The Metamorphosis 

(November 24, 2018 to March 17, 2019)

Didactic Material In This Document
1 Title wall located in the central rotunda  
1 Introductory text located in the central rotunda 
2 Quotes located in the central rotunda 
12 extended labels located in the galleries
14 tombstone labels located in the galleries
Intro Text – From The Elevator Head Straight, Out Of The First Gallery To Enter The Rotunda
The Metamorphosis
We are obsessed with change. We crave change, we embrace change, we need change—we fear change, we hate change, we suffer change. The Metamorphosis offers a survey of artworks from the collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery that speak to this fascination with change.

Over the millennia we have adopted a vivid vocabulary that helps us describe our experience of change. Many of the terms we use make reference to physical change that we see around us in the natural world—metamorphosis, mutation, modification. Others evoke the spiritual realm—transfiguration, transformation, becoming. Others still, speak to our experience of cultural change—hybridity, translation, alterity.  

The artists in this exhibition draw on their diverse lived experience to give form to a world in flux. Lyse Lemieux, Fiona Tan and Gathie Falk point to the physical, bodily changes that we know well, changes marked by aging, disease and affliction. These involuntary changes are the markers of our mortality. Beau Dick, Marianne Nicolson, Julia Feyrer and Tamara Henderson evoke a world of transformation, transmutation and transfiguration. They look to ritual and its performance as means to augment and expand the limitations of physical awareness, providing insight into spiritual and experiential modes of consciousness. Mariko Mori, Skeena Reece and Ken Lum give image and form to a new hybridity decisively shaped by history, culture and power. In so doing, they describe a “third space” that values fluidity and change while pointing to those cultural forces that resist change and seek to enforce a fixed and eternal stasis. 

The Metamorphosis is an enduring narrative that describes a world always in flux. While each artist in this exhibition speaks from a very personal position they share a profound respect for the persistence of change in all its forms. 

Organized by the Vancouver Art Gallery and curated by Bruce Grenville, Senior Curator, Tarah Hogue, Senior Curatorial Fellow, Indigenous Art and Emmy Lee Wall, Assistant Curator.

Quotes In Rotunda

Rotunda Wall 2 (quote)
“In nova fert animus mutatas dicere formas corpora” 

[I intend to speak of forms changed into new entities]

— Ovid, Metamorphoses, c. 8 CE
Rotunda Wall 3 
Introductory text (as above)

Rotunda Wall 4 (quote)
“Metamorphosis; transformation; change and the will to change: these become meaningful and persuasive motifs when connections between time, place and being are uneasy.”

— Doreen Jensen, “Metamorphosis,” topologies, 1996

First Gallery – Entering From The Elevator, Turn Right To Move Counter Clockwise Around the Gallery
Mariko Mori (1967–)
Play with Me, 1994
chromogenic print
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver Art Gallery Acquisition Fund
VAG 2001.15 a-c

Brendan Tang (1971–)
Manga Ormolu 5.0j, 2010
ceramic, glaze
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with the proceeds from the Audain Emerging Artists Acquisition Fund and the support of the Canada Council for the Arts Acquisition Assistance Program
VAG 2012.13.1
Tim Lee (1975–)
The Move, The Beastie Boys, 1998, 1998–2001
3-channel video installation
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with the financial support of the Canada Council for the Arts Acquisition Assistance Program and the Vancouver Art Gallery Acquisition Fund
VAG 2005.16.1 a-c
By reinterpreting cultural material—appropriating standard art historical forms and infusing them with subject matter derived from pop culture—Tim Lee makes apparent the disjuncture that occurs in this process of translation. Purposefully recalling early video art, each monitor in this work depicts a different close-up headshot of the artist in black and white reciting the lyrics of the Beastie Boys’ song “The Move” (1998).  

