of them” (“Kootenay School of Writing” 301) in his query of how 

the KSW’s writings might reflect the socially and politically expanded field of 

Vancouver poetry and poetics in late capitalism. Such a reading reflects the antiformalist 

idea that categories have become malleable under poststructuralism, in what he describes 

as the “dialogic relationship in the circulation of social conditions and political aesthetic 

decisions that results in ‘structures of feeling’ ([Raymond] Williams) and a ‘structure of 

necessity’ ([Lawrence] Grossberg) embedded in an aesthetic” (285). Derksen, drawing 

from Marxist and cultural theory, calls attention to the internal operations of poetry that 

reflect Stewart-Halevy’s arguments for conceptual art’s ‘face-work.’ According to 

Derksen’s interpretation, KSW poetry has both social and aesthetic roles that are 

mutually intertwined. He observes that poems possess both connections to affect 

(Williams’s materialist “structures of feeling,” or the emotional consciousness of culture), 

which means they bear a less tangible emotional weight that is often challenging to 

quantify, and connections to potentially messy and complex aspects of the world 
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(Grossberg’s “structures of necessity,” or the contingently relational elements of reality), 

that bear, to the poet and reader alike, a certain contextual importance. Poems, much like 

artworks, are read in different ways and according to different affective and relational 

registers by different audiences, occupying different social and political conditions, 

particularly in terms of how they are read in relation to affective, contextual cues. These 

cues, often the social and political signifiers in the work, are the origin for the 

“structures” Derksen describes; in Stewart-Helavy’s terms, poems that might be read as 

‘dead-pan’ contain related layers of signification that are ‘keyed’ to an impassive reader, 

in that they might generate a ‘social predicament’ constructed by means of the poetic 

apparatus undergirding an aesthetic. 

 Further, Derksen asks, “For poetry that takes the challenge of how meaning is 

produced socially as a central part of its project, that is, poetry which does not take 

meaning as a stable, pre-given construct unaffected by ideology, the potential to measure 

affect is even more diminished” (“Kootenay School of Writing” 298). The fact of the 

linguistic project undertaken in KSW poetry broadly, and Derksen’s own poetry 

specifically, suggests that the idea of the poetry’s externality or surface reading (what 

Stewart-Halevy calls “faciality” with regards to conceptual art) being in tension with its 

intention and potentially politicized concern might be its structuring logic. That 

possibility of a somewhat mechanical dialectic in the interpretation of the language and 

form of the work brings the work into conversation with the more nuanced message 

underlying LeWitt’s directive that the “idea becomes the machine that makes the art.” 

The “face” of the work, or a superficial interpretation of the poem, is not the crux of the 

work, it is indeed how the language and form of the poetry are inflected by the broader 
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conditions of production, the social and political contexts of the work, that are the 

poetry’s driving force. The affective, perceptual interplay between Derksen’s use of 

language and form in Down Time, which includes financial terms and found text arranged 

in stanzas and interruptive line breaks that borrow from the formal concerns of Language 

writing, mirrors the confusion and alienation of the conditions of late capitalist daily life, 

but a reader might need to understand the realities of navigating the economies and 

infrastructures as a subtext to the poems. Later collections, including Dwell (1993), 

Transnational Muscle Cars (2003), and The Vestiges (2013), build on the anxious 

dynamic between decontextualized statistics, dates, and citations, orphaned from their 

signifying frameworks, and poetic conventions, and further emphasize the need for a 

reader to access the idea that “makes the art.”  

 Further, Derksen’s exploration of the conditions of life features imagery that 

concerns chiefly the built and manufactured environment, recalling the “defeatured 

landscape” of the Vancouver School. There are suggestions that the poems are conceived 

from within the frame of Vancouver; some are direct, such as place references to False 

Creek in “If History is the Memory of Time What Would Our Monument Be” in Dwell 

(62), and well-known Vancouver roads Main Street and Cordova in “Smuggled letter to 

Kevin and Dorothy” in The Vestiges (41),67 as well as a mention of East Van in the long 

poem, “The Vestiges” in the collection of the same name (10). There are also an 

abundance of less direct references and contextual cues referencing Vancouver and its 

political histories, such as the mention of the General Strike in “Smuggled” (The Vestiges 

41) and the reference to Expo ’86 in “Happy Locally, Sad Globally” in Transnational 

 
67 “Kevin and Dorothy” refers to KSW poets Kevin Davies and Dorothy Trujillo Lusk. 



	 179	

Muscle Cars (13). References accumulate so that it is understood that Vancouver forms a 

conceptual backdrop for Derksen’s poetic inquiry. 

 Like Derksen, Lisa Robertson also analyzed Vancouver’s defeatured landscape by 

means of a series of writing projects, often delivered with the same kind of critical, 

reflexive double-register and consciousness implied in Stewart-Halevy’s deadpan and 

Buchloh’s conceptualist frame of reference (Wall 11). Her double collection, Occasional 

Work and Seven Walks from the Office for Soft Architecture (2003; 2011) represents one 

of her most robust examples of “Vancouver” writing. The volume combines her 

explorations of the histories and textures of the city’s urban environment with Vancouver 

photographs, postcards, and artworks to produce “essays [that] reflect Vancouver’s 

changing urban texture during a period of its development roughly bracketed by the sale 

of the Expo ’86 site by the provincial government, and the 2003 acquisition by the 

province of the 2010 Winter Olympics” (231).  

“Site Report: New Brighton Park,” a prose poem describing and studying New 

Brighton Park in the Hastings-Sunrise district of Vancouver, begins,  

The new urbanism began at this site in 1863. It beautifully lacks architecture. This 

is an inverted Utopia, where sous la plage, le pavé. Nothing and everything took 

place here, then moved on. No sophistication is necessary. Except for the 

swimming pool change room and food concession (1970), buildings are absent. 

The land here is largely fabricated. (38; italics in original)  

The park is analyzed alongside documentary-style colour photographs of the site by 

Lloyd Center, and is framed by the historic narrative that “the parcel of land occupied  by 

New Brighton Park in East Vancouver was subject to the first real estate transaction of 
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the city” and by research “conducted at Vancouver City Archives and in the Northwest 

History Room at Vancouver Public Library” (33). The next work, “The Fountain 

Transcript,” features postcards, designed by Hadley + Maxwell, of Vancouver 

architecture embellished with images of water pouring from or over the built 

environment. Robertson begins this piece by wryly stating, “We enjoy compiling the 

slender catalogue of our city’s modesty. The challenge is bracing. Where, but at nodes of 

public modesty, may a style or politics pause to annihilate or build itself? Surfaces inflect 

our gestures” (50). The juxtaposition of (edited or defaced) found touristic imagery and 

the description of the city’s modesty – “Why are our fountains not truly bombastic, like 

the Baroque counterparts in the great European capitals and gardens? Is it because of the 

scale of the weather?” (51) – suggest a tone of critical irony, and the “urban semiotic” 

mode of criticism described by Scott Watson. Robertson conducts parallel forms of 

research68 implicating versions of the same histories to which Wall and his cohort of 

photographers explore in their work, critically pushing back against the visual archive of 

Vancouver’s landscape tradition to offer alternative versions of the city as an “inverted 

Utopia” where “the land is largely fabricated,” and “surfaces inflect our gestures.” 

Moreover, Robertson’s pseudonym, as the “Office for Soft Architecture,” also suggest 

the adoption of a pseudo-institutional format inspired by the conceptual art tradition as a 

means to creatively, critically intervene in and interrupt the landscape discourse that 

 
68 Robertson maintained an interest in the concept of the rustic way of living as the 
antithesis to urban life through much of her early career. Her first full-length collection, 
The XEclogue (1993; 2006), which opens with “How Pastoral: A Prologue,” was 
originally published in the Capilano Review under the title “How Pastoral: A Manifesto” 
(1993), suggesting an underlying political intention to her reference to the pastoral 
tradition. 
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continues to shape the international reputation of Vancouver. Both Derksen and 

Robertson write in response to preconceptions of the city. In reimagining Derksen’s and 

Robertson’s poetry and the broader oeuvre of the KSW within the expanded field of 

Vancouver critical conceptualism, it becomes more important to attend to the poetic and 

contextual particularities of the relationship between writing, critique, and conceptual 

methodology.  

 While Wall and other photographers of the Vancouver School were ostensibly 

contributing to the formation of a critical conceptualist culture specific to the context of 

Vancouver, Derksen, Robertson, and other members of the KSW participated in the 

evolution of a parallel critical, poetic culture, building from a similarly politicized site. 

This culture was in dialogue with critical discourses in visual art resisting the adverse 

effects of shifts in power and capital. The KSW came to represent the political potential 

for poetry as conceived within the framework of Vancouver’s emergent critical 

conceptualist communities. While visual art arrived first both in terms of the conceptual 

art movement in relation to the conceptual writing genre, and in terms of the development 

of Vancouver-specific conceptualist criticism, within the evolution of the political 

aesthetics proper to Vancouver’s communities of critical conceptualism, writing came to 

work in tandem with visual art. Artists and writers worked together to co-produce new 

understandings of place, and this included the creation and expansion of a localized 

critical vernacular premised in social histories and realities. 

 

Political Poetry and Critical Conceptualism in Vancouver 
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The oppositional sensibility beginning to shape the visual arts scene in Vancouver that 

Douglas details in his introduction to The Vancouver Anthology also has connections to 

the history of the city’s experimental writing communities; certainly, they were both 

affected by government cuts to the cultural sector after the 1983 election. Vancouver, 

widely understood in the popular imaginary as one of Canada’s younger cities from the 

perspective of Western, settler-colonial history, has a rich history of experimental, avant-

gardist literatures that began to be recognized at national and transnational levels in the 

mid- to late- twentieth century, from Intermedia and Tish in the 1960s through the KSW 

in the early 2000s. While literary production in Vancouver is generally not characterized 

as specifically ‘conceptual,’ many experimental trajectories within Vancouver writing 

intersect and are influenced by conceptualist movements affecting cultural production 

broadly in the city, particularly in terms of the city’s penchant for avant-gardist 

production. Vancouver, so influenced by what  Rosalind Krauss likens to a “post-medium 

condition,” wherein the (modernist) categorical boundaries of medium-based work have 

been rendered obsolete by the technological and reflexive conditions of the poststructural 

age (Krauss “Two Moments” 56), and the institutional politics surrounding the calls for 

creative and  cultural reforms, also infuses the unique and particular conversations about 

production and reception with a concern for the collective and the anti-capitalist idea of 

the “commons.” A prioritization of the evolution of social form within creative culture 

informs Vancouver literary work of the mid-1980s onward with a sense of social 

consciousness and reflexivity that extends beyond city limits, sharing a line of influence 

with other cities, particularly on the West Coast, such as San Francisco and Oakland, 
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California. Vancouver literatures are characterized by their frequent, deliberate, and 

erudite activist bents, cultivated over time across events and contexts. 

 In a city as politically charged and with communities as socially engaged as 

Vancouver, it is natural that artists and others involved in cultural production might not 

agree on nomenclature, as exemplified in Wall’s contestation and refutation of his 

widespread classification as a conceptual artist. As discussed in Chapter 2, Wall’s 

understanding of conceptual art and the reason for his opposition to being included in the 

movement are founded in the broad implications of the term, as an art historical 

movement with an accepted canon. For Wall, conceptual art draws primarily from the 

history of Seth Siegelaub’s gallery and the writings of key curators, critics, and theorists 

of the movement, particularly Lippard, whose inclusion of Wall in her exhibition 955,000 

and staging of the exhibition in Vancouver were key to bringing the Canadian city into 

the conceptualist fold, and Buchloh and other members of the October group, whose 

interpretations of the movement remain foundational and play a significant role in 

debates around the movement’s conventional boundaries. However, Wall’s arguments 

against privileging his participation in the movement also serve to characterize 

Vancouver’s own conceptualist dilemma, as one premised in how artists critically 

negotiated the photographic medium, criticism, and the representation of the urban 

landscape. 

 The case of Vancouver’s conceptualist writers is similar in that it implicates how 

the city, as a geocultural and geopolitical site, fits within the bounds of, extends, and 

potentially translates, the genre or movement at hand. Like conceptual art, conceptual 

writing, as a genre, is predominantly understood according to its political connotations 
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and its orthodox use. Recent controversies around the genre, most notably conceptual 

writer and theorist Kenneth Goldsmith’s performance of his poem “The Body of Michael 

Brown” at Interrupt 3 in 2015, have framed both the genre and term unfavourably, 

contributing to a broad trend in hesitancy in the use and application of the term to 

describe writing that is shaped according to the generic signifiers of conceptualism. This 

includes the discursive space of Vancouver’s avant-garde practices. As such, a broader 

exploration of how Vancouver writing coincides with conceptualism is required to 

demonstrate how specific groups of experimental writers incorporate conceptual 

methodologies within their collective and individual practices, effectively expanding and 

redefining the application and understanding of conceptual approaches. Vancouver 

maintains a specific position at the periphery of major cultural debates that formally 

shaped the canonical discussions around conceptual art, and later, conceptual writing. 

 While Grant Arnold contends that visual art work in the late sixties through the 

early eighties in Vancouver “resists easy classification” (89), the city is a site of cultural 

production that is empirically and discursively responsive to the dominant discourse of 

conceptual art. This line of influence extends to the poetry of the KSW, which was also 

discursively responsive in the tenor of its written, spoken, or performed texts, even if it is 

challenging to classify. Although, for visual art specifically,  there are other examples of 

events that (formally) connect the city to conceptual art’s narratives, Vancouver’s 

reception and response was predominantly crystalized by means of Wall’s fame and 

public affirmation of conceptual art’s regional importance in his initial public 

participation, despite his subsequent rejection of the conceptual art and conceptualist 

labels. These developments affirmed the local and localized importance of the movement 
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and its methodologies at a national and international scale. Wall’s conversations with the 

movement were institutionally-sanctioned and influenced the critical response to the art 

shows in which he participated, the journals in which his reflections and theorizations 

were published, and the critical interest that followed his positional shifts. The use of the 

terminology “Vancouver photoconceptualism” within Vancouver art museums and 

galleries was influenced by this publicity and affirmation of the category as one that bore 

weight in local and regional contexts, even if critical response to its popular use was 

uneven or negative. As such, the perception of the School and the resulting tenor of the 

public reaction were affected by Wall’s participation. No such terminology has been 

formally applied to poetry in Vancouver, although KSW poetry and other cultural forms 

were affected because they came into contact with the institutional response to these 

events and narratives.  

The KSW is one of the most prolific and politically engaged groups of poets in 

Vancouver: a group of writers of variable membership that emerged at a time of political 

unrest in the city and who formally engaged in connecting with Vancouver conceptualist 

photography in a number of distinct interdisciplinary projects including the joint 

formation of Artspeak and the exhibition Behind the Sign (1988), which featured 

collaborations between KSW poets and artists including Stan Douglas and Roy Arden. 

The KSW produced a situated, local writing style that in some ways mirrored the 

photographers’ concern with the production and, in some ways, manufacture of a 

regionalist identity within the conceptual and post-conceptual discourse of visual art, both 

in relation to the politics of modernist antiformalism and postmodernist strategies, and to 

the social conditions of the contemporary city. 
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 Although Vancouver has been the site of a number of notable experimental 

literary groups and communities, the KSW, with its ambivalence towards institutional 

politics and its intentional uptake of institutional rhetoric and aesthetic, as well as its 

structural interest and investment in local aesthetic forms (particularly, and auspiciously, 

photography), represents a key moment in the development of a conceptualist poetics 

shaped by the discursive imaginary and lived conditions of the city. Although it adopted 

an anti-institutional stance, much like conceptual art groups who also paraphrased 

institutional discourse as a means of grappling with the politics of the institution, the 

KSW relied on a strategic understanding of administrative culture both to survive – to 

participate in culture and to fund its activities – and to disseminate its anti-ideological, 

oppositional political position. In so doing, the KSW used conceptualist methodologies to 

embody and communicate its stance as being both of and about institutional, political 

culture, and vehemently against it. The relationship between the KSW and conceptualism 

is rendered even more meaningful against the backdrop of Vancouver as the site of 

specific understandings of conceptual art’s motivations and reception, and the 

consideration of how the KSW and their writings socially and politically interact with 

conceptualist discourses in and of the city. Considered in relation to debates around 

conceptual art’s heretofore over-simplistic relationship to conceptual writing as a 

contemporary genre, the KSW’s own conceptualism is argued to be one of a vernacular 

vein, site-specificity, and a more granular approach to conceptual art’s less orthodox 

narratives, grounded in the shifting social and cultural realities of Vancouver as an 

increasingly globalized city.  
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Chapter Four 

Lisa Robertson’s Archive: Singular and Collective 

 

In this chapter, I examine a different aspect of Vancouver’s conceptualist history as it 

relates to its cultural institutions: its relationship to archives and the notion of ‘the 

archive’ as a means of writing oneself into institutional narratives. While in the previous 

chapters, I looked to the material relations of artists, specific objects, and their originary 

contexts, I here take up the archive as the distillation of an artist’s career down to a 

material trace and a means of affectively accessing cultural narratives and the intimate 

networks that underlie them. I analyze how archives bear relations with both real people, 

places, and objects, and the less tangible aspects of an artist’s work, such as networks, 

relationships, and other social entanglements, and as such evoke affect, the physical and 

sensory, imagined and embodied phenomenon Sara Ahmed describes as “what sustains or 

preserves the connections between ideas, values, or objects” (25), and “the messiness of 

the experimental, the unfolding of bodies into worlds, and the drama of contingency, how 

we are touched by what we are near” (26). I also examine the ways that different forms of 

archives – conventional or alternate; creative, institutional, or non-institutional (and here 

I take up Linda Morra’s concept of the “unarrested archive”) – relay different forms of 

history that call for specialized forms of reading and analysis. I attend to the archival 

collections of KSW poet Lisa Robertson for a close reading of how these forms interact 

to shape an alternate history of the KSW and offer a method for approaching Vancouver 

conceptualism from a position at the periphery of its institutional narratives. 



	 188	

Archives have a long history of being used in different capacities by artists and 

other creative practitioners to express social, political, economic, and cultural positions.  

Critical-experimental approaches to documentation and the maintenance of official 

records offer a capacious means by which to subvert and transcode institutional 

methodologies and language, when entering into critical dialogue with them. In historical 

conceptual art, the purported dematerialization of art resulted in Greenbergian “post-

aesthetic” and “non-visual” art (Lippard and Chandler 47-8), a process that was reflexive 

and premised in ideas and criticism (49). One of the most common veins for art from this 

art historical moment, the influence of which extends far beyond the standardized historic 

frame of 1966-1972 imposed upon the movement by early critics and curators, is one that 

adopted an informational and archival aesthetic. Documentation and text were considered 

to be non- or even anti-aesthetic modes, sourced from outside the forum of art as it had 

been institutionally defined. Conceptual artists adopted the documentary approach of 

archival practice as a method defying aesthetic precepts and traditions, while also 

harnessing the epistemological weight of ideas associated with the archive as a mode for 

self-legitimation. While they were subverting these codes and conventions, they were 

also building from and responding to them. 

