
Bamboo I (Kawau Island), Digital C-type print, custom bamboo frame, 41.5” x 61.5” x 2.25” Yellow Birch (Kjipuktuk / Halifax), Digital C-type print, custom birch frame, 41.5” x 61.5” x 2.25”

Gird (Maple, Kjipuktuk / Halifax), inkjet prints, custom ambrosia maple frames, 37.75”x 24.5’ x 2.25”

A mark depends on an inscribable surface… For 
there to be a squiggle we count as meaningful, 
there must be a context of rules about squiggles 
and meaning and there must also be a piece of 
paper or a chalkboard or a screen... Meaning 
doesn’t happen all by itself…Writing depends on 
paper, which depends on trees and water, which 
depend on sunlight and comets… if we keep going, 
we soon discover… a sprawling network of inter-
connection without center or edge. 1   

It is here, in a boundless ecological setting, that we 
encounter the exhibition Collective. Over the 
course of many years and locations, artists Miranda 
Bellamy and Amanda Fauteux have noticed and 
GRFXPHQWHG� FXULRXV� PDUNLQJV� RQ� WUHHV�� ŴXRUHV-
cent numbers, dots and lines; rips, slashes, scratch-
es, grafts, holes and cuts. Collective presents us 
with large-scale portraits of trees in a contempla-
tive environment, where we question our relation-
ship to the trees, the meaning of the marks and 
how we interpret them.

Collective presents many circular philosophical 
questions, operating in the boundless ecological 
VSDFH�PHQWLRQHG�EHIRUH��'HƓQHG�DV� WKH� UHODWLRQ-
ships between living things and their environ-
ments,4  ecology encompasses the inherent inter-
connectedness and complexity of the themes 
raised in this exhibition: wood / tree, living / dead, 
human / non-human, value / worthlessness, 
language / interpretation. In Collective, ecology is 
working two-fold: not only as a conceptual frame-
work for navigating ideas, but also quite literally, as 
a close study of trees in their surroundings. 

Collective Entering the space, we are met with a vertical, 
ŴRRU�WR�FHLOLQJ�VWDFN�RI�SKRWRJUDSKV��HDFK�LOOXVWUDW-
ing a continuous section of tree trunk. The scale is 
not unfamiliar, but taking the tree out of the forest, 
we are struck with the monumental details in 
relation to ourselves. Moving through the exhibi-
tion, we are surrounded by a series of photographs, 
all the same size and format. The photographs are 
displayed in handmade wooden frames, correlat-
ing individually with the type of tree shown in each 
portrait.

Inherently, the presentation of the work sets up an 
anthropomorphic scenario for the trees. In the 
iconography of the West, the portrait format, a 
YHUWLFDO� UHFWDQJOH�� LV�DQ�HIƓFLHQW�DQG�VWDQGDUGL]HG�
ZD\� RI� GHSLFWLQJ� D� KXPDQ� ƓJXUH� LQ� SKRWRJUDSK\�
and before that, in painting. Understanding the 
SRUWUDLW�DV�D�VLJQLƓHU��ZH�VHH�RXUVHOYHV�LQ�WKH�WUHHVŊ�
ZH�PLJKW�UHFRJQL]H�WUHH�EDUN�DV�VNLQ��:H�PLJKW�ƓQG�
a face, a neck, a body. In this work, it becomes clear 
that the trees are not merely marked surfaces: they 
DUH�EHLQJV�ZLWK�ZKRP�ZH�HPSDWKL]H�DQG�UHODWH�WRŊ��
bruises, make-up, scars, scabs, tattoos, cuts and all. 

Oscillating between the photograph and the frame, 
there is an inherent disconnect between the materi-
DO�FDOOHG�ŌZRRGō�DQG�WKH�ƓJXUHV�LQ�WKH�SKRWRJUDSKV�
called ‘trees,’ just as ‘beef’ is analogous to ‘cow.’ In 
both cases, the difference in the terminology is 
living or dead. Depending on the use of words, 
particularly pronouns, in the English language, we 
divide human and non-human beings as more or 
less kin. If maple is an ‘it,’ we can take up the chain-
saw. If maple is ‘she,’ we have to think twice. 2 Here 
we can trace the sensibility of the colonizer directly 
to language itself. In her essay Learning the Gram-
mar of Animacy, Ecologist, Writer and Citizen of the 
Potawatomi Nation Robin Wall Kimmerer describes 
The arrogance of English is that the only way to be 
animate, to be worthy of respect and moral concern, 
is to be human.  3 Adjacent to human value is 
economic value, and the tension between these 
two contradictory logics shifts back and forth 
continuously in the work between the frame, the 
photographs and language.

Strategic use of repetition and consistent setting 
creates what is referred to in science as a control, 
yielding regularity in how information is delivered 
and perceived. With a precision and rigor shared 
by science and photoconceptualism (the Water 
Towers of Bernd and Hilla Becher come to mind) 
%HOODP\�DQG�)DXWHX[�SUHVHQW� WKHLU�ƓQGLQJV�ZLWK�D�
paradoxical existential consistency. In Collective, 
WUHHV� Ŋ� DQ� HYHU\GD\� VXEMHFW� Ŋ� DUH� WUDQVIRUPHG�
through presentation and replication. Suddenly, 
the everyday becomes extraordinary. Like focus-
sing on breathing, there is something transcendent 
about the straightforwardness of this body of work. 

Given the overarching ecological context of this 
exhibition, inevitably, humans are present. Some of 
the markings are recognizable signs of forestry and 
industry, some of the markings could be vandalism, 
while others are less clear. In any case, humans are 
SDUW� RI� WKH� HQYLURQPHQW� Ŋ� ZKHWKHU� WKH� WUHHV� DUH�
stand-ins for our own bodies, or whether we recog-
nize the impact of human activity upon the trees. 
7KH� LPSOLFDWLRQV� RI� KXPDQ� LQŴXHQFH� VKLIW� DQG�
deepen, drift and materialize in an unresolved 
ecological logic.
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