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This is a perfect example of collaboration between women in the arts, and I am so 

pleased to be here amongst all of you. I will mainly discuss my take on interdisciplinary 

approaches to women’s art, but it will overlap into the other topics, as they are all part of 

my practice. 

 

Marg Rodgers has been a great supporter, believing in the direction and quality of my 

work and offering me opportunities to show it and talk about it. Marg also introduced me 

to Michele Lacombe, another friend and mentor. Michele and Marg invited me to 

participate in a Frost/Trent colloquium at Wanapitei Canoe Camp and Lodge, where the 

setting and other participants were so inspiring, I found my public voice when it was still 

rather small. Michele later helped me to organize a presentation of my first canoe at the 

Canadian Canoe Museum in Peterborough, and later a talk at Trent University. My title 

Canoeing out of the Wilderness was suggested by Marg and Michele, with their 

understanding of the different metaphorical “wildernesses” to which my canoes refer. 

 

All the boats I’ve done so far have been situated in one form of wilderness or another – 

moving out of the wilderness is just a matter of recognizing these familiar landscapes for 

what they really are. Since the contexts that these boats are placed in are all very 

different, the approaches have been interdisciplinary; the sculpture adapting to fit for 

example, into a clear cut forest, the gravel edge of a highway, or perhaps a farmer’s field. 



 

I also want to thank Jonathan Bordo, a cultural theorist and writer who teaches Cultural 

Studies at Trent in Peterborough. I took 3 of his courses while completing my Fine Arts 

degree at U of T. He opened my mind to many cultural issues surrounding “the 

wilderness”.  He has also become very supportive of my canoe project, writing a brilliant 

essay to accompany a canoe that was installed at BCE Place in Toronto in 2003. 

 

Six years ago, Jonathan and I talked about our families’ summer plans, including canoe 

camp. My mind flew back to my own brief camp experience, age 11, and the epiphanic 

enjoyment, for a Toronto girl, of being in a wilderness environment, learning how to 

paddle and dump a canoe. I naturally suggested camp to my own children, then 10 and 

12, and they agreed.  

While my children were away at such a canoe camp, I was trying to come up with a 

bright idea for artwork for The Iris Group Show. The Iris Group is a collective of feminist 

artists living in the Durham region, and we had proposed a show for the Durham Board of 

Education building in Whitby. This building has been called the Taj Mahal because of its 

vast expense, and the beauty of the high glass and granite atrium structure built as its 

foyer. It’s a great place for education beaurocrats to enjoy coming to work in, built when 

the last provincial Liberals held office. Meanwhile the Harris government was axing 

funding everywhere, and schools, classrooms, and teachers were reeling from lack of 

funding.  

I wanted to put something beautiful and meaningful into that atrium. With thoughts of my 

own bizarre but enjoyable camp experience, and what a positive time my children would 



be having, a canoe form began to shimmer in my imagination. Then a trip to the newly re-

located Canadian Canoe Museum opened up a whole new understanding of these 

extraordinary vessels. They have many beautiful examples of First Nations canoes and 

kayaks. Each First Nations boat was made from natural materials, suiting different needs, 

depending on their environment. The museum also presents the emergence of the canoe 

as an elaborate leisure craft; for instance there is one, with brass inlay, a cabinetmaker’s 

dream; another even had a built-in gramophone.  

 

My eyes alighted on a little 8-1/2ft board, rib, and green canvas canoe, just like the one I 

had learned in at camp. In fact, Kirk Whipper, whose original collection made up the 

early canoe museum, called it a “learning canoe”. At this stage, my imagined sculpture 

involved a light filled, featherweight vessel representing the young human spirit and 

body. I imagined this hanging in the stark, brilliant Board of Education atrium. This 

museum exhibit’s petite size, simple lines, and the fact that it was a learning canoe, was 

inspirational. Permission to photograph and take measurements was given. I made a 

pattern for the canoe, and began researching different lightweight fabrics. One goal was 

that it should be of “all natural materials”, like a First Nations canoe. These days, the 

expression “all natural” has a different meaning – basically that it’s not synthetic, but may 

still be mass manufactured. 