 In the cultural and political context of Vancouver, the archive has offered an 

artistic method for expressing ideas broadly connected to the institutionalization of art, 

and to the tradition of institutional critique, which stemmed from developments in avant-

garde cultural production in general, and conceptual art in particular. The informational 

and archival aesthetic mode was widely adopted by Vancouver artists emerging in the 

mid-1960s and 1970s, for whom conceptual art had profound influence (Watson 269). 
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This phenomenon has been attributed in part to the city’s proximity to Los Angeles and 

other West Coast urban centres of the movement (Arnold 90-92), as well as its history of 

colonization and confederation, and the city’s comparatively young age, which 

influenced the development of a critical consciousness receptive to avant-gardist cultural 

production. The Vancouver Art Gallery’s support of conceptual art and artists, including 

its investment in the “Vancouver School” of photoconceptualism by means of its regular 

programming, also encouraged the development of an audience receptive to work in this 

genre. These factors led to a regionalized and concentrated institutionalization of historic 

conceptualist aesthetics which were initially understood as fundamentally anti-aesthetic 

and political. Eventually, however, following the institutional absorption of the avant-

garde’s revolutionary and radical cultural gestures in art, its cycle of political-aesthetic 

“neutralization” (Bürger 90) became accepted as a kind of aesthetic unto itself in 

Vancouver and its broader, networked discursive communities. This logic also permeated 

the city’s avant-gardist writing community, and influenced the emergence of an archival-

informational aesthetic in experimental writing, which interconnected (not by 

coincidence) with that of Language poetry in the community praxis of members of the 

Kootenay School of Writing, who were known for their work between literary and artistic 

communities. The tradition of Language writing was, after all, concerned with the 

organization of information – how poetics, as an informational mode, might be 

“concerned with the process by which writing is organized politically into literature” 

(Silliman 4) – and how language is mechanically encoded with varying economies, 

including institutional logics (McCaffery 150-51). Vancouver, as a city peripheral to the 

great artistic centres of North America and Canada, thus became a cultural hub deeply 
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interested and invested in developing its own archive and institutional culture on the one 

hand, and in playfully and politically inverting the institution of the tradition of the 

archive on the other.  

 

Lisa Robertson and Archival Practice 

In the closing paragraphs to her 2019 essay exploring the history of the Kootenay 

School of Writing (KSW), “The Collective,” former KSW poet and organizer Lisa 

Robertson offers the concept of resistance to unify the literary group’s shapeshifting, 

multiplicitous, and multifarious approaches to creative and critical cultural production. Of 

the members of the collective, she writes: 

 They were resisting the totalizing movement of capital and its usurpation of both 

 individual and collective time, but they were resisting by widely varying means: 

 Marxist class critique, avant-garde experiment, conceptual rigor [sic], feminist 

 rejections of gendered hierarchy, woman-centred editing practices, queer identity 

 explosions, post-colonial and anti-racist actions. Some used images, or alcohol, or 

 archives, or housing, or sex as the resistant material, experiencing these 

 inseparably from language. Myriad groupings of identifications and practices 

 ripped through and animated the collective fabric. [. . .] Resistance became a 

 form of life, a form of lived coexistence. This form of life included the structure 

 of group conversations, the improvised ways decisions were made and tasks were 

 allotted, [and] the chaotic fidelity with which records were kept and events and 

 meetings were documented (26-27) 
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Robertson here maps out the political and aesthetic plurality embedded in the dynamics 

of the group’s individual and collaborative practices, while also highlighting the nature of 

the primary political ideas and strategies with which members of the group were engaged. 

She makes explicit that these were experienced “inseparably from language,” making 

clear the primacy of the KSW’s poetic and linguistic objectives, but also drawing 

attention to the diversity of methods and individual identities at play. She discusses both 

the centrality of a resistant ethos and how life and language became intertwined, and 

turns to the political role of the archive, in particular recordkeeping and documentation, 

in two separate instances: first, as one of the “means” for “resisting the totalizing 

movement of capital and its usurpation of both individual and collective time”; and 

second, as a structuring tenet of the “form of life” adopted by individuals associated with 

the group. The explicit mention of how archival practice within the KSW informs 

Robertson’s individual approach to the concept and practice of the archive, and bridges 

her interpretation and lived experience of being a writer in Vancouver associated with the 

KSW and whose ideas about the ways that the formation, maintenance, and composition 

of an archive might be undergirded (Morra 12) with a formal role in creative praxis.  

 While her environment and community in Vancouver influenced Robertson’s 

engagement with and conception of the archive, her practice also demonstrates a personal 

engagement with feminist conceptualist thought. Her poetic and artistic networks in the 

city framed archival practice as a form of creative and political institutional intervention, 

as well as a method for feminist self-realization and reflection. As such, Robertson takes 

an ongoing reflexive, relational approach to the institutional concept of the archive in her 

own fonds by means of the maintenance of an official archive in Special Collections and 
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Rare Books at Simon Fraser University as well as a personal, unofficial, or “unarrested” 

archive (Morra 13). While her collection at the university is maintained according to 

institutional standards and conventions and continues to expand as her career evolves, her 

smaller, personal collection was assembled by her mother and represents only the very 

beginning of her work as a poet in Vancouver. While the smaller archive is related to the 

institutional, largely public collection in that it duplicates many of the documents held 

there, it ascribes to a different ethos of privacy and auto-ethnographic convention. It 

conforms to and constitutes a specific, intimate story Robertson and her mother co-

constructed about her emergence and development as an author and member of a 

collective and stands in contrast to the discourse established by the university’s archive of 

her work, though the two collections exist in mutual relation. Robertson’s divided fonds 

demonstrate how her poetics, and the political poetics of members of the KSW more 

broadly, actively engage with the theoretical-ideological and feminist legacies of 

conceptual art and institutional critique as they permeate experimental, avant-gardist 

culture in Vancouver.  

 This chapter is written in two distinct parts, both connected to the significance of 

archival practice within the KSW as a means to connecting practices with the group to 

conceptual art, particularly as it evolved in Vancouver. In the first section, I trace a 

genealogy, or historical lineage, of conceptual art’s archival unconscious, examining how 

the archive became emblematic as a mode of thinking through the institutional politics of 

art and place with the arrival of politicized, anti-aesthetic principles reflexively premised 

in information and communication. I connect this genealogy both to Vancouver as a city, 

and to the KSW’s entanglement with Vancouver art’s feminist histories. In the second 
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section, I reflect on an interview I conducted with Robertson in March 2017, after which 

she offered me access to a small, personal archive held at her mother’s home, even going 

so far as to invite me to bring it home with me. I pose the significance of this intimate 

archival collection in light of both a creative, conceptualist interest in the archive as 

aesthetic strategy in terms of histories of feminist material analysis that reconsider 

archival practices according to feminist ethical and affective methods. In examining these 

conceptual dimensions of the archive within Robertson’s personal narrative history of the 

KSW, I point to how creative and feminist approaches to the archive and to archival 

practice are coextensive, and reveal methods by which institutional memory has been 

creatively and instructively subverted in Vancouver’s recent cultural histories. 

 

The Archival Unconscious in Vancouver: A Brief Summary 

 Actions create language in the present at the same time that their historical traces 

 paradoxically remain latent within language across durations. I think language is 

 a mobile, immaterial archive of a very long history of human gesture. The 

 collective linguistically seized the paradoxical status of the universal commune; 

 now, because in their shabby neighbourhoods they moved into then unknown 

 social futures, because they made poems from these movements, intense 

 collective potentials hover as forms in the present. These forms animate the 

 visceral knowledge that the poem is the opposite of capital. (Robertson, “The 

 Collective” 21) 
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Lucy Lippard includes the following aphorism by artist Michael Heizer in the catalogue 

to her exhibition in Seattle, WA., 557,087:69 “Art is only memory anyway” (179). 

Conceptual art’s fascination with memory is rooted in the epistemological traditions that 

form the basis of archival practice, a tendency that Hal Foster observes as the recurring 

“archival impulse” in visual art (3). Comprised of several different “genealogical strands” 

(Alberro xvii),  as mentioned elsewhere, conceptual art is, consistent only in its 

predominant interest in critically engaging with the institutional politics of art – art’s 

aesthetic dictums and the critical axioms of taste, its catalogue of implicit constraints and 

“rules,” its assumed discursive histories. Conceptual art is interested in the history of the 

ways that art, as an institution that relies on institutional memory as well as logics and 

procedures, affirms itself, establishing clear hierarchies within its ranks within both the 

art market broadly and the museum more specifically. In short: conceptual art critically 

explores, according to different methods, art’s archive.  

Jacques Derrida, in Archive Fever (1995), argues that archives, as 

institutionalized entities, are imbued with aporetic qualities that lend archival collections 

a particularly salient and unusual infrastructural status in the history of civilization and 

within the collective imaginary. As a first measure, Derrida posits “archive” as a word 

etymologically pointing to different sets of concepts. It is, on the one hand, founded in 

notions of chronology and “commencement,” explaining, “the term indeed refers […] to 

the arkhē in the physical, historical, or ontological sense, which is to say the originary, 

the first, the principle, the primitive” (2). On the other hand, he argues, it is also 

 
69 The Vancouver version was titled 955,000; the exhibition titles reflected the 
populations of the cities at the time. 
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connected to concepts related to “commandment,” referring to “the arkhē in the 

nomological sense”: “the meaning of ‘archive’ […] comes to it from the Greek arkheion: 

initially a house, a domicile, an address, the residence of the superior magistrates, the 

archons, those who commanded” (2). Next, he connects these lexical dialectics to the idea 

of “consignation,” the coordination of a “single corpus, in a system or a synchrony in 

which all the elements articulate the unity of an ideal configuration,” arguing that, “The 

archonic principle of the archive is also a principle of consignation, that is, of gathering 

together” (3). It is only when he has drawn these dynamic concepts together as a 

homological foundation that he begins to discuss the functioning of the archive as a 

shared unconscious relating to the institutionalization of the archive: “A science of the 

archive must include the theory of this institutionalization, that is to say, the theory both 

of the law which begins by inscribing itself there and of the right that authorizes it” (4). 

Derrida emphasizes that the archive, as a composite entity comprised of different but 

specific elements including rules and procedures, is a collective entity structured and 

governed by physical and legal constraints. Derrida’s observations about the connections 

between chronology and consignation presupposes scholar Jussi Parikka’s reading of 

Wolfgang Ernst’s shift from new historicism to an “object-oriented epistemological 

position where Kittlerian ontology met up with Ernst’s enthusiasm for rethinking 

temporality and the archive” as the point to developing a unique approach to media 

archaeology, wherein “history and time . . .  are recorded in the physical sense 

‘objectively’ in material media objects” (60). As such, the archive, as both an 

institutionalized system and a set of ideas (and material objects), offers artists a rich entry 

point for exploring and subverting the mechanisms of institutionalization, including for 
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art and avant-garde practice in general, premised in the philosophical and critical 

theoretical underpinnings of archival ideation and theory.  

 Thinking through the interconnections between the archive, the institution, and 

conceptual art more specifically, one might first turn to the ways knowledge 

environments – the contexts for meaning making and knowledge transmission – overlap 

in all three frameworks. All three involve complex cognitive architectures, structured 

methods for interpretation. While Derrida’s reflections on the archive highlight the 

expansive sets of historical and contemporary significations inherited and naturalized 

within the term, the concept of the institution similarly posits an internal dialect between 

form and order, “the fact of being instituted” or established, education, and bureaucratic 

structure (OED). Within artistic practice, such ideas were first taken up in conceptual art 

as a means of tracing and addressing the nature and genealogy of the structural 

inheritances embedded in the canon of art history and curation within pedagogy and the 

art market.  For instance, conceptual art explored how market logics – the patterns that 

make certain genres of art more popular and permeated them with greater cultural capital 

– reinforce aesthetic lineages imbued with power relations related to representation and 

epistemological conventions.   

 Creative engagement with archival practice within conceptual art is part of 

conceptual art’s investigation of and investment in information technology, as an element 

of art’s (often diagnostic) entanglement with the zeitgeist. Scholar Edward A. Shanken, 

for instance, connects conceptual art’s seemingly “dematerialized” status with the 

“functioning of information processing systems” (433),  and observes that the discourse 

of conceptual art is related to “larger transformations from the machine age of industrial 
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society to the so-called information age of post-industrial society” (433). Vancouver 

media artist Randy Lee Cutler draws attention to the dialogic nature of contemporary art, 

and, using Jean-Luc Nancy’s concept of “being singular plural,” she emphasizes the ways 

that a work of art’s “existence is essentially co-existence,” that “a work of art is always 

related to other works of art” and “other languages and forms of cultural expression” 

(149); in other words, a work of art always already has a relationship to the archive. 

 Vancouver did not develop its regional fixation on the archive in a vacuum. The 

city’s discursive, institutionalized interest in the ways that archival thinking might offer a 

vocabulary for thinking for and against institutional subjectivities evolved from a handful 

of key events and developments. Much of Vancouver’s early experimental cultural 

production, particularly as it relates to conceptual art’s history, has been connected to the 

Festival of Contemporary Arts, which art historian Vincent Bonin explains “showcased 

examples of almost every manifestation of American avant-garde art” since its inception 

in 1960 (123), allowing audiences in the city unprecedented access to experimental and 

countercultural production. In particular, Bonin highlights the influence of the fifth 

instalment of the festival in 1965, “The Medium is the Message,” premised on Marshall 

McLuhan’s idea of the “sensorium” to “describe the festival as a total environment that 

blurs the boundaries between audiovisual phenomena, artistic interventions and the 

gestures of spectators, who are invited to take part in an active way […] lay[ing] the 

groundwork for the future interdisciplinary collaborations that distinguished Vancouver’s 

arts scene in the second half of the 1960s and early 1970s” (123), which coincided with 

the timeline for conceptual art’s historic apex. The effects of this festival contributed to 

the perception, within local communities specifically, but in Canadian West Coast culture 
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more broadly, that artistic production could be totalizing, interdisciplinary, and 

collaborative, as well as intimately connected to and inspired by the thinking of 

McLuhan, whose foundational reflections on media and its significations had profound 

effects on the evolution of informational thinking. Certainly, this manner of thinking 

inspired the work of Vancouver’s best known early conceptualist artists: Iain and Ingrid 

Baxter of N.E. Thing Co. (NETCo.), 70 founded in November of 1966, and the members 

of Intermedia,71 founded in July of 1967, both of which set the tone for creative 

bureaucratic approaches to institutional politics in the city’s cultural forums.  

 From the outset, NETCo., with its extensive oeuvre of “pseudocorporate 

conceptual works,” introduced a regionally unique approach to critiquing “the 

commodification of advanced postwar art” (Nisbet 60), often by means of institutional 

conceptual and material strategies taken from the lexicon of archival practice, such as the 

development of nomenclatures and taxonomical systems for classification (see their 

project of creating official-looking certificates for ACTs: “Aesthetically Claimed 

Things,” and ARTs: “Aesthetically Rejected Things”) (60-61) and the material 

techniques for the preservation of objects and documentation. Iain Baxter&’s work, 

Bagged Place (fig. 13), was created in early 1966 for the sixth iteration of the 

Contemporary Art Festival, and consisted of an exhibition held in Iain Baxter&’s four 

room “apartment” restaged in UBC’s Fine Arts Gallery, in which every object was 

 
70 N.E. Thing Co. was founded in 1967 and disbanded in 1978, at the termination of Iain 
and Ingrid Baxter’s relationship. Notably, they were the only Canadians to be included in 
Ursula Meyer’s 1972 book Conceptual Art. See Ursula Meyer, Conceptual Art, E. P. 
Dutton, 1972, 
https://monoskop.org/images/6/69/Meyer_Ursula_Conceptual_Art_1972.pdf. 
71 Intermedia was founded by artists Jack Shadbolt and Glenn Lewis, and had a broad and 
evolving membership. 
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bagged in sterile plastic, including the rooms themselves, labelled, and “categorized” 

(Fleming 24) according to methods associated with forensic archives. Notably, Baxter& 

conceived of NETCo. during his artist residency at Simon Fraser University’s Centre for 

Communications as a mode for rethinking art, not as “a form of personal expression,” but 

as a method for undertaking “research, communications, advertising, accounting, and 

consulting” (Bonin 124). This innovative, critical approach to art and its viewing contexts 

helped to usher in a new pedagogical approach to production and interpretation. 

 Like NETCo., Intermedia built from a similar desire to radically experiment with 

and overturn the boundaries of traditional art in pursuit of interdisciplinary aims. Among 

many photodocumentary projects exemplifying the kinds of projects undertaken within 

the group, Michael de Courcy, with the participation of Gerry Gilbert, Taki Bluesinger, 

and Glenn Lewis created Background/Vancouver (1972) (fig. 14) not only as a homage to 

Ed Ruscha’s Every Building on the Sunset Strip (1966) (the photobook that Stan Douglas 

would later take up in his 2001 photograph Every Building on 100 West Hastings), but 

also as an attempt “to document the banal and ephemeral aspects of Vancouver from the 

point of view of three very active Intermedia artists intent on recording their 

surroundings” (Shaw 93). The original work was process and performance-based, and, by 

means of careful documentation and the financial assistance of the Art Bank and the 

Vancouver Art Gallery, remains available as part of a regional collection. For both 

NETCo. and Intermedia, experimental archival methods are interwoven with histories of 

institutional support, despite the ironic undertones of the institutional critique deployed in 

their works. These practical and multidisciplinary contexts of origin relate to Ian 

Wallace’s thesis explaining photoconceptualism’s uptake and impact in Vancouver being 
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“the result of the encounter between late modernism and the dominant features of the 

modern city” (Sava 50-51). Conceptualism represents an important and remarkable 

development in Vancouver art and art criticism: Vancouver’s turn to theory as a critical, 

pedagogical method, which informed the ways that archival practice was taken up as a 

method for exploring complexities that traditionally had not been the subject or matter of 

art or of the regional discourse characteristic of the city.72 

 Decades after the formation of NETCo. and Intermedia, as well as the subsequent 

and related emergence of the conceptualist Vancouver School of photography, 

Vancouver was host to the 1986 World Exposition on Transportation and 

Communication, also known as Expo ’86, commemorating the city’s centennial with 

festivities, many themed around information technology. Expo ’86, in its controversial 

displacement of low-income residents, became a catalyst for social and cultural change 

 
72 It is worth mentioning that there were creative groups who actively opposed the 
theoretical discourse in conceptualist work, and that photoconceptualism’s association 
with and strong focus on theory created a kind of backlash among certain groups of 
artists working in the margins of experimental arts and writing in Vancouver, even if 
some of the goals of these groups were common to conceptualist production. 
Experimentation with archival practice, authorship, and information were common to 
Intermedia and the Vancouver School photographers, but members of Intermedia 
generally centred performance and embodiment rather than critical theory. Poet and 
Intermedia member bill bissett captured this anti-theory stance as it emerged as a 
stronghold in some of Vancouver’s writing and performance communities, as what derek 
beaulieu and Gregory Betts argue is “a new kind of literary consciousness” that is 
“wrestling with the legacy of modernist (and Romanticist) praxis” (117) in such a way as 
to “protest against authorial ego, against the presumption of authority” (116). For bissett, 
“to write about writing is to isolate intention from manifestation” (beaulieu and Betts 
113), and his opposition to doing so presents an inversion of the critical impulse 
underlying cultural production among the photoconceptualists and writers of the KSW, 
who turned to self-theorization and an engagement with critical theory as a method for 
situating themselves within Vancouver’s modernist legacies. 
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(O’Brian 14-15), and spawned countercultural movements within the city’s art 

institutions which remain in the city’s collective memory. 