The Beastie Boys, a rap group which was composed of Adam Yauch, Mike Diamond and Adam Horovitz, were known for their tag team renditions—passing the delivery of lyrics between them in rapid-fire fashion. Lee mimics this tag-teaming in his video triptych, performing the parts of all three members of the group. In the artist’s recreation there is no musical accompaniment; he recites the lyrics in a deadpan manner, without any of the energy and enthusiasm typical of the rap group. By restaging a performance of “The Move,” Lee explores the multi-layered issue of translation and questions the way in which an event may be imbued with different meaning by virtue of being reinterpreted. He also highlights issues around ethnicity and cultural identity, as Lee himself is a Korean-Canadian artist performing the work of American Jewish rappers, who have appropriated African-American hip-hop compositional forms.  
Jeneen Frei Njootli (1988–)

Through the Body. Where is the work? G’ashondai’kwa (I don’t know), 2016

sound, paper, dust, antler, fabric, amplifier, pedals, cords


Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with funds from the Audain Emerging Artist Acquisition Fund

VAG 2017.2.1 a-n

Sound both exceeds and envelops the body and has the capacity to transform the way we think, feel and experience space. The materials in this installation are the residue of a performance by Jeneen Frei Njootli that speaks to the shifting traditions of northern Indigenous peoples and the ways in which knowledge is present within the materials and forms she works with. Dressed in a summer parka, Frei Njootli used the caribou antler as a sound tool, looping the feedback from a contact mic as she sanded and scraped the antler to produce a range of sounds. The large piece of black photo backdrop paper served as a provisional stage, which afterward, marred with marks and tears from the antler as well as clouds of dust created by the sanding, remains as an informal document of the event. In weaving together the human and nonhuman, the technological and the animal, the work employs the affective experience of sound to explore where knowledge is located and how it is transmitted.

Sonny Assu (1975–)
Ghost, 2015
acrylic on panel
Courtesy of the Artist and Equinox Gallery

Sonny Assu (1975–)

Longing #23, 2011

Longing #24, 2011

Longing #25, 2011

Longing #28, 2011

found cedar

Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with the proceeds from the Audain Emerging Artists Acquisition Fund and the support of the Canada Council for the Arts Acquisition Assistance Program

VAG 2012.12.1-4

Metamorphosis takes many forms. In some instances it may constitute a simple recycling of materials gathered or manufactured for one purpose and then taken and adapted for another. Often the transformation is substantive, for example the conversion of a plastic bottle to recycled polyester yarn used in clothing, but occasionally the transformation involves a subtle recontextualization of a found object. 

Sonny Assu is Laich-kwil-tach (Kwakwa̱ka̱ʼwakw) of the Weka'yi First Nation on Vancouver Island. His sculptures, entitled Longing, are recycled cast-offs from the logging industry, found on the Island and reconceptualized as masks. These masks offer a diverse range of connotations—roughly hacked from cedar trees they carry a violence that speaks to their destructive origins; mounted on the wall like ethnographic artifacts they are muted trophies of the colonial mind—and yet they also stand as powerful figures, lifted from the forest floor and transformed into vibrant beings.

Ken Lum (1956–)
Panda, 2007
lacquer, inkjet print, acrylic sheet, aluminum
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Gift of the Artist
VAG 2007.32.3

Careful, the following sculpture is on a high platform in the centre of the room:

Brian Jungen (1970—)
Warrior 4, 2018
Nike Air Jordans, copper, leather
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with funds from the Vancouver Art Gallery Acquisition Fund and the Jean MacMillan Southam Art Acquisition Fund
VAG 2018.10.1
Kim Kennedy Austin (1977–)
From left to right, top to bottom:
Morning Meditation, 2013

Geometry Of A Snowflake, 2013
Spaceship, 2013
Spiders, 2013
Holographic Universe, 2013
Free Some Animals, 2013
Highlight Of My Career, 2013
Too Much Coffee, 2013
Boy Band Buddha, 2013
Good Deed, 2013

inkjet print on paperboard
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with the proceeds from the Audain Emerging Artists Acquisition Fund