 

Shortly after deciding to make this first canoe, I viewed the McMichael Canadian Art 

Collection retrospective in 1998 -- many works on the canoe from 37 different Canadian 

artists, almost exclusively men, and mainly paint on canvas. There were great gaps in the 

show. It contained very little contemporary work, of which the best example was from a 



woman -- Jeannie Thib, who had written words such as TRAIL MARKING, SOUND 

SIGNALS, and NATURAL TOOLS on broken pieces of small tree branches. In the 

accompanying catalogue it says she was looking at “…the ever-changing concepts of nature 

and how through its portrayal in the visual arts, we have been influenced to look at it.” (1)  

None of the canoes in the show could have sparked an ounce of controversy. For instance, 

there was a canoe shown in Toronto that was a paper patchwork of broken treaties. Where 

was that? I felt the show was really a celebration of the white man empowered by his 

canoe. It linked to what Bruce Hodgins former head of Canadian History at Trent 

University, and owner of the Wanaptei Canoe Camp talks about in Canoe Irony from The 

Canoe in Canadian Cultures, Book 1. It was feeding “…the myth of canoe as wilderness 

symbol as being more important than the blurred and complex reality”. (2)  

It confirmed old history lessons for Canadians, which until lately have emphasized that 

this is where the wilderness and the canoe connect.  

 

Wanapitei Gang * Please note: all bold, underlined titles refer to slides shown with talk. 

Right after my kids came back from the Wanapitei canoe camp, Marg Rodgers, Michele 

Lacombe, and I journeyed up there to a colloquium called Sacred Sites, Special Places; 

Refiguring the Wilderness. At the camp lodge, we listened to presentations about our 

shared history of the canoe with the First Nations people. A native woman from a local 

band talked about their negative experiences with the logging company that was cutting 

into old growth Temagami white pine. Michele talked about Flora MacDonald creating a 

New Age Wilderness Resort in Bon Echo, and how Walt Whitman’s poetry and 

philosophy came to affect the participants there, ten years after his death in 1919. They 

had a memorial carved to him into the rock face, feeling, perhaps, that they were 



honouring the tradition of much earlier native petroglyphs. Would Walt have approved? 

…. all this fed into my canoe obsession, including the photographs from Flora 

Macdonald’s time, of young women, paddling canoes in their filmy white summer 

dresses. Wanapitei was an enlightening experience. Early ideas started to take shape, 

summer dresses and all, for a series of twelve boats.  

 

As a young child, growing up in Hoggs Hollow, an old suburb in Toronto, my first 

glimpse into the art world came from Elizabeth Wynwood Hawn, a well-known Canadian 

sculptor who lived with her more famous artist husband Emmanuel Hawn, across the road 

from us, by the Don River. They also, posthumously, had a retrospective show of their 

work at the McMichael Gallery. This is an inspiring quote of hers. “Sculptural form is not 

the imitation of natural form any more than poetry is the imitation of natural 

conversation.... It is the juxtaposition of masses in space.... a clarification of experience.” 

It’s a good mantra. 

 

1st canoe  

Learning Canoe at Canadian Canoe Museum  

Each boat is positioned along lines of reflection that have materialized in twelve stations. 

I’ll discuss 6 of the 12. I have completed 9.  

This first boat, “The Learning Canoe” for me, recalls the young child, full of imagination, 

eager to explore unknown routes to knowledge. The child’s body becomes the vessel for 

this exploration, pure, lightweight, delicate and flexible.  



 

In terms of envisioning an ethereal shimmering canoe, and turning that into reality, 

sewing it seemed like the way to go at the time. It reflected my background as a clothing 

designer, and that in turn affected the whole outcome of the piece. Coming to mind 

during its construction, girls in communion dresses, Flora MacDonald and her friends in 

summer linens, in those canoes, perhaps with a gramophone… Had it been made of 

fibreglass, there would have been no ribs, no buttons – a completely different effect.  

Sewing Learning Canoe  

The skin, comprised of two layers of white silk organza, which, when pressed together, 

form a moiré pattern, becomes a memory of water and wood. As one moves, the moiré 

effect moves, shifting it’s shape.  

In sewing the canoe, the challenge was how to keep it lightweight yet stiff.  

 

Front detail 

The design along the bow side is based on the native decorations cut from a birch bark 

stencil. But here they are waves formed by the teacher’s calligraphy lesson; big C little c, 

until it forms into the word circa 2000, from around the time it was made.  