 Formed in Vancouver in 1984, the KSW73 was influenced by the effects of the 

precarious conditions of the years leading up to and reinforced by Expo ’86. KSW 

member Nancy Shaw argues that, in contrast with the institutional circumstances shaping 

Intermedia and NETCo., “the formation of the Kootenay School of Writing . . . and the 

collaborative practice that ensued, was a response to the collapse of support for 

interdisciplinary collaborative work,” which she notes, “had become institutionalized in 

the 1970s” (103). Intriguingly, she observes that “interdisciplinary practice came to 

mirror bureaucratic organization,” an idea that contradicts the original utopian goals of 

embracing the material strategies of the institution in creative practice, and which makes 

the KSW’s own complex and systemic approach to the formation and maintenance of 

their own collective and individual archives even more significant. KSW’s history of 

collective and individual collaborations with Vancouver artists and artistic organizations 

is elemental to the group’s history and existence. For instance, the KSW’s formal 

relationship with Artspeak, an artist-run centre formed in 1986, was central to the 

School’s survival and feasibility when faced with changes to funding structures, and 

inevitably led to synchronous evolutions in both groups explicitly connected to the 

trajectories of their archives and the archival unconscious of their creative and broadly 

pedagogical methods. Both groups employed affordable, collaborative, socially engaged 

teaching and workshop formats positioned outside dominant for-profit institutional 

 
73 According to Shaw, KSW was opened in both Vancouver and Nelson after David 
Thompson University Centre and parts of Simon Fraser University were defunded. See 
Chapter 2 for more details on KSW’s formation. 
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models,74 providing instruction that was particularly attuned to strategies of collaboration, 

criticism, and community activism (Shaw 104-5; Derksen 288-9). Notably, both the KSW 

and Artspeak archives feature materials from and documentation of the 1988 exhibition 

Behind the Sign, which brought members of the KSW into dialogue with Vancouver 

artists to produce collaborative, conceptualist artworks. Roy Arden and Jeff Derksen’s 

contribution to the exhibition, a series of small panels entitled Through (1988) (fig. 15), 

paired short phrases composed only of “pronouns and prepositions” with “appropriated 

archival photos of Vancouver’s 1938 Bloody Sunday riots” (Shaw 105), delving into an 

archival poetics of place. Because photoconceptualism, like conceptual art, was driven by 

an interest in memory and the archive, it was also a useful tool for (the collaborative 

mining of) the political potential of poetry and critical writing. 

 What remains less focalized in the documentation are the often nebulous or 

impalpable ways that specifically feminist conceptualist art practice in Vancouver 

informed the development of the KSW as a collective, which became particularly salient 

around changes in patterns of leadership within the collective: in 1989, when Derksen 

and feminist curator Shaw “were more or less in control” (Wiens “The Kootenay School 

of Writing” 3), and 1992, when “the leadership vacuum was filled at least in part by a 

group of emerging feminist writers which included Lisa Robertson, Christine Stewart and 

Catriona Strang” (4). In her keynote talk at the fall 2016 conference at Brock University 

in St. Catharines, Ontario, “The Concept of Vancouver,” also titled “The Collective,” 

which was redeveloped as the essay quoted throughout this article, Robertson spoke 

 
74 Jeff Derksen describes the KSW as “a part of non-conformist educational sites,” 
linking the school to the “tradition of the free university” (289). 
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about the ways that the influence of feminist art and artists have been overlooked or 

downplayed in the majority of published histories of the KSW, and how these omissions 

map onto broader lacunae within Vancouver’s art histories. Using the Vancouver 

School’s critical, archival motif of the defeatured landscape to gesture to the ways that 

Vancouver’s art histories have ignored the contributions of Vancouver women artists – 

and suggesting a connection to the ways that feminist discourse has often been 

overlooked in the mainstream canon of conceptual art – art historian Leah Modigliani 

observes in the introduction to her monograph, Engendering an Avant-Garde: 

 Because the formation of an avant-garde necessarily enacts new erasures in a new 

 time and place, and because Vancouver photo-conceptualist artists have put 

 themselves in the centre of this historical discourse, it is crucial to ask, ‘Who or 

 what has been excluded from the formation of the Vancouver School and its 

 advance?’ And quite quickly, the invisible subject of the defeatured landscape 

 comes into focus: women. (9). 

Although Vancouver’s artistic canon might suggest otherwise, the city’s contributions to 

conceptual art and criticism were not exclusively produced by men. Stemming from the 

early developments in the formation of Vancouver’s archival consciousness, international 

artists working with conceptual ideas, methods, and materials entrenched in feminist 

critical methods and thought, and related to archival practice and ideation, were invited to 

exhibit and teach at the city’s institutions and participate in local cultural events. 

 Robertson flags American feminist conceptual artist and theorist Mary Kelly for 

her notable impact on the KSW’s feminist community; Kelly visited Vancouver on 

several occasions for exhibitions of her work and other community engagements 
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(Robertson “Personal Interview”). Kelly characterizes her mediums and methods as being 

rooted in the archive, explaining, in a description of her project Mea Culpa (1999) (fig. 

16)75 – a serial piece with an obvious visual and methodological relationship to Post-

Partum Document (1973-1979) (fig. 17), 76 “I began, as I have with all my projects, by 

making an archive” (Carson and Kelly 75). The feminist logic of the archive as a 

personalized method for self-reflection and documentation was one of the main tenets of 

her work. 

From 12 to 30 June 1989, Kelly offered a summer intensive workshop entitled 

“The Critical Practice of Art” at Simon Fraser University alongside Victor Burgin and Jo-

Anna Isaak. This included lectures by feminist art historian Griselda Pollock, Burgin, 

Isaak, and Kelly at the Vancouver Art Gallery and Robson Square Media Centre, and was 

co-sponsored by the Vancouver Art Gallery Public Programming. An advertisement for 

the three-week workshop “was ‘oriented toward the contemporary theory and practice of 

art within a critical framework . . . [emphasizing] art’s relations to current socio-political 

concerns . . . [And focused] on contemporary discourses of Marxism, psychoanalysis and 

feminism’” (qtd in Modigliani 215). Of the workshop’s impact and legacy, Vancouver 

artist and curator Kathleen Ritter posits that “The list of those enrolled in the intensive 

was impressive, to say the least, and describes a generation of artists, many of whom 

were women, who have had a lasting influence on visual arts practice in Vancouver and 

 
75 Mea Culpa is a visual narrative artwork documenting “incidents involving women and 
their children that were reported to the War Crimes Tribunal” 
http://www.marykellyartist.com/mea_culpa.html. “Mea culpa” means “through my fault” 
in Latin. 
76 Mary Kelly’s Post-Partum Document is a key work of second-wave feminist art that 
uses index cards and other archival materials to document the birth of the artist’s son and 
her subsequent experience of domestic maternal life. 
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beyond” (197). Corroborating Modigliani’s lament, Ritter adds, “Little has been written 

about this moment in Vancouver’s art history, and yet it looms large in the collective 

memory. It was a formative time for many artists in the early stages of their careers, and 

there was a resurgence of organizational initiatives” (198); notably she includes Artspeak 

and Or Gallery, both of which had formal affiliations with the KSW.77  

 Best known for her serial work using archival strategies as a mode of feminist 

inquiry, Post-Partum Document, Kelly was featured in two separate exhibitions at the 

Vancouver Art Gallery in the 1990s: Mary Kelly: Interim, shown from May 16 to July 

30, 1990, and the 1997 restaging of the 1975 installation, Women and Work,78 produced 

by Kelly, Margaret Harrison, and Kay Hunt. The recurrence of the exhibition of Kelly’s 

work, along with her workshop, suggests not only a local or regional affinity for her 

work, but highlights the importance of feminist networks in creative professions, 

particularly in light of the male dominated hegemony of Vancouver art as it has been 

institutionally recognized.  

 Kelly’s documentary methods are infused with a psychoanalytic interest in the 

unconscious – the dominant discourse which has been heavily contested by most feminist 

thinkers – but uses this approach to access ideas related to feminist politics and feminine, 

embodied experience. She connects the archive to a method of accessing the (Lacanian 

concept of the) real by means of its material representations (75-6), stating about Mea 

Culpa: “My methodology is in some sense related to documentary. Although I didn’t 

 
77 Nancy Shaw was a past director and curator at Or Gallery.  
78 Women and Work: A Document on the Division of Labour and Industry 1973-75 was 
originally exhibited at the Tate London, U.K., and is comprised of video footage, audio, 
photographs, and works on paper. 



	 206	

know exactly what I was looking for in the beginning, I had a set of procedures for the 

final selection of material from my archive” (78). She connects both the materiality of the 

project and its interpretive potentials to a blurring of public and private spaces, and to an 

interest in “the kinds of social relations embedded in past events” accessed by means of 

documentation (79), particularly as these matters correlate to the archive’s affective 

potential, accessing, by means of a creative approach, the complexity of the archive as an 

assemblage of meanings and material-temporal entanglements, as defined by Derrida and 

Ernst, respectively. Combined with Kelly’s argument that an artwork can only be 

ethically read as a form of visual proposition “legible on its own terms” (43), this 

suggests that for Kelly, the archive is more than simply a form of record maintenance, 

and that it represents a mode of organizing and accessing the pre-linguistic self, the 

unconscious, while also, by means of the topics with which she engages (maternity and 

motherhood; women’s private narratives), subverting the patriarchal lineage and language 

of the Lacanian psychoanalytic theory Kelly harnesses. Kelly’s recursive reading of 

psychoanalysis, which she shared at her Vancouver workshop, was highly influential in 

the Vancouver feminist reading community (Robertson “Personal Interview”). 

 Kelly’s archival methods demonstrate how documentary, informational strategies 

can be infused with not only feminist politics, but also a feminist imaginary that is 

concurrently personal and collective. Robertson attests to the lasting influence of Kelly’s 

workshop,79 explaining that it played an important role in the nexus of creative activity 

 
79 Robertson was unable to attend herself due to scheduling conflicts (among other 
responsibilities, Robertson ran the Vancouver bookstore Proprioception Books from 
1988-1994), but she recalled with great clarity the workshop’s significant impact on her 
community; artist Kathy Slade, one of Robertson’s closest friends and a member of the 
KSW’s informal feminist reading group, was in attendance. 
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that informed the then-developing critical-creative feminist community within and 

adjacent to the KSW, which included writers and publishing communities, as well as 

visual artists and other members of the arts community. Robertson connects the broader 

community’s interest in Kelly’s ideas with the evolving feminist arts scene and its, and 

her own, investment in feminist psychoanalytic theory, gender studies, and feminist film 

criticism (Robertson “Personal Interview”).  

 Arguably, Kelly’s influence also affected the ways members of the KSW 

conceptualized their collective and individual archives as grounds for creative and 

political exploration and expression, in that she encouraged the use of archival practice as 

a creative method for self-realization and analysis. While the archival methods formally 

incorporated into the KSW’s mandate are not overtly connected to a formal conceptualist 

practice, the ways that the collective is documented suggests that there is a retroactive 

remembering, by means of physical archival records and narratological accounts, of the 

group that restructures its institutional identity as a form of creative praxis. In a special 

issue of the journal Open Letter dedicated to analyses of the KSW, editors Gregory Betts 

and Robert David Stacey posit, “Such perpetual institutional instability can be associated 

with the KSW’s habitual and indeed characteristic assault on its own institutional 

identity” (6), alluding not only to the KSW’s general financial precarity, which affected 

its geographical and administrative stability, but also to its internal identity as an 

institution, comprised of both a well-maintained archive and a group of individuals with 

different professional and activist relationships to institutional politics and corporate 

infrastructures. Speaking to the KSW’s broader relationships to academic institutions in 

particular, KSW writer Clint Burnham posits the collective’s ambiguous predicament as 
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such: “To use a Lacanian trope, the KSW may be said to be ex-timate (inside and outside 

at the same time) to the academy” (54). 

 

An Interview, An Archive: Reflections on Lisa Robertson’s Feminist Practice 

 I was never a founder. For certain periods I was absent. My interpretation of 

 events corresponds to my own heightened, even hackneyed, desire for a story. I 

 never felt really equal to the magnetism of my companions. This account is quite 

 wrong factually. (Robertson, “The Collective” 20) 

 After our formal interview on March 22, 2017, I went with Lisa Robertson to the 

home of her mother, Lynette Mullen, where Robertson had pulled out a few boxes of the 

kinds of paraphernalia a life might accumulate: letters and photos, newspapers, 

yearbooks, and if one is a prolific author like Robertson, a generous stack of publications: 

books, chapbooks, journals, magazines, zines, broadsides, fliers (see Appendix B). The 

collection, unearthed from boxes in the basement for an imminent move, was contained 

in a large, green, paper giftbag and, being both heavy and overflowing, was quite 

cumbersome to transport on my bus ride home. Robertson explained, somewhat 

facetiously, that this was her alternate archive, or what really amounted to what she 

referred to as “her 1990s archive,” since these were the items she had sent her mother at 

the beginning of her career as a writer. One might be familiar with the material reality of 

the informal maternal archive: a mother or other designate might put aside objects 

representing an individual’s accomplishments during the span of the earlier stages of their 

life, amounting to an intimate collection of limited value to most outsiders, unless the 

individual eventually becomes well known, in which case these once-banal objects might 
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become imbued with cultural capital. This is the case with Robertson’s 1990s archive: 

accumulated and preserved by her mother, it consists mainly of items that are already 

found in her more formal institutional archive at Simon Fraser University (SFU), but also 

items that are unique to the maternal collection: a demarcation that follows and 

foregrounds different, specific archival conventions and subjective preferences, often 

simultaneously.  

Thinking about Robertson’s maternal archive in relation to Kelly’s feminist 

archival method, I am struck by the role of intimacy and privacy, and the contrast 

between a personal and a public archive, the often-private nature of materials contained 

in a public collection, and the ways that privacy might be addressed from within a public 

position. I am particularly interested in thinking through the affect of the act of shaping 

an archival collection, and the variations on how collections might be accessed and by 

whom. It occurs to me that Robertson is openly vulnerable in both the instance of her 

sharing with me the intimacy of her mother’s collection in different ways than might 

apply to the sharing of one’s records in an institutional archive, but that these both call to 

mind a potential for a volatile form of disclosure. Such matters are, indirectly and 

aseptically, translated in the governance of access to Robertson’s formal, institutional 

fonds. 

 The Lisa Robertson fonds are housed in SFU’s Special Collections and Rare 

Books in Room 7100 of the W.A.C. Bennett Library at the university’s Burnaby campus. 

The fonds, which currently consist of 6.5 meters of textual records and other materials 

organized in traditional, enumerated and annotated bankers boxes and folders, were 

created in 1987 and contain items from the span of 1984-2007. The description of the 
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fonds published online, authored by archivist Laura Fortier, provides an outline of 

Robertson’s biographical history and the custodial history of the fonds. It also describes 

the scope and content of the fonds, a section that specifies that the fonds “consists of 

items related to Robertson’s writing, editing, and teaching activities” (4). One of the more 

pertinent components of the fonds is the “Terms Governing Access,” which clarifies that, 

“With the exception of published materials and related ephemera, and proofs and page 

proofs of subsequently published manuscripts, access to papers and notebooks is 

restricted to researchers who have obtained permission from Lisa Robertson, as long as 

she is still living” (4). While this stipulation is not unusual in the context of an archive, it 

suggests that an individual wishes to be informed about whom might wish to access 

specific materials in their archive, and also how and why. They wish to be cognizant of 

the nature of access and the use of this information; ultimately, we must conclude they 

wish to control the access to private materials.  

 The access governance of the record is one of the main ideas underlying the 

conceptual framework of institutional archives. Archival scholar Michelle Caswell states 

that according to archivists, archives “are collections of records, material and immaterial, 

analog and digital (which, from an archival studies perspective, is just another form of 

material), the institutions that steward them, the places where they are physically located, 

and the processes that designated them ‘archival’” (n.p.). Caswell observes that within 

archival studies – a broad field that implicates archivists, librarians, and information 

studies scholars – the working definition of archives is quite different from that adopted 

by (contemporary) humanities scholars, which she describes as, roughly, “the ‘first law of 

what can be said, the system that governs the appearance of statements as unique events,’ 
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according to Foucault, or a curious materialization of the death drive and pleasure 

principle according to Derrida” (n.p.).80 In short, within archival studies, archives are 

structurally co-constituted by both objects and an official framework that conform to a set 

of definitions and structures, but within the more theoretical purview of a literary 

approach to archives, the archive takes on additional meaning, as a means of accessing a 

kind of shared representational imaginary. Contrary to Caswell’s initial critical 

observations of the divide between praxis and theory endemic to humanistic approaches 

to archival work, Linda Morra, in her study of women’s literary archives, Unarrested 

Archives: Case Studies in Twentieth-Century Women’s Authorship (2014), suggests that 

these two definitions might be intermeshed. Reading the ways that women have 

historically navigated and negotiated the archival systems of their time, she argues that, 

for various reasons, such systems faced challenges in accommodating the needs of 

women authors, or were averse to the adaptations they required.  Expanding upon the 

orthodox and prescriptive definitions – such as those to which Caswell makes reference – 

as a means of making space for the situations of women’s records she encountered in her 

study, Morra describes the archives as: 

 not the sum of all texts, but rather the literal establishments that hold material 

 traces of an author’s contributions, the mediating spaces that showcase who was 

 able to articulate publicly and what was articulable in a given period; the very 

 cache of papers that a female author deposits in or withholds from a literal 

 institution; and, finally, what else may be approached as an archive when 

 
80	Caswell is here referring to Derrida’s deconstructive, psychoanalytic approach to the 
archive as an irreconcilable constellation of ideas and terms.	
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 institutions either refuse to preserve or mislay the literary records of a female 

 author. (10) 

 To accommodate the specific dimensions of this interpretation, she posits the 

dichotomous but porous concepts of the “arrested” and the “unarrested archive,” a binary 

Morra locates in the idea of “house arrest” that Derrida uses in his discussion of 

commandment and the domicile (13); the “arrested” being that which conforms to the 

institutional definitions of archives (the so-called “archives” of archival studies, as per 

Caswell). The latter archival category, “unarrested,” can be defined according to more 

open-ended and individualistic terms that also enable epistemologically and 

socioculturally diverse approaches to the idea of the official record and what might 

designate such. Morra notes, “It is not merely the content of archives that matters; the 

very shape they assume and the sociological epistemologies that undergird them must be 

properly apprehended” (12), suggesting that the conventional institutional definitions 

problematized by Caswell privilege specific approaches to knowledge, materiality, and 

positionality (12), which can be affected by gender and sexual identity, political views, 

race, class, and other points of difference.  