VAG 2014.14.1-2, 2014.14.6, 2014.14.4, 2014.14.5, 2014.14.7-11

In colliding seemingly disparate realms—contemporary pop culture and religion or philosophy—Kim Kennedy Austin creates a novel cultural hybrid in this body of work. This series of drawings focuses on Abz Love, a member of the British boy band 5ive. Austin has imagined Love as an introspective Buddha-like figure whose appearance on the reality television program Celebrity Big Brother in the summer of 2013 she portrays as a series of televised tests, the purpose of which is to try and find a potential reincarnation of a Tulku or a Tibetan Lama. She repurposes tweets from Love’s twitter feed such as, “During my meditation this morning I travelled to inner earth and popped out as a little flower…” as quasi-philosophical phrases, specifically Zen Koans, within her drawings. Zen Koans are statements used in Zen practice to provoke doubt and test a student’s progress. Each text is presented in a darkened circle that Austin has shaded in using short, dense marks, an abstract representation of the Buddha on a lotus pad. 
Shuvinai Ashoona (1961–)
Untitled, 2003–04
ink on paper
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Gift of Claudia Beck and Andrew Gruft
VAG 2014.36.1

Shuvinai Ashoona’s work collapses the divide between the everyday and spiritual realms, the real and the fantastical, creating a space that suggests flexibility between these boundaries. Ashoona may begin her work with a reference to the world around her—her early work focused on the Arctic landscape sometimes with small structures, rivers, waterfalls, caribou, or people at camp from an aerial perspective—but the end result can be unpredictable. She states, “When I start to draw I remember things that I have experienced or seen. Although I do not attempt to recreate these images exactly, this is what might happen. Sometimes they come out more realistically but sometimes they turn out completely differently.” 

In this dense black and white ink drawing, Ashoona has filled the majority of the picture plane with thin, short lines that give the drawing a dark cast throughout, as well as a sense of movement and vibration. Staggered, interconnected, sometimes step-like forms create an intense maze from which the possibility of anthropomorphic figures emerge; a central passage cuts through the dark web that appears to be a dirt road littered with rocks, suggesting that what Ashoona has depicted is a surreal or fantastical landscape. Using a personal and idiosyncratic vocabulary of forms, what emerges is a dark world entirely her own that projects a timeless quietude.  

Careful, the following sculpture is on a low platform in the centre of the room:

Skeena Reece (1975–)
Raven on the Colonial Fleet, 2010
feathered and beaded dance headdress, painted corset, dance apron, sequined robe and boots
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver Art Gallery Acquisition Fund
VAG 2017.10.1 a-i

Brian Jungen (1970–)

The Men of My Family, 2010

moose and deer hide, car fenders, chest freezer, steel

Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver Art Gallery Acquisition Fund
VAG 2011.1.1 a-b 

Interested in the physicality of objects and their changing symbolic meaning, Brian Jungen transforms common, prefabricated consumer products into evocative sculptures and installations. His practice stages a rich dialogue between his Dane-Zaa First Nations ancestry, Western art history, the global economy and the art object. This sculptural bricolage is assembled from readily available materials, including moose and deer skins from his family in Fort St. John, car fenders and a chest freezer. This unexpected combination of elements is evocative of the contemporary landscape of Indigenous communities in the North while also suggestive of modernist sculpture, bridging urban and rural as well as Western and Indigenous to create a hybrid form. “I like doing that,” Jungen states, “I like where people have this kind of “switch” in their heads, like when they see an artwork they look at the form first and then they see what it’s made out of. It kind of flips what happens.”
Marianne Nicolson (1969–)
Baxwana'tsi: The Container for Souls, 2006


glass, cedar and light fixtures

Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with funds donated by the Audain Foundation 

VAG 2007.4.1 a-c

In this work, Marianne Nicolson turns a bentwood chest, normally intended to hold family heirlooms, sacred objects and articles of personal significance, into a container of light that spills shadows onto gallery walls. Nicolson is a descendent of the Dzwada̱’enux̱w, a member tribe of the Kwakwa̱ka̱’wakw Nations of the Pacific Northwest Coast. The title of this work comes from the root word bax'wane that refers to the soul. Each side of the glass box is sandblasted with traditional imagery including a raven, owl and human figures. The work references the traditional story of Raven who stole light from a chief who kept it stored in a bentwood box. Raven released it so that it could benefit everyone.  