 

Ribs 

Stitched channels were formed from the two layers of silk. The ribbing became like 

corsetry, a theme recurring in later boats. The spine of the canoe is made of birch veneer 

strip, which my visiting sister, and I had a hellish time pushing through a 10-foot, glove-

tight channel of fragile limp silk. Part way in, the veneer’s tiny spurs caught in the silk, 



making it an agonizing process that we couldn’t reverse: we had to keep un-snagging 

them before we could carry on. We agreed this labour of love was like giving birth. 

Before the gunwales were pushed through in the same way, talcum powder was applied 

for a smoother passage; better, but still difficult. The ribs, however, went in easily after 

being coated with matte medium - that stopped the splintering. The ribs are sandwiched 

in place by steel pins that go through single-holed, mother of pearl buttons, and a drill 

hole through the ribs, ending in wooden plugs. The pearl buttons, from an antique 

clothing store, were reportedly made by women in prison and used as a form of currency 

for privileges.  

Paddle 

Pauline Johnson, the Métis poet well known for mediating between native and white 

cultures through her writing and performance art, unfortunately to mainly female 

audiences, was an inspiration. The lines of her poem from The Song My Paddle Sings, 

called out to be included in the canoe. A few stanzas are written in tailor’s white pencil 

onto the ribs. Here are a few lines. 

 

“And forward far the rapids roar,  

Fretting their margin for evermore. 

Dash, dash, 

With a mighty crash, 

They seethe, and boil, and bound, and splash. 

Be strong, O paddle! Be brave, canoe! 

The reckless waves you must plunge into. 



Reel, reel  

On your trembling keel, 

But never a fear my craft will feel.” (3) 

 

Many First Nations’ paddles have metaphorically gone limp. They have lost their way 

with the breakdown of their cultural heritage. This canoe was headed for the Board of 

Education building just as the teachers’ strikes began. Angry demonstrations about the 

Harris funding cuts and demands began to take over the foyer. A canoe is steered with a 

paddle… The Learning Canoe has a limp paddle, flaccid, unable to provide direction.  

I never delivered the canoe. 

 

Since it hadn’t gone into that location, I still wanted to show it somewhere safely. 

Michele suggested the Canadian Canoe Museum. Permission to give a slide talk and 

presentation of the canoe was granted. While I was photographing the canoe the day after 

the talk, Bruce Hodgins came by with Bill Woodworth, an architect of mixed Mohawk 

and British parentage. We discussed the canoe and plans for more; I was pointing out to 

him the verses from Pauline Johnson’s poem The Song My Paddle Sings, when he 

informed me that she was his great, great aunt and that she would be very pleased to see 

how her poetry had been presented. Bill then asked me to show my canoes as part of an 

exhibition series in his great project called Toronto Beacon to the Ancestors. His project 

is presently focused on re-securing the site, already previously promised to him down at 

the Leslie Spit area on the shores of Lake Ontario in Toronto.  

 



2nd canoe BCE Place, Toronto, long shot  

“Oh…Canada” is this canoe’s name. 

I had to resist the ideas that began to collect around my Learning Canoe before a 

gathering weight of imagery could muddle its form. This imagery had emerged during its 

making, indicating the canoe’s symbolic depth as a Canadian icon … as an initial 

connection to, and gift from, the First Nations People. I started to explore the canoe in a 

broader sense, on a metaphorical journey through Canadian cultural practice. Since then I 

have been looking back to the canoe’s ancestral heritage, reflecting on its meaning in 

contemporary society. The symbol of the canoe gives comfort to Canadians who still 

dream of it as their connection to the wilderness–a gateway to the past. The vision 

usually begins with this icon as the prospectors’ vessel of wilderness exploration and 

exploitation. 

 

I call these boats “canoes” even though they are objects of my imaginary, and go beyond 

the canoes that recall my childhood, and summer camp in the wilderness.  

The Natives, and then European immigrants adapted the canoe for various uses dependant 

on the availability of indigenous materials. Now, a new interpretation using 

unconventional construction methods, exploiting its poetic properties, allows the 

experience of modern “wilderness” frontiers. These canoe-forms have a dream-like semi-

familiarity, giving the viewer a false sense of ease, while inviting them to enter the 

diverse wilderness environments (sometimes urban, often hostile) that we have created.  