 In many ways, the archival ethos contributes to a broader artistic and intellectual 

praxis. While it is not unusual for a living subject, like Robertson, to simultaneously hold 

both an official and a personal archive, the situation provides a unique opportunity to 

consider how these collections reveal the ways that an individual might engage with the 

institutional systems that structure and code the notion and practice of maintaining an 

official record, and how these decisions and attitudes, which amount to an archival ethos, 

correlate with an artist’s creative practice, giving the body of their work a complex and 
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multiplicitous relationship to the social, cultural, economic, and political systems with 

which they, out of necessity, engage. Building from Morra’s reconsiderations and 

reconceptualizations of standardized archival practice, and Kelly’s creative, strategic 

interventions into the broader implications of such standards, it is worth taking into 

account how the ways that an author or artist might understand the implications of their 

archive differ by individual. Archives are approached according to fluctuating attitudes, 

feelings, and perceptions, and to the ways personal career paths might relate to physical 

institutions. These are not always accessible, although there are often obvious 

relationships between individuals and the institutions that house their archives.  

Robertson’s formal fonds are at SFU for several reasons, including because she studied 

there; the KSW archives are also there, along with those of Daphne Marlatt, Jeff Derksen 

(and Writing Magazine), Peter Culley, and other Vancouver writers of the era, formally 

and/or informally associated with the group.81 

 Jason Wiens, in his 2018 essay “Minutes Over Monuments: Rereading the 

Kootenay School of Writing (as) Archive,” discusses Robertson’s SFU fonds as 

providing traces “not only of the compositional process of . . . books, but of the 

community within which the writing took place: the papers here become an embodied 

archive of social relations” (78). This reminds me of how when I have looked through the 

items in the archive Robertson lent me, I instantly recall aspects of our conversation, its 

content, yes, but also its intimacy and its affect. Aspects of our interview gain new 

meaning in relation to these book objects, and the objects take on a new vitality in light of 

 
81 SFU is well-known primary site of avant-garde Canadian poetry archives, including 
hosting the collections of bpNichol, Judith Copithorne, and Christian Bök. 
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her commentary and the narrative histories she shared, as well as the nodes and networks 

of relations to which her stories make reference. In writing this dissertation, I began to 

reflect on the ways that scholarly analysis of a personal, “unarrested” collection invites a 

feminist ethical framework for structuring my approach to Robertson’s materials. 

Caswell and Marika Cifor discuss feminist ethical frameworks as positing “interlacing 

and ongoing relationships of mutual obligation that are dependent on culture and context” 

(29); as such, I contacted Robertson and requested her consent to write about our 

interview and her materials in a published space. (She agreed.) Indeed, the importance of 

certain items shifts or expands according to Robertson’s annotation. The Summer 1990 

issue of Front magazine is included in the collection; a surface reading would suggest 

that this issue holds a place because of Robertson’s role as editor of a special poetry 

feature in the issue, but one of the parts she highlights in conversation is how Catriona 

Strang’s concrete poems in the feature give testimony to the production of feminist-

conceptualist concrete poetry in the early 1990s, and within the KSW in particular. The 

excerpt of Strang’s TEM (fig. 18), a double page spread at the centre of the magazine (24-

25), is graphically arresting, combining blacked-out geometric blocks with single words 

in white text: “seraph,” “grab,” “slick,” “wry,” “trash,” and “transmit,” against a graph 

paper background, with short lines of appropriated text from a source not indicated 

running along the underside of the image plates: “at the rail’s jerk, devised to slip the 

lime burn” (24); “Please, set fire to the twigs and leaves, oh & just admit the twist” (25). 

The issue also serves as a historic repository of Robertson’s professional affiliations, 

friendships, and aesthetic taste; the list of contributors features visual artist Kathy Slade, 

one of Robertson’s longtime collaborators and friends, as well as a good number of 



	 215	

Vancouver writers, including KSW members Peter Culley, Julia Steele, Dorothy Trujillo 

Lusk, Dan Farrell, Christine Stewart, and Kathryn MacLeod. 

 While it is habitual and expected for editorial projects to result in a web of public 

and private relations (indeed, this kind of social mapping is a feature in scholarship 

researching editorial work and book history), Robertson’s body of creative work serves a 

similar purpose. In a less pragmatic sense than her work as an editor and an organizer, 

Robertson’s formal poetry and poetry collections, of which there are two included in the 

maternal archive, are themselves permeated with the sense of an archival unconscious, 

connecting her writings to real life events and rendering them creative records of her 

thoughts, relationships, and daily interactions. She not only published, and was published 

by, a number of close friends and colleagues, she also addresses them in her poetry, 

interweaving her narrative poems with her personal social history and the affect of her 

lived experience. 

 Included in the archive is a first edition of XEclogue (1993), Robertson’s second 

poetry collection, which was published around the time of Robertson’s arrival as a 

member of the KSW, and at the tail end of her time spent running Proprioception Books. 

The long poem repeatedly addresses a woman named “Nancy” in its epistolary 

components; Nancy also appears regularly in the narrative.  The final poem in the book, 

the tenth Eclogue (the “XEclogue” in question) begins,  

 Dear Nancy,  

 Are these, then, our only choices: to slip away into oblivion, or to be left behind, 

 clinging to dirty ghosts? We must assume otherwise. If, under the cover of 

 coherence, we were to applaud the irretrievable passing of that world through 
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 which we thought ourselves to be moving, if we were to reconfigure our grief as a 

 mocking epilogue, to become what we can no longer desire, and among these 

 dispositions, to admit that we have been susceptible to charm and flattery, perhaps 

 then, though hyphenated by doubt, we could jam the grim identifications, the 

 splayed economies, the trussed fusions, and enter into the sibylline promise of a 

 new calendar.  

 This tented evening will lend us the luxury of analysis. Yet still it’s difficult to 

 imagine telling a story. Say, under the rubric of utopia, these shots, these opening 

 shots – flat garden, stiff tree, sky – postulate silence and dissolution. A slow pan 

 paints a low horizon. Yet still it’s in the service of someone else’s belief. (np) 

Who is the Nancy in Robertson’s text? Reading the final note at the end of the book, 

which clarifies the origins of its allusions to historical, literary, and musical references – 

its “many houseguests” – there is, conspicuously, no explanation of Nancy’s identity. 

However, in our interview, Robertson confirms my private suspicions that the poem was 

written to her KSW colleague, the late Nancy Shaw, 82 with whom she and Strang formed 

a tight-knit political circle within the group focused on reading and discussing feminist 

critical and theoretical writings, as part of the nexus of interest and participation in 

feminist discourse in Vancouver in the 1990s described above.83 In contrast with what 

 
82 In an audio recording of Robertson’s reading from the work at its launch at the 
Kootenay School of Writing on January 8, 1994, its notable that the part of “Nancy” is 
read by Shaw. The recording of the convivial, collaborative performance, which also 
features other members of the KSW reading collectively as “The Roaring Boys,” is 
available on the PennSound website: 
https://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Robertson/Robertson-
Lisa_Reading_Kootenay-School_Vancouver_01-%2008-1994.mp3 
83 Listening to my interview with Robertson, which I recorded as a sound file, I reflected 
on the work scholars Deanna Fong and Karis Shearer are undergoing as part of the 
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she describes as the serious atmosphere of the avant-garde in Vancouver at that time, 

Robertson describes a joyous engagement with both narrative and history within these 

more private circles; the shared pleasure of “the sense of writing to each other” and 

“wanting to thrill one another” within the community, and the near-tangible energy in 

surprising one another by addressing work to each other at readings (Robertson). 

Robertson’s call to “jam the grim identifications, the splayed economies, the trussed 

fusions, and enter into the sibylline promise of a new calendar”; “the luxury of analysis”; 

and the difficulty of imagining oneself telling a story, alongside the repeated, cinematic 

image of “shots, opening shots” “under the rubric of utopia” takes on new significance 

when we imagine the narrator addressing a friend and feminist collaborator in carving out 

collective space in the largely masculine art histories attributed to Vancouver, where the 

choices seem to be to “slip into away into oblivion” and be ignored, or cling to the “dirty 

ghosts” of the avant-garde and be “left behind” (np). 

 The idea of a genre of archival, textual intimacy of sociocultural relations is 

thrown into sharp relief when considering the experience of encountering the passages in 

drafts and editions held in the SFU archive. Comparing the multiple drafts of XEclogue 

housed in the SFU fonds, Wiens observes how Robertson vacillates between the use of 

“I” and “we” and between verb tenses in different versions of her poems. He remarks 

that,  

 Reading through this palimpsest within the substrate throws into relief the 

 implications of the “final” version through juxtaposition and contrast. Such a 

 
SpokenWeb initiative, wherein interviews with poets are considered according to their 
archival and affective potentials. 



	 218	

 reading follows a “genetic” critical model, which examines archival evidence of 

 the evolution of a work not through an attempt to recover authorial “intent,” but to 

 consider the significance of the “final” version of a text through juxtaposition 

 with its earlier iterations. (79-80) 

This suggests a reading of the assemblage of versions found in the archive both against 

and with the addition of that which has pride of place in Robertson’s alternate archive, 

inscribed to her mother. Further, Wiens also observes how in the notebooks in the archive 

containing initial drafts of the works for XEclogue, poems are written alongside addresses 

of KSW members and other personal records related to the KSW, and suggests that, “The 

close proximity of these more quotidian details with the drafts of work Robertson would 

publish reminds us of the collective matrix for this writing” (80). The quotidian details 

are indeed, to use Burnham’s language, “ex-timate” to the collection itself. 

 Performing a kind of meta-analysis of her reading of “the collective” throughout 

her essay, Robertson alludes to the significance of archives as a method for externally 

accessing not only the history of the KSW, but its general contours, positing that, despite 

the group’s general scepticism about bureaucratic conventions (such as those that dictate 

the form and function of a formal archive), “terms they violently rejected as insufficiently 

materialist can now become useful, because the collective can’t be described with 

precision from within the field of their own vocabulary. An outer vantage is needed” 

(20). Such a claim suggests an invitation for outsiders to look in upon the group and its 

activities; it is challenging to ask participants internal to the KSW to recount collective 

histories, because each individual member has a subjective experience and understanding 

of the School’s identity and narratives. To interrogate from the “field” of one’s own 
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“vocabulary” (20) explicitly delimits the performance of analysis to subjective 

dimensions, but this biased perspective is in itself useful, allowing for access to 

individual narrations of personal observations and involvements, exposing the visceral 

particulars of private networks as well as the drives and developments that motivate 

creative outputs. Robertson’s apparent lament that “I was never a founder” and that, “For 

certain periods I was absent. My interpretation of events corresponds to my own 

heightened, even hackneyed, desire for a story . . . This account is quite wrong factually” 

(20) self-consciously situates her within the KSW’s history, and positions her essay in the 

handful of extant accounts of the collective’s shared memory. Read alongside both her 

public, institutional archive at SFU and her private, maternal archive, as well our 

interview, Robertson’s essay builds on an accumulated, collaborative collective memory 

premised in a self-reflexive, self-aware archival unconscious.  

 Institutional discourse about the archive rarely takes into account that the archive 

has multitudinous creative and affective dimensions; it is also, often, a site of overlapping 

subjectivities, where documents communicate public and private networks and identities 

and make this information available to various publics. In an “unarrested” archive such as 

Robertson’s, these intentions are communicated more intimately, but also reflect how 

archival ideation – the drives underlying the structural relations of collections – 

contributes to an expressive positionality within institutional culture and corresponds to 

both an aesthetic and a gestalt. KSW members, as with Robertson, are aware – and it 

seems, have always been aware – of the importance of the memory bank as contributing 

to the group’s mythos, as well as to its self-mythologization. This is demonstrated not 

only in how conscientiously members of the collective established and maintained 
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personal and institutional records as evidence of professional regimes of writing and 

networking, but also in how memory is accessed, and controlled. Robertson’s awareness 

of the implications of making personal documentation available to the public, and of 

differentiating them from the less intimate materials of what might constitute her public-

facing identity, as expressed in the terms of governance of her SFU fonds, suggests an 

appreciation of the significance of regional archival strategies for self-realization within 

discourse. These also factor into the nature of the expressive and aesthetic role archival 

strategies occupy in her writing and publishing practice, as well as in her personal 

identity as a member of the collective and member of the feminist community in 

Vancouver, even if she now lives elsewhere. 

 Robertson’s feminist praxis is rooted in Vancouver conceptualism’s archival 

unconscious and the collectivity Vancouver’s creative forums helped to manifest. Her 

connection to and self-identification with an emergent group of feminist artists and 

writers actively engaged in thinking through the ways that women, as individuals and 

members of a collective, situated themselves and their feminist communities within the 

fabric of Vancouver and its broader networks, speaks to the evolution of the evolving 

attributes of conceptualist production in the city at that time. Her participation in 

conceptualist and critical archival practice – in tandem with the practices of visual artists 

in Vancouver and in response to feminist archival methods as exemplified by artists like 

Kelly – draws out the ways that Vancouver cultural producers sought to situate 

themselves in the broader informational narratives of conceptual art. The creation of a 

personal – or a maternal – material archive is not only a method for self-actualization but 

is also a method for the reclamation of histories affected by gendered and patriarchal 
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modes of dominance and erasure. The logics of the archive are here both intellectually, 

intentionally instituted and emotionally felt, exemplifying the ways that Vancouver 

conceptualism draws from and together different facets of cultural and social life. These 

methods also illuminate and replicate the ways that communities operating at the 

periphery seek to assert and insert themselves within hegemonies and dominant histories, 

by assuming identities and literacies recognizable to institutions and institutional 

discourse, such as the way that Vancouver wrote itself into the global forums of 

conceptual and contemporary art. An archive, as a material strategy, relates to the ethos 

of conceptualism in Vancouver, as cultural production that is both materially conscious 

and political, critically connecting the object to its contexts. 
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Chapter Five 

Conceptualism and Vancouver Modernism 

 

In this chapter, I take up the notion of the Vancouver archive in the broader context of 

conversations and events that draw out the relations between Vancouver and its 

connections to the discourse of conceptualist production and modernism. As with the 

analysis of regionalism in the evolution of conceptual art in exhibitions and texts such as 

Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950s-1980s (1999-2000) and Traffic: 

Conceptual Art in Canada 1965-1980 (2012), theoretical discourse around the production 

of other conceptualist genres has, in recent years, become increasingly complex with 

timelines and definitions under revision and debate. Intriguingly, these reconsiderations 

and amendments contribute to modified and particularized interpretations of how such 

genres apprehend and expand conceptual art’s legacies, shedding light on how conceptual 

art has been received and reinterpreted in customized, often context-responsive ways 

across national and/or regional boundaries. Such conversations and their critical 

interpretations are useful for examining the conceptualist practices at play in Vancouver, 

which, as I have shown, do not correspond evenly with orthodox art historical definitions 

of conceptual art or writing. 

 Assessing what might be called “Vancouver Modernism” and Vancouver’s 

relationship to historic and contemporary conceptualist movements, I look to four 

different key events that help to reveal wider shifts in conceptualism. Two main events, 

the 2011 North of Invention conference at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia 
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and a 2019 symposium on the legacy of Jeff Wall held at Toronto’s Prefix Institute for 

Contemporary Art, and two ancillary events, contemporary and historic, a 2019-20 Hans 

Haacke exhibition at the New Museum in New York and the 1981 Modernism and 

Modernity conference held in Vancouver, each helps map not only the evolution of 

Vancouver’s conceptual production as a cultural phenomenon, but also assists in the 

process of thinking through Vancouver’s unique, dynamic concatenation of factors 

contributing to the current status of Vancouver conceptualism. Though there are 

historical discrepancies between the 1981 conference and recent events, the release of a 

new edition of the conference papers in 2004 suggests that there has been a renewed 

interest in the event in the twenty-first century, and further demonstrates how 

Vancouver’s modernist histories are important to present-day cultural discourse. The 

consideration of the nature, function, and theoretical implications of these events from a 

variety of temporal and subjective perspectives affirms and acknowledges Vancouver’s 

position as an important node in the development of a broader conversation around 

conceptual art and its transnational and global legacies as a politically engaged artistic 

movement and genre. 

 

Jeff Derksen’s “Poetry After Conceptual Art” 

The 2011 North of Invention conference84 at the University of Pennsylvania was 

the site of such a re-examination, featuring a transnational exploration of the state of 

 
84 North of Invention: A Canadian Poetry Festival, was organized by Sarah Dowling and 
Charles Bernstein as a means to celebrate “the breadth and complexity of poetic 
experimentation in Canada” and featured “emerging and established poets working across 
multiple traditions.” In particular, its aim was to address “the hotly debated areas of 
‘innovation’ and ‘conceptual writing,’ the history of sound poetry and contemporary 
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conceptual writing, largely responding to what poet Charles Bernstein estimates to be 

“the trademark term” established by Christian Bök (L’Abbé n.p.) and his contemporaries 

Darren Wershler,85 Kenneth Goldsmith, and Craig Dworkin.86 As part of this 

reassessment, Jeff Derksen presented an essay at the conference titled “Poetry After 

Conceptual Art” proposing to “trouble the temporalities of Conceptual art in order to 

open possible trajectories for conceptual poetry” (1). In this paper, which he presented at 

the University of Pennsylvania’s  Kelly Writers House, Derksen argued that Jeff Wall’s 

writings outlining Conceptualism’s “failings” and incompleteness as a movement (6) 

suggest that the Vancouver School “can be understood to emerge from the belated 

modernism of Canada’s west in order to return to key problematics of a modernism 

understood [not] merely as an incomplete project, but as a radically uneven and repetitive 

problematic” (7). Derksen’s observation, after Wall, that Vancouver photography arises 

from a localized and regionalist engagement with the complexities of a latent modernism 

casts new light on the complexity of Vancouver art’s relationship to conceptual art. 