The Container for Souls also includes photographic imagery of the artist's mother and a friend, as well as the artist’s aunt who passed away years ago. Speaking to the cyclical nature of life as well as a personal story of loss, these images are projected by the chest onto the gallery walls. 

The shadows cast from this work are also affected by the visitors to the space who physically interrupt the flow of light casting their own shadows onto the walls. In offering the interaction of light and bodies as a critical aspect of the work, Nicolson highlights the transformative potential within the space of the gallery.  

Raymond Boisjoly (1981–)
an other cosmos: genesis, 2012

an other cosmos: trouble, 2012

an other cosmos: disaggregation, 2012

inkjet prints, Plexiglas
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with the proceeds from the Audain Emerging Artists Acquisition Fund and the support of the Canada Council for the Arts Acquisition Assistance Program
VAG 2012.15.1-3 a-b

an other cosmos: departure, 2012
inkjet prints, Plexiglas
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Gift of the Artist
VAG 2012.18.1 a-b
Raymond Boisjoly is interested in communicating the complexity of Indigenous experience without producing material that viewers might regard as a straightforward extension of tradition. In his words, he creates art in which “the relationship to tradition is spacious and should be necessarily open to contestation.” an other cosmos is a series of collages using images of outer space from the Hubble Space Telescope. By inscribing the imagery with Northwest Coast formline designs—primarily composed of ovoids and U-shaped lines—these otherwise scientific images are given a cultural inflection. This series is also informed by Boisjoly’s research into African American musical traditions as reflected and transformed within the compositions of Parliament-Funkadelic, a band drawing on psychedelic culture and science fiction, and known for pioneering Afrofuturism which imagines the possibilities arising from the intersection of African diaspora culture, technology and the future. Through the juxtaposition of different signifiers, the artist relates these ideas to his own experience of how tradition is necessarily transformed, redeploying imagery from the deep past into a long future.

Second Gallery – Head South Through The Rotunda To Enter And Turn Right Moving Clockwise Around The Gallery
Careful as you enter directly in front of you is the following sculpture on a platform waist high: 
Gathie Falk (1928–)

Dress with Insect Box, 1998

papier-mâché, acrylic paint, varnish


Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver Art Gallery Acquisition Fund

VAG 98.63

Insects hold a special place in the human imagination because of the highly visible nature of their metamorphosis. Shifting from egg, to larva, then pupa and finally adult, they exemplify the profound and mortal nature of existence. 

In her papier-mâché sculpture, Vancouver-based artist Gathie Falk has placed a small specimen box with insects on the hem of a green dress. Together, the dress and insect box offer an uncanny presence—a supple dress without a body, and bodies of insects without life. Neither can be said to explain the other, nor does their coincidence seem to have any immediately plausible meaning. Instead their juxtaposition offers an opportunity for thoughtful reflection on mortality, the nature of change as it is mapped on the surface of bodies, and of the inexorable and uncompromising passage of time. 

David Tiktala (1927–)
Musk Ox with Human Face, 1967
soapstone
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Koerner Foundation Grant
VAG 67.79

Etidlooie Etidlooie (1910–1981)
Woman with Sea Monster, n.d.
soapstone
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Koerner Foundation Fund
VAG 67.24

The following is a dark video room with benches at the centre:

Wang Jianwei (1958–)
The Morning Time Disappeared, 2014
single-channel video with audio
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Gift of the Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation in connection with The Robert H.N. Ho Family Foundation Chinese Art Initiative; The gift of edition 2/5 to the Vancouver Art Gallery was made possible in part by China Global
VAG 2015.19.1

Speaking to the constantly changing nature of the world around us, Wang states: “I believe the only universality that exists in this world is its instability because everything is always in process. Things in process are unrepeatable and how can the things that are unrepeatable be understood?” In The Morning Time Disappeared, Wang uses the absurd and dramatic physical morphing of the protagonist as a metaphor for the change that pervades society at large. The film depicts a Chinese family that has recently moved from the countryside to Beijing, when one day the son wakes up to find he has grown a fish gill on his neck. He soon undergoes a nearly complete physical transformation into a fish. The film wavers between narrative and highly abstracted passages in a manner that questions how the boundary between reality and fiction becomes blurred, in turn exposing a gap between the perception and interpretation of reality in China today. 