 



The initial idea for using window screening came from looking at the patched window 

screens up at the Wanapitei lodge. Screening offers the same moiré–water/wood effect 

and there are so many metaphors in cultural screening processes. This canoe developed 

many darts, patches, holes, as I worked to age it. I used a bizarre hybrid method, thinking 

of the birch bark method of making darts up the sides but also blowing up ¼ scale plans 

from the Bear Mountain Boat Shop to a full-scale cardboard dye skeleton. It is described 

in their catalogue as follows; “This workhorse of the north was designed in Canada to 

meet the specific needs of the prospector–good manoeuvrability through white water and 

wilderness with capacity to carry substantial loads…” 

 

Bill Woodworth asked me to put Oh, Canada, into a Heritage Toronto display at BCE 

Place in downtown Toronto for the Toronto Doors Open project. Bill was their 

representative for this annual citywide event. This exhibition was to help celebrate the 

recovery of the Native heritage of Toronto. It was a beautiful happening, but it received 

no media attention – they were all down at the newly opened Breweries District.  

Architecturally speaking, Bill pointed out the connections between BCE Place to the 

structure of the long house, and a birch bark canoe that he had hung from the ceiling. 

 
Oh, Canada and a Birch bark canoe borrowed from the Canadian Canoe Museum  

They are brilliantly positioned in front of the Canadian Chamber of Commerce, a neo 

classical bank structure also transplanted to this site.  

In Jonathan Bordo’s essay, written for this exhibition, he talks about my Prospector canoe 

leaving “a clear wake of signs from Oh, Canada that names the canoe as the carrier of 

Canada’s myth of hospitality.” He relates its broken state, “The broaching of prospector 



canoe recalls a covenant and the anxiety of the majority culture’s claim to the possession 

of the canoe. Many breaches of the covenant preceded its broaching. The failure to recall 

properly this original gift might be the submerged sharp rock that burst open prospector 

canoe.” 

Bill’s introduction to large circle of people at BCE Place 

Bill introduced us to an Anishnabe spokeswoman who talked about the importance of the 

occasion and introduced the drummers and dancers and the meanings of their dances. 

Drummers and dancers from the Six Nations Reserve added a performance aspect to 

the “sunrise” opening, doing a series of different dances to different drumbeats.  

Dancers by the Chamber of Commerce building –quite a juxtaposition  

A Passerby’s expression  

 

3rd canoe 

I call this Corset Kayak 

Kayak means “one with water”. This means independence, self-validation--the struggle of 

any marginalized group. My own struggle -- a woman’s struggle. The feeling of the corset 

laces, loosened, hovering over the “cockpit”, suggests to me the great effort women have 

made to win rights and freedoms, and sort out truth from non-inclusive history.  

 

Living on the shores of Lake Ontario, I tend to be a beachcomber. Driftwood is inspiring. 

So are the new spring shoots from willows that grow along the beach--the main wood 

components of a kayak. The scarcity of trees in the polar region required the traditional 

kayak to be built from scavenged driftwood blown north through the river systems to 

arctic beaches, and, where available, young branches from willow trees. When 



obtainable, the builders made use of broken up ocean-going sailing ships, and always, the 

by-products of the hunted land and sea mammals, the skin, gut and sinew of caribou, and 

flexible whalebone called baleen bone.  

 

Traditionally, men built the kayak wood-and-bone structures for hunting. The  

women’s work was to soak and ready the skins and then sew them together wet over the 

frame, to dry as tight as a drum. By the time I was born, in the early ‘50’s, the Inuit had 

given up those boat-building skills and many other traditions, as they were re-located 

away from their traditional hunting grounds to reservations. For part of the making, I 

hired a carpenter who had more tools and know-how than I did. 

 

The whalebone-type-construction given to the corset is extended into the rest of the kayak 

to give it a ghostly, skeletal mood. It could be looked upon as extreme haute couture 

relating to the under structure of European court dresses in the latter 1700’s. Haute 

couture…high gear! It’s sobering to note that, at the same time, Siberian free-booters 

were violating Aleut women west of the Alaska Peninsula, holding them hostage in order 

to force their men to hunt otter, then so prized in China.  