 Taking up such intricacies, Derksen focalizes the dualistic problematic Wall 

identifies in conceptual art, as detailed in Wall’s “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel,” wherein, 

as mentioned in Chapter 2, Wall posits that conceptualism is caught up in a “dialectical 

inversion” (qtd in Derksen 5), which Derksen, after Wall, characterizes as “the cultural 

 
performance, multilingualism and translation, and connections to activism” (“North of 
Invention”).  
85 Wershler edited Bök’s book, Eunoia, and authored a number of early conceptualist 
poetry collections, including NICHOLODEON: a book of lowerglyphs (1997), and co-
authored the collections apostrophe (2006) and Update (2010) with Bill Kennedy. 
86 Goldsmith and Dworkin edited and wrote introductory essays for Against Expression: 
An Anthology of Conceptual Writing (2011), described as “the premier anthology of 
conceptual writing” on its back cover.  
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critique of the Frankfurt School and the activism of the Situationists linked to the moment 

of May 68” (Derksen 4). Derksen brings these aspects of Wall’s reading of conceptual art 

into conversation with poetry, threading together Wall’s emphasis on how conceptual 

art’s “reductivism . . . which emphasized the work of art’s resemblance to nonart, [and] is 

the direct precondition for the ‘dematerialization’ of the work of art into critical 

language” (qtd in Derksen 5), and “the intense politics of the sign that was characteristic 

of [Language poet] Steve McCaffery’s positioning” (5), citing McCaffery’s statement 

that “The fight for language is also a fight within language” (qtd in Derksen 5). Wall’s 

inversion is here “not a reduction but a production” (Derksen 5). The tensions between 

the dialectical elements of art and writing here suggest a relationship drawing together 

conceptual art and genres of poetry. This relationship shifts the internal politics of 

language and writing to produce a kind of metacriticality characteristic of Language 

poetry and its literary successors in the Kootenay School of Writing, who were also 

caught up in the regionalist, western version of modernism Derksen describes. Derksen 

writes: 

This place-based modernity was laced into, allegorically by Wall, the grand 

failure of modernism in 1939 articulated as a cultural failure that permeates 

everyday life (an argument that sets aside Henry [sic] Lefebvre’s work on 

everyday life as the intensified site of possibility and critique) and a larger 

political failure that is illustrated through the concentration of art’s inability to do 

anything other than critique its own failures at critique, on the one hand, and on a 

critique of its inability (due to socially determined reasons) to merge with post-68 

activism, on the other hand. Out of this dance of failure, melancholy, and critique 
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through allegorical means of picture-making, the Vancouver School of photo-

conceptualism springs, [and] lays down a charged groundwork for artists. [. . .] 

This narrative also lays a groundwork taken up by some writers associated with 

the KSW in the early 1990s. (7-8, italics in original)87 

Derksen then ties Wall’s arguments to what he identifies as “another narrative in post-

conceptual work that ties into the very possibilities of the failures [Wall] outlines: modes 

of social critique embedded in artistic practices [. . .] and the relationship of art and 

activism” (8). Literary scholar and poet Sarah Dowling, in an interview of her and 

Charles Bernstein by poet-scholar Sonnet L’Abbé about the North of Invention events, 

described Derksen’s presentation at the conference as a description of writing after 

conceptual art that was both “provocative, and indeed a very Canadian discussion of the 

relationship between conceptual art and writing, and one that very much expands the 

notion of what we mean in poetics when we say ‘conceptual,’ [and] what kinds of 

practices might fall under that umbrella” (n.p.). Dowling draws attention to Derksen’s 

emphasis on the importance of the national and regionalist context for the production and 

critical reception and interpretation of conceptualist work of a specific, politically 

engaged type. 

 At the end of his essay, Derksen, in looking at Wall’s arguments specifically and 

the evolution of Vancouver photoconceptualism as a response to conceptual art generally, 

 
87 Derksen brings particular attention to KSW poet Dorothy Trujillo Lusk’s poem, 
“Sentimental Intervention” from her 1991 collection Redactive (Talonbooks), which 
Derksen explains, appropriates and combines “fragments of Flaubert’s Sentimental 
Education  with a text from Jeff Wall thus enacting this productive ‘ruination’ of the 
possibilities and failures of modernity and its subsequent refiguration in Wall” (8). 
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makes an argument for alternative and emergent ways of understanding conceptualist 

creative production. He looks to Vancouver particularly (as this is the locus of the 

examples he chooses) and examines the particular relational types of work that he 

observes “as either new urgencies or repetitive possibilities forged at an untimely and 

decentred nexus of Conceptual art, post-conceptualism, and Conceptual writing.” He 

surmises that the work he observes can be categorized according to five “configurations” 

(9): “Remaking/Restaging” (9), “Research and the intersection of Appropriation” (11), 

“Institutional critique (for the state – inverting the inversion)” (12), “[T]he new 

conditions of art and activism” (14), and “Conceptualizing Expression” (14), all of which 

produce poetries drawing from the tensions Wall describes to engage critically with their 

contexts of production and reception. In so doing, they also help to define the kind of 

theoretical, modernist context from which they arise: a modernist, conceptualist context 

proper to Vancouver. 

 

Peter Osborne and Revisions to Periodization 

 Taking issue with conventional approaches to conceptual art’s relationship to 

modernism, philosopher of art Peter Osborne perceives shortcomings to the critical-

philosophical discourse of the analysis of contemporary art as it relates to the dominant 

modernist paradigm as applied to art historical contexts. He argues that the widespread 

periodization of modernism fails to register and reflect the impact of conceptualism, 

particularly in how conceptualism is premised in a negation of modernist values that does 

not constitute a break from modernism, but rather, exists in a more complex form of 

relation with modernism. As such, he proposes an alternate schematic for the 
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periodization of conceptual art based on the current and conventional chronological 

schema’s inability to usefully address aspects of the theoretical complexity of late 

twentieth century art (art from the 1960s and beyond). He observes how “It has become 

conventional to periodize art of the past fifty years in terms of a transition from 

‘modernism’ to ‘postmodernism,’” noting that such a periodization presents a key 

problem in that “it fails to endow the complexly interacting set of anti- ‘modernist’ 

artistic strategies of the 1960s with either sufficient conceptual determinacy and 

distinctness or adequate historical effectivity” (“Art Beyond Aesthetics” 663).  

For Osborne, the traditional periodization focalizes a break from modernism 

when, in reality, modernism undergoes a series of evolutions.88 Moreover, he observes 

that art history needs to grapple more directly not only with the unevenness of 

modernism’s reception, but also with the accuracy of the representation of both 

conceptualism and its antecedents – as paradigmatic shifts – within the historical 

paradigm. Speaking more directly to conceptual art’s historical position and noting how 

Clement Greenberg’s “critical hegemony” within modernism “in a conceptually and 

chronologically restrictive manner” (“Art Beyond Aesthetics” 663), he contends that the 

conventional understanding of an even, binaristic temporal movement between 

modernism and postmodernism  

fails to register both the critical priority of conceptual art within this field and the 

historical and critical significance of its post-conceptual legacy. It thus fails to 

 
88 Here we might recall the relevance of historical avant-gardes to contemporary 
conceptual artists. For instance, the uptake of Manet’s visual strategies from A Bar at the 
Folies-Bergère (1882) in Wall’s Picture for Women (1979) mentioned in Chapter 2 or the 
remaking of Benjamin’s Arcades Project (1927-40) in Goldsmith’s projects such as 
Capital: New York, Capital of the 20th Century (2015).  
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provide a theoretical basis on which we might specify the ontological 

distinctiveness of contemporary art. I therefore propose an alternative 

periodization of art after modernism that privileges the sequence 

modernism/conceptual art/post-conceptual art over the 

modernism/postmodernism couplet, and treats the conceptual/post-conceptual 

trajectory as the standpoint from which to totalize the wide array of other anti-

‘modernist’ movements, where modernism is used here in its restrictive and 

ultimately mystifying, but nonetheless still critically ‘actual’, Greenbergian sense. 

(A philosophically adequate conception of modernism as a temporal logic of 

cultural forms would embrace the whole sequence; ‘postmodernism’ being the 

misrecognition of a particular stage in the dialectic of modernisms.) (663) 

Osborne’s argument for a periodization that focalizes and taxonomizes the ways that 

subsequent eras process anti-modernist tendencies draws out the specificities of 

conceptualist and postconceptualist practice, and importantly, erases what he understands 

to be a binary approach to periodization that is overly reductive, failing to trace the 

intricacies of modernism’s critical legacy in contemporary art. Why, sixty-plus years later 

(Osborne published the above sixteen years before the time of this writing), does 

modernism’s relationship with and influence on the development of contemporary art still 

seem to preoccupy theorists of art? And how and why does conceptual art, the movement 

upon which Osborne’s argument for a new periodization hinges, figure into this equation 

in such an important way? The continued interest in conceptual art’s role, as a political 

and socially-inscribed development in art history, in the trajectory of contemporary art is 
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evidenced in the resurgence of interest in pivotal events and artists of the early 

movement. 

 In an interview with Jeff Wall published in 2008 in the journal Radical 

Philosophy, “Art After Photography, After Conceptual Art,” Osborne brings up related 

topics that build on his arguments for a theoretical basis for the “ontological 

distinctiveness of contemporary art” (“Art Beyond Aesthetics” 663) and connects them to 

Wall’s art practice and critical writing. He asks Wall, “Do you consider theory to play a 

formative role in your art practice as well as your critical writing?” (“Art After 

Photography,” n.p.). Wall hesitates to associate his practices to his interest in theory in 

any concrete terms, suggesting instead that “I like to think that what you might call 

theoretical elements in those works weren’t really ‘elements,’ they were just part of my 

personality at that point in time, and if the pictures have any fascination for anyone that 

might be the reason” (n.p.). The suggestion that theoretical concerns are simply an aspect 

of his personality does not diminish but instead emphasizes the theoretical dimension of 

his creative practice, implying indirectly that the theoretical imaginary of his context of 

production might be unconsciously internalized rather than knowingly applied. 

 Osborne’s interrogation of modernism, conceptualism, and critical practice 

accords with Derksen’s regionalist reading of conceptualist practice in Vancouver as a 

means for a socially and politically conscious creative critical engagement that extends 

beyond institutional confines. The legacies of conceptual art and institutional critique are 

present in the theoretical (and ontologically distinct) aspects in the work of Wall and his 

contemporaries working in and around Vancouver photoconceptualism. 
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 The crux of what I would like to examine lies in the ways that schools of criticism 

and theory in Vancouver adopt particular artistic approaches shaped by modernism, or 

rather, as Derksen argues, versions of modernism and what Osborne here names forms of 

“anti-modernism” in visual art from the 1960s onward. I am interested in analysing how 

these might embody the anti-modernist impulses Osborne invites us to revisit.  

Osborne and Derksen both argue for versions of modernism that engage with 

what might be considered delayed responses to Anglo-American and European templates, 

which circulate as what Johanna Drucker, in her 1994 book Theorizing Modernism, calls 

“canonical works: anthologized texts (often in the form of the familiar excerpt) and the 

images that form the bases of survey courses,” explaining that “it is precisely through 

such anthologies, collections, and selections that [the modernist] tradition has been 

codified” (1). It is in what Drucker calls the “received tradition” of modern art and its 

history that the tensions in Vancouver art production and criticism are shaped. I am not 

arguing that there is a pervasive, perhaps binary understanding of modernism that shapes 

Vancouver’s artistic discourses, but that artistic communities seem to adopt particular 

modernist stances, and that it is useful that these stances be particularized and 

differentiated.  

 Two recent events in 2019 provoked a broader examination of how the 

characterization and periodization of conceptual art might be reconsidered under 

contemporary conditions: first, “The Man in the Mirror, A Symposium on the Work of 

Jeff Wall,” a two-day event at Prefix Institute of Contemporary Art in Toronto in January 

2019; second, the return of Hans Haacke to New York by means of the New Museum’s 

exhibition Hans Haacke: All Connected, the first major survey of his work in the United 
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States in thirty years. Reflecting on the impact of modernism vis-à-vis conceptualism in 

Vancouver in particular, and the ways we have come to understand the avant-gardist 

principles of conceptual art in general, these two events tease out the complexity of the 

metacriticality of conceptual art and the ways that temporality – in relation to modernism 

– figure into the reception of conceptual art, and conceptualism in general, as a 

metacritical, socially-engaged mode and method for critique and analysis.  

 

Jeff Wall as Vancouver’s Mirror 

 The Jeff Wall symposium opened on Thursday, 24 January, and featured a lecture 

with Belgian curator Dieter Roelstraete, best known in Canadian art historical 

communities for having co-curated the exhibition Intertidal: Vancouver Art and Artists 

with Scott Watson at the Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst Antwerpen (Museum for 

Contemporary Art in Antwerp) (2005-2006).89 During Roelstaete’s conversation with 

photography scholar Sara Knelman, the director of Jane Corkin Gallery (Toronto), there 

was a sense that Vancouver photography’s defining characteristics could be collapsed 

into Wall’s public identity, and that his career and publications have come to be 

internalized as illustrative of the thinking underlying the development of Vancouver’s 

global artistic identity. Indeed, in the exhibition catalogue for Intertidal, published in 

partnership with the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery and UBC, Roelstraete’s 

 
89 Intriguingly, Roelstraete and Watson’s exhibition included a good number of 
Vancouver artists of and associated with the Vancouver School, including Roy Arden, 
Stan Douglas, Rodney Graham, and Ian Wallace, but did not include any work by Jeff 
Wall, owing, as Roelstraete explained during his talk, to Wall’s distaste for being 
characterized as a “Vancouver artist” making work about Vancouver. Despite his 
declining to participate, Wall was not altogether antagonistic and did meet with 
Roelstraete at other times to discuss his work. 
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introduction closes with an image of Wall’s photograph, The Flooded Grave (1998-2000) 

(fig. 19), and his essay “1,986,965 (2001 Census),” echoing Lippard’s ‘number shows’90 

in that it reflects Vancouver’s population (this time in 2001), concludes with an image of 

Wall’s earlier photo, Coastal Motifs (1989) (fig. 20). Further, Wall is cited repeatedly in 

many of the catalogue’s contributing essays by Vancouver critics such as Michael 

Turner, William Wood, and Shepherd Steiner, a testament to the connection between 

Wall and his contextual and geographic environs. 

 Reflecting on his impressions of Wall’s career, Roestraete focused primarily on 

the main arguments published in an article theorizing Wall’s contributions, “The Way of 

the Shovel: On the Archeological Imaginary in Art” published in e-flux in 2009, which 

examines, as a primary image, Wall’s Fieldwork. Excavation of the floor of a dwelling in 

the former Sto:lo nation village, Greenwood Island, Hope, B.C., August, 2003, Anthony 

Graesch, Dept. of Anthropology, University of California at Los Angeles, working with 

Riley Lewis of the Sto:lo band (2003) (fig. 21), a large-scale transparency in lightbox 

photograph depicting what appears to be an archeological site in British Columbia. In his 

essay, Roelstraete explores tensions between the characteristically postmodernist “crisis 

in history” and the historiographic turn in visual art. While he attributes the “crisis in 

history” to such phenomena as “the quaint exoticism of the everyday” and is “related 

both to today’s general state of post-ideological fatigue as well as to the political 

evacuation (or de-politicization of academia,” he characterizes art’s historiographic turn 

as “art’s obsession with the past, however recently lived, [which] effectively closes it off 

 
90 The ‘number shows’ included the Vancouver exhibition 955,000; each exhibition took 
the population of the city in which it was shown as its title. 
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from other, possibly more pressing obligations, namely that of imagining the future, of 

imagining the world otherwise (‘differently’)” (n.p.). 

 The relationship between Roelstraete’s arguments about Vancouver as a place and 

Wall’s and other Vancouver photoconceptualists’s role in both representing and building 

global representations of the city as an international sign might be surmised in the use of 

Wall’s images as markers of both geographical specificity and a kind of mythological 

imaginary. The Flooded Grave and Coastal Motifs both convey a sense of quiet 

immersion in an all-consuming and iconographic version of nature and landscape often 

associated with Vancouver. Each suggests the effects of what Roelstraete names the 

“Daily Sublime,” recalling B.C.’s motto “supernatural British Columbia” (11) in its 

prominent but ubiquitous natural, coastal beauty. The Flooded Grave is a photograph of a 

coastal burial plot, seemingly in progress, overcome by rising tides, complete with 

resurging sea life such as barnacles and anemones. Coastal Motifs transposes signifiers of 

marine industry within the tradition of the romantic landscape, disrupting sublime images 

of the Coast mountains surrounded by mist with evidence of the effects of industry on the 

natural environment. In variously depicting a fresh pyramid of turned earth and mounds 

of yellow sulphur, the works recall (if not reference) work done by other artists in 

Vancouver, including local artists N.E. Thing Co., whose local Vancouver pile forms, as 

documented in A Portfolio of Piles (1968), are iconic in the Vancouver art world and 

have been prominently exhibited and collected in Vancouver’s public arts institutions. 

Details in The Flooded Grave as a seeming documentation of an earthwork in progress, a 

sculptural work built directly in the landscape, also calls attention to the influence of land 

artist Robert Smithson, drawing on what Roelstraete references as the “Dan 
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Graham/Robert Smithson” effect of the arrival of “vanguardist strands of contemporary 

art” arriving in Vancouver in the late 1960s and early 1970s (11). These visual references 

gesture to Vancouver’s emergence as an avant-gardist hub in an otherwise largely 

conservative national art world and suggest, by means of their subtle visual signs 

combining conceptualist and modernist concerns and images, a connection to Derksen 

and Osborne’s arguments for a careful consideration of conceptualism’s relationship to 

modernism and modernist theory in terms of how they are reflected in, and grounded in, 

artistic practice. 

During the end of the final day of the symposium at Prefix, Saturday, 26 January, 

I ended up in a lively discussion with roundtable participants including Roelstrate, 

Knelman,  scholar-critic Dot Tuer, Prefix’s director Scott McLeod, and audience 

members such as Canadian artist-critics Vera Frenkel,91 Carole Condé, and Karl 

Beveridge (who was a member of the international conceptual art collective, Art & 

Language) about Wall’s position in the history of art as both an artist and critic, and how 

such an comingling of praxis that might be interpreted as the foundation of what art 

historian Sven Lutticken elsewhere suggests is Wall’s “continual need for self-

legitimization” (69). Lutticken observes that Wall’s writings seem to be relatively 

autonomous from his artwork, yet his “artistic work always looms large in the 

background” (69). This conversation, which I will reference again below, helped me 

come to a more resolved and perhaps resolute understanding of Wall and his 

relationships to both modernism and its critical legacies. The phenomenon of the 

 
91 Frenkel was particularly interested in critiquing Wall’s engagement with women and 
feminist subjects and called for increased discussion of Cindy Sherman’s influence on the 
development of Wall’s art production. 
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triangulation between his art, the body of his critical writing, and the body of criticism 

responding to his work, and the ways in which Wall seems to control, or at least steer, the 

discourse surrounding his work has long been a topic taken up over the years,92 which is 

a testament to the importance of how the body of his work as both an artist and critic 

figures into the history of contemporary fine art photography. Moreover, as with 

Derksen’s essay citing Wall’s critical analysis as a method for capturing a sense of the 

critical context of Vancouver, this topic seems pervasive in conversations critically 

engaging with Vancouver photoconceptualism; the necessity of a meta-critical approach 

to Wall, who often seems to stand in for Vancouver metonymically in art historical 

conversations about the city and Canadian photography, is pronounced throughout 

critical responses to Vancouver art in general. This rarefied, face-to-face encounter with 

these specialist thinkers reminded me that the function of metacriticism in structuring art 

interpretation, and also production and dissemination, is crucial in shaping the way 

Vancouver art sees, represents, and understands itself. Importantly, it also shapes the way 

that we, as an audience of viewers and critics within and outside the city see Vancouver 

as a nexus of conceptualist production, by means of discourses surrounding its key 

contributions to the arts in the form of artworks, exhibitions, literature, and criticism. 