Inspired by Franz Kafka’s novella The Metamorphosis (1915), Wang has subjected the classic Western story to multiple transpositions: from the early twentieth to the early twenty-first century, from Jewish Prague to China, as well as a formal transposition from novella to film. Wang’s intervention into Kafka’s story, using it to explore the transformation of contemporary Chinese society, makes an important point about how Western and Chinese modern and contemporary art and culture have intersected, while also engendering new and unanticipated outcomes. 

Julia Feyrer (1982–) and Tamara Henderson (1982–)

Communicating Vessels: Galactic Glass Healer (from The Last Waves: Laboratory), 2016

blown glass, monkey bars, retort stands, seawater, standard tapered joints table and tubing

Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Gift of the Artists

VAG 2017.14.3

The practice of alchemy has a long and illustrious history focused largely on the transmutation of materials, most notably from base metals to gold. Glass making is also often characterized as a form of alchemy, and the transformation of dull sand and ash into sparkling, translucent glass is a compelling demonstration of mineral metamorphosis. 

Julia Feyrer and Tamara Henderson’s collaborative practice is concerned with dream worlds, psychotropic experiences and explorations of the unconscious. Through their work they seek out modes of communication that are open, flowing and unpredictable. 

Communicating Vessels: Galactic Glass Healer, is part of a larger body of work grouped under the title The Last Waves: Laboratory. On this high table a group of standard scientific vessels (hand-blown in the Department of Chemistry at the University of British Columbia) are fitted with looping glass pipes, clamps and stoppers. The title refers to both the notion of a communicating vessel in scientific terms—two or more linked containers holding fluids—and, to the ideas of Surrealist artist and theorist André Breton and his 1932 book The Communicating Vessels, which identified dreams as passageways between interior and exterior worlds. 

Lyse Lemieux (1956–)
A selection of drawings from the LolaBed Suite, 2009–11
watercolour, collage elements on paper
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Gift of the Artist in memory of choreographer and dancer Lola MacLaughlin (1952–2009)
VAG 2017.32.1 a-kkkkk

Beau Dick (1955–2017)

Sculpin Mask, c. 1985–92
red cedar, acrylic paint, cedar bark

Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver Art Gallery Acquisition Fund

VAG 2017.28.1

The transformation mask is a spectacular sculptural form utilized within the potlatch ceremonies of Indigenous peoples throughout the Pacific Northwest. Masks are a manifestation of powerful ancestral spirits and are most often used to make the supernatural world visible. They offer stories of origin and transformation from supernatural beings to human ancestors and in doing so they define and preserve the values, privileges, status and responsibilities of their owners and makers. 

Beau Dick was a highly regarded Kwakwa̱ka̱ʼwakw carver and activist. When closed his mask depicts the massive head of the sculpin fish. When the sculpin mouth is opened vertically the elaborately painted interior reveals a bird with a hooked beak, which in turn opens horizontally to reveal a human face. This transformation links the undersea world to the sky world and finally to the mortal world, revealing their fundamental and necessary interconnectedness.

Wayne Alfred (1958–)

Mask Representing Transformation Salmon, 1992

red cedar, cedar bark, cloth, nylon twine, nail, hinges and paint

Collection of Claudia Beck and Andrew Gruft

The following is a dark video room with benches at the centre:

Fiona Tan (1966–)
Rise and Fall, 2009
2-channel video installation
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Purchased with funds from The Jean MacMillan Southam Major Art Purchase Fund
VAG 2010.6.1

John Tiktak (1916–1981)
Untitled (Carving with Six Faces and Vessel), 1967–68
soapstone
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Leon and Thea Koerner Foundation
VAG 70.7

Pudlo Pudlat (1916–1992)
Owl / Spirit, 1968
soapstone
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, Anonymous Gift
VAG 69.13
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