 

This corset laces up the front (something you can do yourself!), which, while not 

historically correct, perhaps adds further comment to the state of women’s desire for self-

ownership. How disconcerting, then, the corset’s recent comeback as a mainstream 

fashion accessory.  

 



Detail head 

Having carved this singing woman’s face into the prow, I later found a drawing of a very 

similar-sized face and expression carved onto Dorset-area whalebone tool thousands of 

years ago. One is constantly reminded how fundamental it is to any culture that these 

themes keep re-surfacing.  

The shape of my kayak, according to today’s popular catalogue standards, is between a 

“Slalom Kayak used for competition, rockered, upswept bottom lines for maximum 

manoeuvrability” and a “General  Touring” Kayak – “long and straight for good 

tracking but enough rocker at the ends for manoeuvring in intermediate level white 

water.”  This kind of sport boat description that breaks down the wilderness landscape 

for the purposes of defining its suitability to the sport naturally assumes ownership or 

easy access to this land. The consumer looks at landscape only for the resources it offers. 

The kayak catalogue shows a young woman from “Babe Watch” in the latest synthetic 

kayak and matching suit, gazing out to the horizon “bearing witness” to the appropriate 

wilderness background… and I just bought one for Lake Ontario and love it.  Gone, the 

beautiful native craft once made from nature’s bounty, a creation of the very animals it 

was used to hunt, piloted by the hunter.  

 

Now I go from beach scavenging to road scavenging… 

 



4th canoe 

This is an off highway tire detritus yard 

The massive presence of the transport truck, and the familiar fabric breakdown of its tires 

give new meaning to our ever-changing concepts of wilderness. The blown-out tire pieces 

that litter our highways become the flotsam from the white man’s latest version of the 

prospectors’ birch bark canoe. The same mission statement seems to fit; deliver on 

schedule, no matter the weather. But what has happened to the ease of the canoe, where 

form and function was a perfect match? What are the signals for safe transport through 

this modern form of wilderness?  

The tires, and often the loads they bear, both potentially explosive, are approaching new 

crossroads in these times of heightened security, traffic delays, rising fuel prices, and 

customer service demands.  

 

MANAC moose on roof  

These trucks frequently display romanticized names such as Apache Freight Lines, Big 

Red Transport, Buffalo Express, Canada Cartage System (using the beaver as their logo) 

Coyote Terminals Inc., Eagle Express, Wildwood Transport, and MANAC (all out of the 

Toronto yellow pages). Finally, only the company logos perform as souvenir links with 

the past. Manac links itself to an old native legend you can find on their web page. They 

somewhere draw the conclusion that if there is ever a better truck built than theirs, the 

moose will fly again.  

 

Metal junkyard in woods  



Marg’s resourcefulness opened the doors to the Bowmanville Goodyear tire plant where 

my graveyard re-capped tires were cut open and the steel sidewalls cut down. This close-

up of a metal junkyard hidden in the woods is just a fraction of an Edward Burtynski–

like, scale of manufactured landscape; acres of junk metal; much of it a dumping ground 

for parts of transport trucks. This is where I found, still attached to a truck, the headlights 

for one of the tire canoes. 

 

Vessel # 1: Flotsam – Detail of prow 

“Headlights”, like “hooters”, is a slang term for women’s breasts, used mainly by truck 

drivers. As boats and trucks are usually female, I had these headlights attached to a steel 

figurehead with her corseting ties blowing in the breeze. I made a full-scale wire 

maquette, and then hired a great metal fabricator to copy it in steel dowelling. He said the 

secret  to getting smooth curves is not to pre-heat the dowelling. When it is heated, the 

bends become sharper. 

Flotsam: is the working name. Her stern, a tail-feather burst of exploded bits of radial 

steel tires was done with the help of a farmer with a small steel cutter. 

Jetsam: I couldn’t resist a mate for Flotsam. This one drives home the savagery of the 

tired road. 

Flotsam and Jetsam here they sit, watching the endless truck traffic. 

They were in progress when Marg asked me to show them in a 3-artist show called 

WOMEN of STEEL with Marianne Reim and Clarissa Schmidt Inglis. The show looked 

great. It was interesting to see 3 very different ways of working with steel, but we found 

we all had a certain mettle in common. 