 Overall, the two days of discussion between critics and scholars of Wall brought 

forward a number of valuable considerations in thinking about how readings of Wall’s 

contributions to Vancouver art merge, contributing to an understanding of the effects of 

 
92 See Sven Lutticken’s “The Story of Art According to Jeff Wall,” in Secret Publicity: 
Essays on Contemporary Art, NAI Publishers, 2006, pp. 69-82; and Julian Stallabrass’ 
“Museum Photography and Museum Prose,” New Left Review 65, Sept-Oct 2010. 
https://newleftreview.org/issues/II65/articles/julian-stallabrass-museum-photography-
and-museum-prose 
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modernism on producing specific conceptualist methods for the critique of art and its 

contexts. A major artist leading an art movement that has come to represent a city that 

politicizes its past so readily93 might not accurately see the art movement or the city 

through the depoliticized lens of an institutionalized criticism he himself has defined. 

Vancouver almost unreflexively produces a dominant artistic discourse that is nearly 

devoid of social, political, and cultural critique. Vancouver photoconceptualism, qua 

Wall, has potentially taught us, as viewers attuned to reading photographs through the 

lens of this genre, to see photography as a method for looking without seeing or 

acknowledging the subject matter of the images before us. Criticism of Wall’s work that 

looks at social, political, economic, and cultural issues such as race, gender, class, and 

ability seems to read his work strongly against the grain of the work’s purported 

intention. Such considerations and concerns figure into the kinds of inversions and 

revisions present in emergent forms of conceptualism, as a response to modernism. 

 In interviews, Wall repeatedly asks that his photographs be examined in relation 

to the visual strategies of the art historical canon, that they be examined compositionally 

and in dialogue with formal and visual strategies borrowed from historical ‘Old Masters,’ 

or with the modernist, formalist approaches endorsed by Clement Greenberg. He refers to 

his photographs as “pictures” and labels his staged images as “cinematographic,” with no 

relationship to what is outside the image (Pelenc 251). He asks that his work be 

approached in terms of its meticulous staging, driven by craft and authorial vision; his 

photographs are replications of memories, of events or scenes he has seen in real life, but 

 
93 For example, in 2018 the Vancouver Park Board publicly conducted an audit of its role 
in colonialism, following eleven reconciliation recommendations it had adopted in 2016.  
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are not a form of reportage or documentary. He explains that “the artistic content is 

realized in the experience of the form of the work,” and that “you could say that that there 

isn’t any subject matter in the work […] [and] the content of the subject is only made 

visible […] in the way the work actually looks – which comes from the ways it is made, 

formed, realized” (Lewis 240).  It is important that the work stand apart from the original 

scene he witnessed, because, as he told The Guardian in 2015, not photographing that 

image “gives me imaginative freedom that is crucial to the making of art. That, in fact, is 

what art is about – the freedom to do what we want” (O’Hagan n.p.). Elsewhere, he goes 

so far as to state, “Art is covered by the democratic rights to free speech, freedom of 

expression” (Lewis 239).  

Wall’s statements about his perceptions of the authorial role in his interviews 

offer a useful counterpoint to interpretations of conceptualism more generally, as they 

arise from outside Vancouver and might be applied to contemporary practices in other 

media, including writing. Taking up the premise for the North of Invention conference as 

a means to address innovations in conceptual writing and expanding Derksen’s frame for 

exploring conceptualism’s regionalism as deduced from Wall’s critical work, Wall’s 

language can be seen both as a reflection and an inversion of conceptual poet Christian 

Bök’s argument for conceptual writing’s particular, disengaged form of authorship.  In 

his essay “Two Dots over a Vowel,” Bök argues that  

Since the reign of the New Critics (like Wimsatt and Beardsley, for example), the 

value of both intentionality and expressiveness have come to represent recurrent 

“fallacies” of aesthetic judgement – fallacies that have served to ignore the traits 

of the poem itself in order to attach the merits of the work to the genius of a self. 
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[…] No longer is the author an actual person who might precede a text and certify 

its aims so much as the author has become a “function” – operant. As a concept, 

through each reading of the text. (292) 

While Wall asserts himself as an author at the same time as he argues for a Greenbergian 

approach to his work, Bök’s turn to the polemics of New Criticism and the post-Barthes, 

Foucaultian concept of the author function in his analysis of conceptual writing suggests 

the internal contradictions of Wall’s arguments. For Bök, as for Foucault, cultural forms 

are no longer “limited by the figure of the author” (Foucault 137) but are shaped by 

surrounding discourse and context; in other words, the role and persona of the author is 

not central to the meaning of a work. Wall’s call for a formalist interpretive method that 

appreciates “authorial craft” in a contemporary artistic environment seems to suggest that 

such an approach prioritizes a reading that, to Bök, is disjunctive. To Bök, such a reading 

is one of the analytic side effects of conceptual writing. He explains, “let us consider that 

conceptual literature might strive to accent the disjunction between intentionality (what 

we mean to mean) and expressiveness (what we seem to mean),” attributing to figures 

who prioritize the authorial role a sense of a “lyric voice” seeking to “repair this breach 

between what we intend to say and what we appear to say” (292). Bök’s view, which 

borrows from key postmodernist thinkers, is obviously tied to a postmodernist, or post-

postmodernist approach to literary criticism. This suggests that Wall’s position, as its 

almost mirror-opposite, has a foundation in the modernist thinking of Greenberg, as well 

as in the kind of latent Vancouver/West Coast-modernism Derksen describes. It also 

relates to the post-conceptual critical legacy that Osborne argues for as a means to 

preserving tenets of modernism reflexively resurrected in contemporary art. 
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Returning to the Wall symposium and a reconsideration of Roelstraete’s Intertidal 

exhibition and e-flux article, the reading of Wall’s creative and critical work as 

emblematic of Vancouver, as a sign representing a distillation of Vancouver’s thought 

community, is useful to consider in thinking through what might be considered a 

“Vancouver modernism” entrenched in the methods of conceptual art. Following 

Derksen’s thoughts further, imagining how “modes of social critique embedded in artistic 

practices . . . and the relationship of art and activism” (8) offer a range of possibilities that 

can build from the relationship (and “authentic sincerity” (Bök  292)) of what might be 

considered a regionalist approach to conceptualism that favours, rather than eschews, 

lyricism and self, albeit from a self-reflexive and critically-engaged position. 

 

Wall, the Vancouver School, and the (Re)turn to Hans Haacke’s Institutional 

Critique 

Another contemporary event that inspired this reconsideration of the critical 

tendencies of modernism in Vancouver is markedly less directly connected with 

Vancouver artists or events, but speaks to the contemporary legacy of the “temporalities 

of Conceptual art” and the interconnected “possible trajectories for conceptual poetry” to 

which Derksen points in his essay (1). Hans Haacke’s exhibition at the New Museum in 

New York (24 October 2019 – 26 January 2020), brought attention to the ways in which 

visual arts practice was actively comingling with political action in the broader arts and 

cultural community. Further, it developed the public profile of artists employing forms of 

social, political, and economic research as a tool for the expansion not only of the 

constraints and boundaries of the modernist idea of medium, but also for the context and 
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reach of the work, effectively transcending the bounds of the institution of art. In an 

article in the New York Times preceding the opening of the exhibition, Gioni stated that 

he hoped “the survey will establish Mr. Haacke as ‘the artist who has opened the doors to 

a world outside,’ making art for much more than art’s sake” (Gopnik, italics mine), 

referencing progressive modernism (qua Greenberg)’s rallying cry, “art for art’s sake.” 

Which is to say that Haacke is one of the predominant artists responsible for the turn in 

conceptual art to formalized institutional critique, and his exhibition is underwritten by 

his controversial contributions to the critique of institutions and the institution of art as a 

political and economic system reflecting not just culture, but also society. Haacke’s overt 

critique of professional and personal connections of the museum’s trustees in the works, 

Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real-Time Social System, as of May 

1, 1971 (1971) (fig. 22) and Sol Goldman and Alex DiLorenzo Manhattan Real Estate 

Holdings, a Real-Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971 (1971) tested the bounds of art’s 

capacity to initiate change, as a form of activism constructed from the materials that had 

come to be associated with conceptual art.  

 In considering the relationship between North American modernism and 

conceptual art and thinking particularly of the internal evolutions of conceptualism within 

these differences, one of the main aspects that stands out is how the artist moves from 

being simply an aesthetic producer to adopting expertise in the social and political realm. 

Drawing attention to distinctions between Haacke and the majority of his conceptualist 

contemporaries, Lucy Lippard muses: 

Conceptual art has not . . . as yet broken down the real barriers between the art 

context and those external disciplines – social, scientific, and academic – from 
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which it draws sustenance. While it has become feasible for artists to deal with 

technical concepts in their own imaginations, rather than having to struggle with 

constructive techniques beyond their capacities and their financial means, 

interactions between mathematics and art, philosophy and art, literature and art, 

politics and art, are still at a very primitive level. There are some exceptions, 

among them certain works by Haacke, [Daniel] Buren, [Adrian] Piper, the 

Rosario group, [Douglas] Huebler. But, for the most part, the artists have been 

confined to art quarters, usually by choice. (“Postface” 295, italics mine) 

The development of forms of expertise external to visual art was difficult for a reason: it 

was not without consequences, as the art institution remained quite conservative despite 

the avant-gardist tendencies of the artists, genres, and movements they seemed to uphold, 

as the Guggenheim demonstrated in silencing Haacke.  

 In an earlier essay, “Provisional Remarks” (1971), written after the Guggenheim 

cancellation, Haacke writes,  

any work done with and in a given social situation cannot remain detached from 

its cultural and ideological context […] In fact, it is precisely the exchange of 

necessarily biased information that between the members of a social set that 

provides the energy on which social relations evolve. The injection of any new 

element into a given social organism will have consequences, no matter how 

small they may be. (123) 

Although he is making general observations about social interactions, he is ostensibly 

discussing the systemic interactions central to his critical creative practice, noting how 

the relational function of his work foregrounds the social (and political, economic) 
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connectivity between the work and its context of display extends beyond the walls of the 

institutional setting of museum or gallery to include a more global conception of context 

premised in “cultural and ideological context” and “social relations” (123). 

  Haacke’s institutional critique, which builds from the legacies of political action 

by European avant-gardist artists,94 figures into the ways that conceptualism takes hold 

and is enacted in Vancouver in that it draws attention to the benign nature of the  

institutional relationships that uphold the idea of a “Vancouver School” of photography 

and conceptualism, and even the forms of Vancouver modernism Derksen identifies in 

his examination of Wall’s arguments for conceptual art’s incompleteness as a movement. 

Darren Wershler reads a certain cultural “ambivalence” into conceptualism (he was 

writing about conceptual writing in particular), arguing that within conceptualism, “it 

might be more productive to consider, as Foucault suggests, institutionalizations, 

transformations, affiliations, and relationships” rather than analyzing media, formats, and 

genres (265). Institutional connections reveal useful information about the nature of 

conceptualist work and how it relates to its surrounding contexts and conditions. 

Wall’s and Haacke’s career relationships to major institutions hardly compare, as 

the Vancouver Art Gallery has been instrumental in developing and supporting Wall’s 

development as an international artist participating in the globally recognized regionalist 

movement of Vancouver conceptualist photography. Roelstraete even went so far as to 

call “Vancouver” a “‘state of the art’ brand name, denoting such (artistic) qualities as 

 
94 The Dada, Situationist International, and surrealist movements each implicated 
political activities within artistic practice. For instance, surrealists in France engaged with 
the French Communist Party (PCF) in staging political campaigns during wartime, See 
David Drake, “The PCF, the surrealists, Clarté, and the RIF War.” French Cultural 
Studies vol. 17, no. 2, pp. 173-88. 
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intellectual rigour, stringent conceptual refinement and precision, and most of all, 

perhaps, a deeply critical commitment towards the politics of the image and image 

production in particular” (Intertidal 10), an attribution that borrows directly from Wall’s 

international reputation for a practice blending art production and art historical criticism.  

 That the nature of these relationships is one of mitigation and mutual support 

makes sense; both the Vancouver School photographic artists and Vancouver’s 

institutional culture seemed to have gained ground in tandem in the late twentieth century 

in the years since the establishment of Canada’s national cultural supports (namely, the 

Canada Council for the Arts in 1957). Although Wall can be said to take aim at the 

institution of art in the ways that his artistic and critical work displays a sense of what 

Roelstraete has called a “willful recalcitrance” in terms of the genre of his work, as both 

deliberately retrograde in its visual referents and participating in a widespread ‘refusal of 

tradition,’ the relationship between Vancouver institutions and Vancouver School artists 

is relatively harmonious, even under the auspices of institutional criticism. It is 

reciprocal, and notably, much of the work produced critiques principles and paradigms of 

representation. Rather than attacking and/or dismantling the delicate symbiotic financial 

relationships upholding the funding structures of the institution, which in this case are 

generally public and transparent in nature anyway, Wall and the Vancouver School artists 

instead take aim at the content of the work traditionally upheld within Vancouver and 

Canadian institutional culture, broadly and without observable malice. This is not to say 

that Wall and his colleagues are apolitical or politically neutral, but their work, visual and 

critical alike, as “injections” into the “social organism” Haacke describes, corresponds 

favourably to the conditions of its institutional context of production and reception. 
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Formalism and/or Activism: Vancouver Modernisms and Conceptualisms  

 Comparing these two 2019 events, the Wall symposium and the return of Haacke 

to the American art world,95 I take each as a kind of vignette capturing the metonymic 

relationship between Wall and Vancouver photoconceptualism. Observing the tensions 

inherent to activism and the institution of art, I highlight the two distinct, competing, and 

prevalent attitudes to visual art making presented in these snapshots, both of which factor 

into artistic production in Vancouver. Wall’s position, on the one hand, is indicative of an 

attitude that one can attribute to critic Clement Greenberg, which highlights how the 

purpose of art really lies in its autonomy, and the expression of a personal, aesthetic 

vision. Here, art focuses on medium and expression rather than social, cultural, and 

political content.  On the other hand, Haacke’s work and statements belie an interest in 

bringing art, social reality, and a political frame together, and in challenging the 

institutionalization of art (the schematics underlying art’s “autonomy”).  

 While these approaches would seem to be oppositional, in fact, art theorists such 

as Peter Bürger argue that they exist in a kind of tension and continuum. Bürger explains 

this as such: “Art in bourgeois society lives off the tension between the institutional 

framework (releasing art from the demand that it fulfil a social function) and the possible 

political content (Gehalt) of individual works. This tension, however, is not stable but 

subject to a historical dynamics that tends towards its abolition” (25). These seeming 

poles are interrelated but exist in stages. In readings of Wall’s version of Vancouver 

 
95 Both featuring artists who showed work in the 1970 conceptual art exhibition, 
Information, at the MoMA. 
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photography, the stages seem to be stuck in a recursively apolitical, formalist mode that 

is, in itself, a politically charged position.  

 Artist Adrian Piper’s 1992 essay “The Logic of Modernism,” originally published 

in Flashart, was reprinted in 1993 in Callaloo (“the premier journal of literature, art, and 

culture of the African Diaspora”), marking its poignant relevance to multiple audiences 

as a critical response to conventional understandings of American modernism in art, 

being that they delve into the relationship between colonial forces and examine the ways 

that such forces colonize understandings of art under modernism. She begins with this 

opening paragraph: 

There are four interrelated properties of Euroethnic art that are central to 

understanding the development of modernism, and in particular the development 

of contemporary art in the United States with the last few decades: 1) its 

appropriative character; 2) its formalism; 3) its self-awareness; and 4) its 

commitment to social content. These four properties furnish strong conceptual 

and strategic continuities between the history of European art—modernism in 

particular—and recent developments in American art with explicitly political 

subject matter. Relative to these lines of continuity, the peculiarly American 

variety of modernism known as Greenbergian formalism is an aberration. 

Characterized by its repudiation of content in general and explicitly political 

subject matter in particular, Greenbergian formalism gained currency as an 

opportunistic ideological evasion of the threat of cold war McCarthyite censorship 

and red-baiting in the fifties. To the extent that this ideological repudiation of 

political subject matter has prevailed in the international art context, American 



	 247	

imperialism has succeeded in supplanting the longstanding European tradition of 

art as a medium of social engagement with a peculiarly pharmaceutical 

conception of art as soporific and analgesic. (574) 

Piper, an artist-theorist working in the same hyphenate, critical vein as Haacke (as 

Lippard mentions in her “Postscript”), publishes her argument long after the decline of 

the conceptual art movement as it has been canonized by its main critics, including 

Lippard, Benjamin Buchloh, et al, but before the beginning of the widespread 

contemporary, critical rethinking of the movement. Piper was responding to the 

depoliticization of art in North American (and particularly American) visual art: namely, 

abstract expressionism and minimalism, the American art styles that mapped New York 

and later Los Angeles into the art world. Both were simultaneously aesthetically radical 

in their interiority and notoriously benign in content, maintaining a focus on materiality 

and the inward gaze. 

 Piper’s framing of American art of this period as “pharmaceutical,” “soporific and 

analgesic” (574), meaning that the work is so socially and politically neutral that it 

induces sleep or numbs the viewer, in contrast to European socially engaged art (work 

responding to the Frankfurt School and the Situationists, as flagged in Wall’s 

Kammerspiel essay), is damning. During a time when culture was being actively 

censored, art that was driven by surface and its special detachment from the rest of the 

world would gain traction and find popularity. Piper continues, suggesting that American 

formalism can be explained by looking to “the external social and political conditions to 

which American formalists were responding” (576), drawing attention to how the 
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American colonization of modernism was socially and politically motivated,96 a claim97 

that undercuts the claims to a high-minded aim in specific versions of American 

modernism, and to the particular version of avant-gardist formalism to which Wall 

ascribes. 

 It is particularly significant that in 1981, Vancouver was host to the Vancouver 

Conference on Modernism, an international symposium held from March 12-14, from 

which the anthology Modernism and Modernity: The Vancouver Conference Papers, was 

produced and published by NSCAD U Press in 1983 and 2004. The event and anthology 

brought together several of the canonical thinkers of modernism, such as Greenberg, 

Buchloh, T.J. Clark, and Henri Lefebvre.  

 One of the conference’s and collection’s attributes that is the most relevant to the 

re-examination of Vancouver as a production and reception context is that these brought 

theorists with opposing views into dialogue, which clarified their positions in a way that 

suggests that Drucker’s critique that modernism has been unjustly codified might actually 

be generous, and that Piper’s ideological reading of American movements in modern art 

provides a useful window into otherwise obscure or abstracted reasoning. Bruce Barber, 

who authored the introduction to the 2004 edition on behalf of the NSCADU press 

editorial board, suggests that the transcribed discussions “enriched subsequent debates 

 
96 The U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) supported American modern art as a 
“weapon in the Cold War.” As a method of spreading propaganda promoting American 
cultural power, “the CIA fostered and promoted American Abstract Expressionist Art 
around the world for more than 20 years” (Saunders n.p.). 
97 This idea is also the central argument of French art historian Serge Guilbaut’s How 
New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art: Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and the Cold 
War (1985); Guilbaut figures into the conversation in other ways, too, in that he was one 
of the editors of Modernism and Modernity (1983; 2006), the text published after the 
1981 Vancouver Conference on Modernity.	
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concerning periodization but also reinforced the importance of social historical 

approaches to art history writing” (VII), drawing attention to how the dialogues might be 

interpreted according to “so-called ‘new art history’” (XII). For instance, a conversation 

between Greenberg and one of his main critics, T.J. Clark, an art historian best known for 

advancing the argument that modern painting articulates the social and political 

conditions of real life, allowed Greenberg to clarify, “aesthetic value is an ultimate value. 

Art may serve other ends that itself, but insofar as the aesthetic constitutes value it’s an 

end in itself” (191-92). Greenberg had been in the audience for Clark’s paper, “More On 

the Differences Between Comrade Greenberg and Ourselves,” which involved a close-

reading and critique of Greenberg’s classic early essays that set the tone of Greenbergian 

modernism, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939) and “Toward a Newer Laocoon” (1940). 

Clark and Greenberg’s discussion demonstrates the strong contrast between Greenbergian 

thought and what might be deemed post-Greenbergian thought, in that Greenberg 

demonstrates quite clearly how he perceives aesthetics. Namely, he argues that there is a 

marked separation between aesthetic values and others, such as social reality, politics, 

history, gender, race, etc. In so doing, his statements connect precisely with the split 

between schools of thought in Vancouver art and arts criticism: those who keenly 

respond to art as a mediumic and highly specialized undertaking (Wall), and those who 

view art as being connected to everyday life (Derksen). 

 Returning to Derksen and Osborne’s calls for new and specific interpretations and 

periodization of conceptualism in regionalist narratives and the historicization of art and 

its relationships with art history, looking to these moments of rethinking and revisioning 

in institutional settings and theory suggests new and specific ways for examining 
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conceptualist artworks. Interpretive methods that connect shifting theoretical frameworks 

with historic and contemporary conversations around social, cultural, and political 

context, such as the ways Vancouver’s institutional contexts are constructed according to 

modernist values and ideas of authorship, better respond to historical intricacies, politics, 

and cultural economies, including those of today. 

 Reading Vancouver conceptualism is to enter into a world of complexity and 

simultaneity because Vancouver conceptualism’s relationship to North American and 

international modernisms is at once simple and culturally fraught. It is simple in that 

there are many direct lineages connecting the city’s artists to modernist theoretical 

methods and movements. It is culturally charged in that such methods and movements 

implicate political, social, cultural, and economic repercussions. For Wall, and for the 

context of Vancouver, the choice to adopt a depoliticised and medium-centric approach 

to the artistic enterprise is political, in the sense that the strategic decision is 

interconnected with social realities, both within the city and the art world more broadly. 

Such an approach also demonstrates a concern with the politics of the institutionalization 

of art, in Vancouver and in the art world. Wall’s seeming disinterest in conceptual art and 

institutional critique can be interpreted as being motivated, in part, by an interest in 

participating in the social and cultural conservatism of North American visual art. Such 

performative detachment also ascribes to the philosophical significance of Greenberg and 

Michael Fried’s claims that art can be experienced in isolation, as a formal mode of 

absorption, decontextualized from its real-world environment.  
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Conclusion 

Vancouver’s Non-Scene 

 

Vancouver has long had an interest in exploring its own art history from an 

internal, localized perspective, and although Vancouver’s connections to international 

cultural networks is not to be discounted, it is not difficult to argue that much of the 

critical attention received by Vancouver artists and their creative communities has been 

generated from the production of regional forms of arts criticism and the 

institutionalization of arts discourse by means of locally-developed infrastructure. This 

certainly applies to the development of the critical, interdisciplinary discourse 

surrounding Vancouver conceptualism. A leading example of how local institutions play 

a key role in manufacturing and manifesting critical culture around Vancouver 

conceptualist cultural work is the Vancouver Art Gallery (VAG), which has often 

featured exhibitions centred on local artists, and is particularly well-known for collecting 

and endorsing work by Vancouver School photographic artists; VAG exhibitions ranging 

from the 1983, Vancouver Art and Artists 1931-1983, to more contemporary exhibitions 

such 2017’s Pictures from Here feature and historicize Vancouver’s art history, telling 

the story of the city’s evolving art world from an insider perspective.  

The 2012 exhibition Traffic: Conceptual Art in Canada 1965-1980 revisits and 

resituates historic artistic production within the trajectory of historic conceptual art while 

also speaking to the importance of Canada’s and Vancouver’s own conceptualist art 

histories. Although situating each regional discourse within a national chronology, Traffic 

featured a section examining the production of art and related cultural work on Canada’s 
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West Coast that situated Vancouver prominently in the nexus of international conceptual 

art, and which connects Vancouver’s art histories with Canadian conceptualist production 

across the nation’s provinces. Traffic co-curator Grant Arnold situates his discussion of 

Vancouver’s early art world in the exhibition catalogue by citing then-editor of Artforum 

Philip Leider’s commentary on his 1967 visit to Vancouver at the behest of Alvin 

Balkind, who was at the time the curator and director of the University of British 

Columbia’s Fine Arts Gallery, then the main venue for the exhibition of contemporary 

art. 98 Arnold describes how “Leider was one of several prominent Americans who 

travelled to Vancouver in 1967; his time in the city was bracketed by visits from John 

Coplans, Walter Hopps, Kurt von Meier, and Maurice Tuchman,”99 indicating that these 

invitations were part of Balkind’s effort to actively “develop dialogues with critics, 

curators, and artists from outside the country.” However, Arnold explains, Leider’s 

eventual report on his findings in Vancouver, “Vancouver –Scene with No Scene,” 

published in the June 1967 issue of artscanada, “presented a paradoxical situation” (85); 

Leider characterized the city as one with many “talented artists” but “virtually no [art] 

scene at all” (4; qtd in Arnold 85); Arnold expounds, “Most of the components associated 

 
98 That Balkind was the director of the UBC Fine Arts Gallery, now the Morris and Helen 
Belkin Art Gallery, established in 1948, is significant, as it was for much of its early 
history the “only gallery in the Vancouver region to focus exclusively on contemporary 
art” (https://belkin.ubc.ca/about/).  
99 John Coplans (1920-2003) was a British artist, art writer, curator, museum director, 
and was one of the founding member and one-time editor of Artforum; Walter Hopps 
(1932-2005) was an American curator and museum director who, at the time of his visit, 
was the director of the Pasadena Art Museum (now the Norton Simon Museum); Kurt 
von Meier (1934-2011) was a prominent American academic teaching in California and 
New Zealand; and Maurice Tuchman (b. 1936) was an American curator who at the time 
of his visit was the first curator of twentieth century art at the Los Angeles Museum of 
Modern Art (LACMA). 
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with a vital artistic milieu – serious collectors, commercial galleries, that presented 

advanced contemporary art and critics who could extend the level of dialogue – were 

conspicuously absent” (85). 

 Leider’s response to Balkind’s efforts to build Vancouver’s discursive 

participation is an important anecdote in a study of Vancouver’s conceptualist culture, 

particularly as it relates to the city’s cultural institutions efforts to map itself into national 

and global art histories. Leider’s observations more or less underline one of the central 

problems to which the formation of Vancouver’s communities of conceptualist 

production corresponded and continue to correspond: the absence of an internal critical 

culture to sustain the production of ‘serious art’ – the kind of art that is in active dialogue 

with international critical discourse and in this dialogue, is relevant in the milieu of fine 

art. The prolonged evolution of Vancouver’s critical cultural networks, internal and 

external, are the product of the effort of individuals with an interest in responding to 

transnational and international cultural movements and genres, if not necessarily as an 

effort to carve out successful careers, to nourish their practices with a rich 

correspondence to international events and theoretical conversations. This happened, in 

part, because of the distinctly interdisciplinary environment of the Vancouver cultural 

forum. More recent projects such as Traffic and the online archival project Ruins in 

Process: Vancouver Art in the Sixties link Vancouver’s interdisciplinarity to a local 

fascination with Marshall McLuhan, the Fluxus movement, and the evolution of often-

radical, counter-cultural artist-run centres in the city (Arnold 88-89), but more attention 

needs to be paid to the rich academic tradition that runs through the foundation of these 
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interests within the city’s pedagogically-oriented creative communities, which focalizes a 

seeming enchantment with critical theory and historical methods. 

The identification of a specific conceptualist genre of literary production in 

Vancouver, and the subsequent interest this has generated in the world of experimental 

and avant-gardist poetry in the city is aligned with much of Vancouver’s literary and 

artistic history as the site for avant-gardist cultural production. Vancouver’s unique 

conceptualist poetic history, particularly that of the Kootenay School of Writing, has 

many connections to and collaborations with local visual arts communities, as explored in 

Stan Douglas’s Vancouver Anthology (1991; 2011) and Melanie O’Brian’s Vancouver 

Art & Economies (2007), volumes that weave together the contributions and collectivity 

of Vancouver’s contemporary cultural production. In considering the relationship 

between the historic conceptual movement and interdisciplinary conceptualist production 

in Vancouver, namely the photographic work of the Vancouver School of photography 

and the literary work of the Kootenay School of Writing, Vancouver conceptualism can 

be understood to be rooted in the expanded social and political histories of conceptualist 

art as a genre that is particularly generative of interdisciplinary interpretation and 

collaboration, as well as community formation. 

Vancouver conceptualisms come together in their collective exploration of 

definitions of modernism and the modernist identities of Vancouver’s conceptualist 

forebears, artists and their collaborators who grappled with what art historian Francis 

Frascina explains as the “lack of an entrenched definition of modernism” (516) in his 

1985 review of Modernism and Modernity: The Vancouver Conference Papers (1983). 

Frascina expounds that Fredric Jameson, a Marxist theorist of modernity,  
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characterises ‘older or classical modernism’ as an ‘oppositional art’ which 

functioned ‘against its society in ways which are variously described as critical, 

negative, contestory, subversive.’ He suggests that this changed at ‘some point 

following World War II when ‘a new kind of society began to emerge (variously 

described as post-industrial society, multinational capitalism, consumer society, 

media society and so forth).’ (516) 

Frascina notes that “it is Jameson’s belief that ‘the emergence of postmodernism is 

closely related to the emergence of this new moment of late, consumer or multinational 

capitalism’ and that its formal features in many ways express the deeper logic of that 

particular social system” (516). This explication of the sociocultural variances between 

modernism and postmodernism sheds light on how conceptualism broadly, and 

Vancouver conceptualism more specifically, bears a strong relation to an earlier form of 

modernism entrenched in the “critical, negative, contestory, subversive” impulses of 

historic conceptual art; the tensions underlying the “dematerialized” art forms Lippard 

and John Chandler originally described in their initial theorization of the conceptual art 

movement of the 1960s and 70s. 

 The KSW’s conceptualist writing also responds to this shared set of 

“oppositional” impulses, carrying them into the realm of experimental, activist literary 

production produces under similar cultural conditions and according to similarly 

international lines of influence. While the KSW and the Vancouver School, as 

contemporary groups, both articulate aspects of Frascina’s reading of Jameson’s 

postmodernity, at the core of their formal concerns is a drive to critically intervene within 

the institution of culture. This suggests a stronger relationship to conceptual art’s 
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modernist, avant-gardist motivations. Jeff Derksen argues that “Conceptual art’s model of 

intervention into institutions is applicable [within writing] in order to chart how cultural 

production circulates within and rearticulates sites. Conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth 

pushed for art’s ability ‘to critique the institution while simultaneously provid[ing] an 

alternative to it’” (qtd. In Derksen 48). Derksen’s argument, qua Kosuth, reinforces and 

recalls the real and critically conceived, sometimes manufactured relationships between 

the KSW and Vancouver cultural institutions, between the Vancouver School and 

Vancouver cultural institutions. Responding to Language writer Ron Silliman’s argument 

that “Academic colonization is poetry’s fundamental social problem precisely because it 

incorporates the politics of culture into a process that can be determined institutionally” 

(48, qtd in Derksen), Derksen posits the possibility that “the movement of language 

writing into the academy may in fact lead to an alteration of the academy, that the poetics 

of the language writers might not be so readily absorbed or neutralized” (49), gesturing to 

the transformative potential of cultural production as an activist method. 

 While writing and art after conceptual art in Vancouver do express such 

potentialities by means of the ways they are simultaneously entrenched in the city’s 

social, political, cultural, and economic realities and in conversation with transnational 

and international artistic genres and movements, conceptualism in Vancouver maintains a 

complicated entanglement with its institutional determination. As such, the continuum of 

the cyclical dynamic of the avant-garde, as described by Peter Bürger, is also maintained: 

the anti-institutional gestures of the Vancouver School photographers and KSW writers 

also, eventually, dictate the parameters of the institutionalization of Vancouver 

conceptualism because they are enmeshed in co-constitutive, dialectical relation, as 
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demonstrated in the tensions intrinsic to Stan Douglas’ Every Building at 100 West 

Hastings (2001). Douglas ostensibly seeks to draw attention to the socioeconomic and 

political issues at play within the frame of the image of a recognizable section of 

Vancouver real estate, the 100 block of West Hastings at the cusp of Vancouver’s 

Downtown Eastside, but in depicting this fraught space for the purpose of display in a 

gallery context – the exhibition was organized by Vancouver’s Contemporary Art Gallery 

– he introduces depictions of the real space into the iconographic and institutionally-

entangled systems of Vancouver School photoconceptualism. So framed, while the 

effects of showing images of real, physical environments and situations in and of the city 

might have a didactic effect in its reception, the imagery also has the potential to be seen 

as depoliticized and apolitical; to paraphrase Mercedes Eng, the lived reality of the 

(erased) inhabitants of the real space becomes inverted, as the (object?) subject of art, as 

the neutralized (object?) subject of visual ideation (119). What is initially intended to 

critique the institution, as a form of ‘activism,’ is later subsumed within the Vancouver 

cultural institution itself.  

 The thin line between aesthetic activism and the risk of reification or 

appropriation is challenging to negotiate, as the stakes for creative, political work 

grounded in the social, cultural, political, and economic realities of Vancouver are rather 

high. The boundaries between the city’s cultural communities and its institutional 

contexts can be amorphous in the kinds of at-once regionalist and globalist discursive 

contexts like those Vancouver has constructed for itself as a place that simultaneously 

speaks to local and international audiences. At the same time as Vancouver School 

conceptualist photography has come to occupy a position in the global art world, the 
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KSW’s distinctly ‘Vancouver’ conceptualist writing, with its references to Vancouver-

specific spaces, events, and political-economic conditions and its unique relationship to 

Canadian and U.S. (post) language writing and to Vancouver’s visual art communities 

and organizations, has also come to represent and be recognized as something of the city 

in international literary forums. 

 

Material Vancouver 

Rematerializing the Immaterial examines the ways that Vancouver School 

photoconceptualism and the Kootenay School of Writing bear contemporary connections 

to the legacy of the historic conceptual art movement in Vancouver. As the name 

suggests, there is an attempt to retrace the material histories of the movement from more 

recent texts, objects, and events that speak to the ways that conceptualism has manifested 

in the city, as photography reimagined under the auspices of the histories of fine art and 

avant-gardism, and as poetic writing that responds to a politicized understanding of 

language systems and social realities. The photographic and textual mediums for 

conceptualist expression both reflect a challenge to the norms of formal representation, 

whether in artistic media or in literature and communication. A material account of the 

ways these systems interact with formal, disciplinary concerns can also bring the social 

histories of the forms, and of Vancouver as a place, into this conversation, enabling a 

space for the consideration of how formalist debates interact with and are grounded in 

real space and time. 

 In order to examine the specific relations involved in Vancouver’s position within 

the legacies of conceptual art, I prioritized an art historical reading of the material, and in 
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so doing, omitted another possible interpretation which would have placed Vancouver’s 

unique history as a locus for literary experimentalism and avant-gardist production. Such 

a method of approach would likely have produced a rich genealogy that would have 

complemented my art historical reading and would exist in productive dialogue with my 

study. The limits and goals of my study necessitated that I narrow my approach, but to 

extend the conversation in this more literary direction would introduce a number of new 

findings that would enrich understandings and broaden the scope of this project.  

 I chose to primarily closely read texts by and about Jeff Wall specifically because 

in a project about Vancouver contemporary conceptualist art, it is hard to ignore the 

impact of Wall’s career on the formation of Vancouver’s international reputation as a hub 

of artistic production. It is also impossible to ignore his role in the development of the 

photographic medium within the institution of art. Wall’s oeuvre is foundational in terms 

of the ways his images and written criticism have shaped the discourse around 

photography as a fine art form participating in broad, international conversations about 

art. Many of the world’s top arts scholars have responded to Wall’s artworks and writing, 

and as such, there is a profusion of secondary material to consider alongside his work; 

this is also the marker of his considerable significance and influence in global art 

contexts, as well as within discussions of Vancouver art. There are a number of other 

significant figures in Vancouver’s art and literary histories who would have been equally 

interesting to examine in the context of my study and who are cited and mentioned 

primarily as ancillary figures informing the project, such as Ian Wallace and Nancy 

Shaw, for instance, but again, the constraints of the project required such choices. Both 
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Wallace and Shaw merit extensive critical attention for their important contributions to 

the interdisciplinary field of conceptualism in Vancouver and in Canada. 