 

Cliff Sentinels 

Not a boat, but definitely related in spirit to them. 12 of them stand between 15 to 20 feet 
  
tall in a circle, each 5 ½’- 6’ apart, on the cliff observing the land and Lake Ontario. They 
 
are bolted into their custom made steel braces, raising them a foot off the ground. They 
 
sway and groan in the breezes. Each “tree” was driftwood on the beach 100’ below.        
 
Some “heads” (roots) were natural extensions, some were carved to fit and then attached.                                    

 

In Barrie at the MacLaren Gallery, work by Magdelana Abekanowitz was inspiring. 

Using massive truncated limbs from the Polish forest, she turned them into war 

memorials. Also seeing a totally different group of installations by various artists using 

available natural materials found along the Barrie Shoreline helped to prepare me to 

address the driftwood at the foot of the cliff. The Sentinels present to everyone 

(interested) as a special, almost spiritual place.  

 

Genesis 

This rocket-ship was formed using multi-sizes of steel rods, ¾” – 1/8”, curved and 

welded, forming a twisting branching tracery motif inspired by our vascular system, 

spiralling upward, the steel branches becoming more delicate as they reach the top, 

tightening to a nerve ending point, 16’ in the air. All are coated with Red Oxide. Inside, a 

6” diameter crystal ball/egg is cradled on top of a 15” tall DNA double helix ladder.  

 



What’s in a name? Going on the web and looking up Genesis was a revelation in itself--

close to 8 million results. NASA’s Genesis mission is to return solar wind samples to 

earth on Sept. 8th, 2004. Genesis is the agency’s first sample mission since the Apollo 

mission in 1972, and the first ever to return material collected beyond the moon. 

Apparently the protons and atoms that it has been collecting from the sun, pose no risk to 

the earth. 

Not a Trekkie, I soon discovered John Vornholt’s Star Trek’s Genesis Wave “Sweeping 

across the Alpha Quadrant at a terrifying speed, a wave of Genesis energy has wiped out 

whole populations of entire planets, rearranging matter on a molecular level to create 

bizarre new landscapes and life-forms”. GENESIS is also short for GEneral NEural 

SImulation System. Their net home page has a graphic of a red ball amid a multi-

coloured neurological network with the Sistine Chapel ceiling painting of God with his 

finger reaching out to touch the network. 

My women’s spirituality group Genesis meets once a month to discuss matters spiritual.  

My Genesis is connected to all of this and more. 

 

It is presently stationed near my front door. It stands ready for takeoff. The base, a 

ground-sweeping, dress-swirling, root-like mass of rods, (formed separately) totally 

integrates with the main piece. I hired the same amazing artisan/fabricator from the tire 

canoe, who I worked closely with, finding out what was possible, within my budget. 

Collaborating with an expert when in an unfamiliar area is such an exciting door opening 

experience.  This organic process matched the rocket’s eventual outcome. When he was 

finished, I rented a grinder and went to work on all his welds. Then I turned our garage 



red while I sprayed it. At this point, I wanted to take a welding course, but thought, I 

wouldn’t be using it anytime soon. I was wrong.  

 

Crystal Ball  Detail This clear crystal globe magnifies everything around it and flips it 

up side down. Though egg-like in intent, it carries all the prescient associations of a 

crystal ball. The DNA strand has a couple of deliberately broken ladder rungs. As we 

press onward with new strains of life matter we are burning the bridges to our so recent 

past. 

 

In the initial notes on this Womb Rocket  I had written: 

-holds hope for the future, but in a very delicate balance  

-womb-like, incubating, sensory investment tank;  

-stands upright, ready for takeoff into the unknown,  

-lightweight, capable of manoeuvrability through time/space;  

-size relative to adult human, shape based on two canoes facing each other creating a 

vulva-shaped opening – like a milkweed pod.  

Well, five years have passed since I wrote those notes and the delicate balance as I see it, 

has tipped to the dark side as we hear more and more about gene altering/engineering and 

we are actually consuming radically altered, genetically engineered food products unless 

we’re watching closely. Understanding disease bases could lead to disease elimination, 

but who has the right or the integrity to play God with our gene pools? Many plant seeds 

of our childhood have been rendered sterile. What’s next? This new wilderness is a 

potential minefield depending on whose hands we’re in. In Oryx and Crake, a very scary 



scenario – all experimentation was well documented says Margaret Atwood. Where are 

the good stewards of the land? That’s got to be us. 