 Some accounting for deviations from strictly material methods of approach to 

conceptualism is indispensable; in a research project centred on histories and analyses of 

conceptual art, references to many of conceptual art’s philosophical premises are 

necessary in retracing canonical interpretations and definitions of the movement and 

genre. Formally, conceptual art was conceived as a material manifestation of a theoretical 

and philosophical response to the limitations of a Greenbergian understanding of art and 

to art’s institutionalization. Conceptual art was initially theorized as a “dematerialized” 

art form because of its prioritization of these immaterial concerns, though Lippard and 

others have since reconsidered this characterization. An attempt to more closely retrace 

the very material histories of conceptual art’s reception in Vancouver would likely be of 

interest to many scholars and would be a fruitful pathway for future work on Vancouver’s 

art of the late twentieth century. 

 This study is not meant to be comprehensive and definitive, but rather as an initial 

step in demonstrating at a robust scale that Vancouver’s conceptualist milieus are 

interconnected by shared interests and contexts. I am hoping that by demonstrating these 

connections, art historians and literary scholars might observe further enmeshments 

between creative communities, noting how within collective and community contexts, 

disciplinary boundaries are dissolved by shared interests and involvements in common 

causes. Vancouver is a city nourished by external and internal conditions and events and 

its creative conceptualist communities are no different. Vancouver has become the site of 

conceptualist cultural production attracting the eyes of the world, and deciphering how an 
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observably peripheral Canadian city has achieved this cultural position sheds light on 

how culture is both generated and constructed by a variety of forces and systems, social, 

institutional and individual. By seeking to understand how culture is manufactured at the 

same time as it evolves by more organic means, scholars have the opportunity to decipher 

the inner workings of the forces and systems at work in such developments. 
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FIGURES 

 
Figure 1. Stan Douglas, Every Building on 100 West Hastings, 2001. Chromogenic print, 
66 x 426.9 cm, 1 June 2020, http://gabriellemoser.com/wp-
content/uploads/2011/03/figure-1.jpg 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Ed Ruscha, Every Building on the Sunset Strip, Self-published book, offset 
lithograph, 1966 (second printing 1971), 7 1/8 x 297 in, The Getty Research Institute, 1 
June 2020, https://blogs.getty.edu/pacificstandardtime/explore-the-era/worksofart/every-
building-on-the-sunset-strip/ 
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Figure 3. Claudia Joskowicz, Stills from Every Building on Avenida Alfonso Ugarte—
After Ruscha, 2011, two-channel digital HD colour video with sound, edition of 3 and 2 
Aps; running time 26 minutes, LMAK Gallery, NY, 11 June 2020, 
https://www.albrightknox.org/art/exhibitions/claudia-joskowicz-every-building-avenida-
alfonso-ugarte%E2%80%94after-ruscha 
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Figure 4. Martha Rosler, The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems, 1974-75, 45 
black-and-white photographs and 3 black panels mounted on 24 black mat boards, 
photographs 20.3 x 24.5 cm each, installation view, Whitney Museum of American Art, 
New York, image courtesy of the artist and Mitchell Innes & Nash. 
 
 



	 265	

 
Figure 5. Jeff Wall, Landscape Manual (excerpt), 1969-1970, ink on paper, booklet (1/2 
copies), 20.6 x 28.8 cm (closed), Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Gift of Robert 
Kleyn, CCCA Canadian Art Database Project. Concordia University, 1 Oct. 2019, 
http://ccca.concordia.ca/traffic/artists/pages/wall01.html 
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Figure 6. Jeff Wall, Landscape Manual (excerpt), 1969-1970, ink on paper, booklet (1/2 
copies), 20.6 x 28.8 cm (closed), Collection of the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery 
Archives, Ruins in Process: Vancouver Art in the Sixties, Morris and Helen Belkin Art 
Gallery, Grunt Gallery, 1 June 2020, http://vancouverartinthesixties.com/archive/356 
  



	 267	

 
Figure 7. N.E. Thing Co. Ltd, From A Portfolio of Piles, 1968, ink on paper, portfolio, 
Fine Arts Gallery, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, British Columbia. 
 

 
Figure 8. N.E. Thing Co. Ltd., From A Portfolio of Piles, 1968, Ink on paper, portfolio, 
Fine Arts Gallery, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, British Columbia.
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Figure 9. Robert Smithson, Photo of Glue Pour, 1970, (From left) Robert Smithson, 
Duane Lunden and Lucy Lippard, performance, photo: Christos Dikeakos. 
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Figure 10. Dan Graham, Homes for America, 1966-67, print, 47 x 93 cm, Arts Magazine, 
“Dan Graham,” Lisson Gallery, 1 June 2020, https://www.lissongallery.com/artists/dan-
graham#slider-artist/image-3888 
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Figure 11. Jeff Wall, The Destroyed Room, 1978, Cibachrome transparency in Lightbox, 
159 x 234 cm, Collection of the National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Ontario.  
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Figure 12. Jeff Wall, Picture for Women, 1979, Cibachrome transparency on lightbox, 
204.5 x 142.5 cm, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, France.
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Figure 13. Iain Baxter&, photo of Bagged Place, 1966, four-room furnished apartment 
and objects, plastic bags, dimensions not specified, University of British Columbia Fine 
Arts Gallery, Vancouver, British Columbia. 
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Figure 14. Michael de Courcy with Gerry Gilbert, Taki Bluesinger, and Glenn Lewis. 
Background / Vancouver, 1972, ink on newsprint, 38.1 x 60.96 cm, printed in The 
Vancouver Sun, image courtesy of Michael de Courcy. 
 
 
 



	 274	

 
Figure 15. Roy Arden and Jeff Derksen. panel from Through, 1988, ink on paper, 
dimensions not specified, Artspeak Gallery, Vancouver, British Columbia. 
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Figure 16. Mary Kelly, installation image of Mea Culpa (Beirut 1982), 1999, compressed 
lint with text, 43.2 x 596.9 x 5.1 cm (framed), Burger Collection, 2018. 
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Figure 17. Mary Kelly, “Feeding schedule for February 17, 1974” from Post-Partum 
Document I, 1974, typing on white card, dimensions not specified, and “Plaster hand 
cast,” prototype for Post-Partum Document VI, 1976, plaster, pencil, rubber stamp, 
dimensions not specified, both: The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles, California, 
2017. 
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Figure 18a. Catriona Strang, “Tem” (Panel 1/2), 1990, ink on paper, 20.32 x 26.67 cm, 
published in Front, Summer 1990, pp. 24-25. 
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Figure 18b. Catriona Strang, “Tem” (Panel 2/2), 1990, ink on paper, 20.32 x 26.67 cm, 
published in Front, Summer 1990, pp. 24-25. 
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Figure 19. Jeff Wall, The Flooded Grave, 1998-2000, medium transparency in lightbox, 
228.6 x 282 x 21.5 cm, promised gift of Pamela J. and Michael N. Alper; Claire and 
Gordon Prussian Fund for Contemporary Art; Harold L. Stuart Endowment; through prior 
acquisitions of the Mary and Leigh Block Collection. 
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Figure 20. Jeff Wall, Coastal Motifs, 1989, lightbox, Cibachrome, 134.5 x 162.5 x 21.5 
cm, image courtesy of the artist for Intertidal catalogue, 2005. 
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Figure 21. Jeff Wall, Fieldwork. Excavation of the floor of a dwelling in the former Sto:lo 
nation village, Greenwood Island, Hope, B.C., August, 2003, Anthony Graesch, Dept. of 
Anthropology, University of California at Los Angeles, working with Riley Lewis of the 
Sto:lo band, 2003, transparency in lightbox, 239.9 x 303.4 x 25.9 cm, Collection of the 
Broad Museum, Los Angeles, California. 
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Figure 22. Hans Haacke, from Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real-
Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971, 1971, 9 photostats, 142 gelatin silver prints, and 
142 photocopies, dimensions variable, purchased jointly by the Whitney Museum of 
American Art, New York with funds from the Director's Discretionary Fund and the 
Painting and Sculpture Committee, and the Fundació Museu d'Art Contemporani de 
Barcelona. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
Rematerializing the Immaterial: Chronology of Events  
 
1926 – Frederick Varley arrives in Vancouver 
1939 – Clement Greenberg publishes “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” in The Partisan Review  
1951 – The Massey Report published 
1957 – Canada Council for the Arts founded 
1960 – Festival of Contemporary Arts founded 
1961–1969 – Tish magazine published 
1963–1983 – blewointment magazine published 
1965 – Festival of the Arts features theme “The Medium is the Message” 
1966–72 – Conceptual Art movement (periodization attributed to Lucy Lippard) 
1966 – Ed Ruscha creates Every Building on the Sunset Strip 
1966 – Iain and Ingrid Baxter form N.E. Thing Co.  
1967 – Intermedia forms (dissolved 1972) 
1967 – Sol LeWitt’s publishes “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” in Artforum  
1967 – Philip Leider publishes “Vancouver – Scene with No Scene” in artscanada  
1968 – Lucy Lippard and John Chandler publish “The Dematerialization of Art” in Art 
International  
1968 – N.E. Thing Co. creates A Portfolio of Piles 
1969 – Joseph Kosuth’s publishes “Art After Philosophy” in Studio International  
1969 – Jeff Wall creates Landscape Manual 
1969 – Image Bank forms (dissolved 1972) 
1970 – Four Artists exhibition, Fine Arts Gallery, University of British Columbia 
1970 – 955,000 exhibition, Fine Arts Gallery, University of British Columbia 
1970 – Information exhibition, MoMA, New York 
1972 – Michael de Courcy, Gerry Gilbert, Taki Bluesinger, and Glenn Lewis create 
Background/Vancouver 
1973 – Lucy Lippard publishes Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 
1966 to 1972  
1973 – Satellite Video Exchange Society/VIVO Media Arts Centre forms 
1973 – Western Front forms 
1974–75 – Martha Rosler creates The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems 
1976 – October first published 
1978–1981 – Charles Bernstein and Bruce Andrews publish L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 
magazine 
1978 – Jeff Wall creates The Destroyed Room 
1979 – Jeff Wall creates Picture for Women 
1981 – Vancouver Conference on Modernism hosted by the University of British 
Columbia 
1981 – Jeff Wall authors the first draft of “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel” 
1983 – Social Credit Party (Bill Bennett) elected in British Columbia  
1983 – Vancouver Art Gallery relocates to 750 Hornby St. 
1983 – Vancouver Art and Artists 1931–1983 exhibition, Vancouver Art Gallery 
1983 – Kootenay School of Writing (KSW) in Nelson, B.C. defunded  
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1984 – KSW closed  
1984 – KSW established in Vancouver  
1985 – New Poetics Colloquium hosted by KSW 
1986 – Expo ’86 in Vancouver  
1986 – Split/Shift Colloquium hosted by KSW 
1986 – Artspeak opens at 105-1045 West Broadway 
1988 – Adrian Piper’s “On Conceptual Art” published in Flash Art  
1988 – Behind the Sign exhibition, Artspeak 
1989 – Mary Kelly delivers workshop “The Critical Practice of Art” at Simon Fraser 
University 
1989 – Jeff Wall creates Coastal Motifs 
1990 – “Vancouver School” applied to Vancouver photographers Jeff Wall, Ian Wallace, 
Ken Lum, Rodney Graham, Christos Dikeakos, Roy Arden, Arni Haraldsson, and Stan 
Douglas (periodization attributed to Leah Modigliani) 
1990 -- Mary Kelly: Interim exhibition, Vancouver Art Gallery 
1990 – Benjamin H.D. Buchloh publishes “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the 
Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of Institutions” in October  
1990 – Jeff Derksen publishes Down Time 
1991 – Jeff Wall publishes Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel (essay published as a book by 
Art Metropole) 
1991 – Stan Douglas publishes The Vancouver Anthology  
1992 – Adrian Piper publishes “The Logic of Modernism” in Flashart 
1993 – Lisa Robertson publishes The XEclogue 
1995 – Fred Wah publishes “Poetics of the Potent” in Open Letter  
1995 – Jeff Wall publishes “‘Marks of Indifference’: Aspects of Photography in or as 
Conceptual Art” in the catalogue for the exhibition Reconsidering the Object of Art 1965-
1975  
1997 – Mary Kelly’s Women and Work exhibition, Vancouver Art Gallery 
1998–2000 – Jeff Wall creates The Flooded Grave 
1999 – Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin 1950s–1980s exhibition, Queens 
Museum, New York 
1999 – Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson publish Conceptual Art: A Critical 
Anthology  
2001 – Stan Douglas creates Every Building on 100 West Hastings 
2002 – Peter Osborne publishes Conceptual Art 
2002 – Reid Shier publishes catalogue for Stan Douglas’s Every Building on 100 West 
Hastings at the Contemporary Art Gallery 
2003 – Lisa Robertson publishes Occasional Work and Seven Walks from the Office for 
Soft Architecture 
2003 – Aaron Vidaver publishes Woodsquat  
2003 – Alexander Alberro publishes Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity 
2003 – Baja to Vancouver: The West Coast and Contemporary Art exhibition, various 
institutions 
2003 – UbuWeb publishes UbuWeb Anthology of Conceptual Writing  
2003 – Jeff Wall creates Fieldwork. Excavation of the floor of a dwelling in the former 
Sto:lo nation village, Greenwood Island, Hope, B.C., August, 2003, Anthony Graesch, 
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Dept. of Anthropology, University of California at Los Angeles, working with Riley Lewis 
of the Sto:lo band 
2005 – Intertidal: Vancouver Art and Artists exhibition, Museum van Hedendaagse 
Kunst Antwerpen (MuKHA) 
2007 – Melanie O’Brian publishes Vancouver Art & Economies 
2008 – Stan Douglas publishes new edition of The Vancouver Anthology 
2009 – Jeff Derksen publishes Annihilated Time 
2009 – Vanessa Place and Robert Fitterman publish Notes on Conceptualisms 
2009 – Judgment and Contemporary Criticism forum hosted by Artspeak and Filip 
2010 – Vancouver hosts Winter Olympics  
2010 – Traffic: Conceptual Art in Canada 1965-1980 exhibition, various institutions 
2010 – Marjorie Perloff publishes Uncreative Writing  
2011 – “North of Invention” conference hosted by the University of Pennsylvania 
2011 – Craig Dworkin and Kenneth Goldsmith publish Against Expression 
2012 – Jeff Wall publishes “Conceptual, Postconceptual, Nonconceptual: Photography 
and the Depictive Arts” in Critical Inquiry 
2012 – Carolyn Bergvall, Laynie Browne, Teresa Carmody, and Vanessa Place publish 
I’ll Drown My Book  
2013 – Antawan I. Byrd and Reid Shier publish Art Cities of the Future: 21st Century 
Avant-Gardes and feature Vancouver 
2015 – Kenneth Goldsmith performs “The Body of Michael Brown” at Interrupt 3 at 
Brown University 
2016 – Mercedes Eng publishes Mercenary English 
2016 – Art 21: Art in the Twenty-First Century names Vancouver a “global art city” 
2016 – “The Concept of Vancouver” conference hosted by Brock University 
2017 – Pictures from Here exhibition, Vancouver Art Gallery 
2017 – Julia Polyck-O’Neill interviews Lisa Robertson 
2018 – Andrea Andersson publishes Postscript: Art after Conceptual Art  
2018 – Leah Modigliani publishes Engendering an Avant-Garde: The Unsettled 
Landscapes of Vancouver Photo-conceptualism 
2019 – “The Man in the Mirror, A Symposium on the Work of Jeff Wall” at Prefix 
Institute of Contemporary Art in Toronto 
2019 – Hans Haacke: All Connected exhibition, New Museum in New York 
2019 – Larry Beasley publishes Vancouverism 
2019 – Lisa Robertson’s publishes “The Collective” in Avant Canada: Poets, Prophets, 
Revolutionaries 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Lisa Robertson’s Alternate, Maternal Archive 
Date(s) of Creation: 1988-2001 
 
Poetry: Journals and Magazines (6) 
Raddle Moon 8 
Raddle Moon 15 
C Magazine 30, Summer 1991 
Sulfur no. 28  
Front Summer 1990 
Painted Bride Quarterly no. 46 
 
Poetry: Books (3) 
The Apothecary. Press Gang, 1991. 
The Descent: A Light Comedy in Three Parts. Meow Press, 1996. 
XEclogue. Tsunami Press, 1993. 
 
Poetry: Broadside (1) 
Untitled poem by Lisa Robertson. eyeball treats, Red Deer College, Red Deer, AB, 1988  
 
Newspapers (4) 
 “How Poems Work: Emmonsail’s Heath in Winter by John Clare.” The Globe and Mail, 
25 August 2001, p. D18. 
“How Poems Work: In 1970 by Denise Riley.” The Globe and Mail, 8 September 2001, 
p. D15. 
“How Poems Work: from The Provisions by Peter Culley.” The Globe and Mail, 15 
September 2001, p. D14. 
“How Poems Work: from No Language is Neutral by Dionne Brand.” The Globe and 
Mail, 22 September 2001, p. D18. 
 
Visual Art Writings (2) 
Sara Leydon, “Conviction,” text by Lisa Robertson, 1991. 
Exhibition handout, Sara Leydon, “Emergence,” Burnaby Art Gallery, 1991. 
 
Correspondence (1) 
Fax, Letter, Canada Council, Governor General’s Award Nomination for Debbie an epic, 
8 October 1998. 
 
Photograph (1) 
Colour laser print, Photograph, “Opening Feldmar paintings May 9.92. Lisa Robertson. 
 Proprioception,” 1992. 
 
Brochures (2) 
Brochure, Kootenay School of Writing, “1993 Fall Courses: Foucault; Women 
Modernists; Poetry.”  
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Brochure and Map, “Private Addresses,” Association for Noncommercial Culture, text by 
Lisa Robertson. 
 
Publicity 
Flyer, Proprioception Books. 
Flyer, “Launch of Clement Greenberg’s Collected Essays and Criticism: Affirmations and 
 Refusals. 1950-1956 and Modernism With a Vengeance. 1957-1969. Edited and 
 Introduced by John O’Brian,” Proprioception Books. 
Newspaper Clipping, “Eclectic Shortlist for 1998 G-G Awards,” Elizabeth Renzetti, 
 1998.  
Program, “Take Your Brain for a run in the Woods,” Scream in High Park, 2000. 
Flyer, “Heroic/Romance,” UBC Fine Arts Gallery, Works by: Deborah Dunn, Laura 
 Lamb & Brenna George, Nancy Shaw, Kathy Slade, Kathryn Walter, Jin-Me 
 Yoon; Text: Lisa Robertson,” August 1 – September 14, 1991. 
Flyer, “Mental Readings,” Daniel F. Bradley and Lisa Robertson, Sunday, 24th April, 
 1994. 
 
Reviews by Others 
Scheier, Libby. “Low profile harbours a fine unsung poet,” Toronto Star, review of 
 Debbie: An Epic, March 14, 1998. 
 Thesen, Sharon. “Debbie’s a Modern-Day Epic Hero,” Review of Debbie: An Epic, Fax, 
 12 Dec. 1997. 
 

 