  

 

Ship of State This boat from the ongoing Duotopias show at the VAC is a “one sheet 

skiff” from plans off the Internet. So called, as only one, 3/8” 4 x 8 sheet of plywood is 

required. It’s meant to be a quick working project for kids and granddads. This basic, 

small boat makes a fitting metaphor for the charmless subdivision projects and the speed 

of their plywood consumption. This one is using 1 ply – 1/8” thin. I needed a stiff base to 

glue paper to.  

 

It’s hard not to be toxic these days – it’s so easy and available. 

This boat is a mini version of what almost all homes start out with these days – plywood - 

or particleboard, even cheaper and more toxic. It forms the basic house shell, and is just 

the start of all the toxic fumes contained in the average homes these days. Add the 

synthetic carpets, particle board furniture, paints, air-tightness, lightening speed television 

and internet imagery, swallowed down with synthetic foods, and gallons of sugary drinks 

and we ask why all the environmental illnesses, inability to concentrate, or stand still.  

 

Detail of Inside  

The future of cities is big in the news these days, due in part to the long-time disregard 

for the many repercussions of urban sprawl. Remember Joni Mitchell’s “They paved 

paradise and put up a parking lot”. This boat is covered over with maps, council-meeting 



minutes, and photos I took relating to the main issues of the Clarington municipality–but 

that have a universal ring.  

 

Getting too involved in the text can be a dangerous place to go with art making. On this 

piece, no one is reading the small print – there are enough headlines, and the collaged 

pictures really do tell the story. However if they do want to read, it is worthwhile. It’s a 

difficult balance – if a picture is worth a thousand words…. 

Having said that, I also have a small series of canoes within this project constructed from 

7 generations of newspapers – they go back to 1835. I had them copied onto beautiful 

Japanese rice paper. They form a V fleet floating at 3’ off the ground with more than 200 

boats diminishing in size, trailing behind, making an historical wake – visually lively. So 

they do not need “reading” to be understood, but it will add another level of appreciation.  

 

Until this boat, all the boats have been made from materials I felt had a lot of integrity. I 

had a feeling for their attractive properties. They all had their hours and hours of tedious 

labour, once the realism of how each material acted/reacted to my unorthodox requests. 

But with this excess of wasted trees and words into basic bleached paper, re-coloured for 

different committees, I just felt repulsion. An inversion happened in the work. The waste 

became a part of the piece – stacks of papers impaled on a 7’ office spike.  

 

Finally, the steel stand for the boat posed a different problem. My man of steel was away 

and the only available welder was from an auto body shop. With a maquette and a 



complete pattern, for such a relatively simple stand it was still difficult for him. I was 

wishing I had taken a welding course by then. 

 

Fortunately, with this boat, there was the pleasure at different stages in the process of 

working with Marg and Robin Pacific, the other artists, and my politician. At the opening, 

a friend of mine was asking Pat Pingle – my assigned politician, why the whole council 

worked with paper instead of just downloading minutes onto their laptops. She saw no 

problem with the paper load. As Robin noted in the catalogue, Pat saw through rose 

coloured glasses all the way. 

 

The canoe stands up well as a metaphor for many people’s journeys and certainly there 

are other artists out there using it. I recently heard from 3 separate people about a “spirit  

canoe” by Bonnie Devine, in her show in Sudbury. She made it from her original copious 

notes on paper taken while writing her thesis on uranium mining after an elder in Serpent 

River gave her building instructions. Another artist, Peter von Tiefenhausen, wove a 30’ 

canoe from tree branches and left it growing in the prairie grass at his farm. I saw a 

wonderful 10’ canoe in an Ottawa government gallery made by a self-proclaimed “urban” 

native artist from cereal boxes and scrap bits of wood. It was sitting crossed halfway over 

a double yellow road line, a metaphor for the double rows on a wampum belt indicating 

the nature of side by side cultures whose lines are dangerous to cross.  

 

Through my work, new materials have revealed their potential, collaborations have 

materialized, processes have been absorbed, and tools have accumulated. More 



importantly, I have developed a new awareness of the things that can go wrong when one 

culture imposes itself on another, and when our leaders lose sight of their obligation to 

protect the national environment and the true health of the people.  
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