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Diana Thorneycroft
The Canadiana Martyrdom Series
Galerie Art Mir, Montreal

MNovember 17 — Decmber 21, 2005

I make of Her an image of Death so as not to be shattered through the
hatred | bear against myself when | identify with Her. . . . Thus the feminine
as image of death is not only a screen for my fear of castration, but also an
imaginary safety catch for the matricidal drive that, without such a represen-
tation, would pulverize me into mefanchefia if it did not drive me to crime.
N, it is She who is death-bearing, therefore | do not kill myself in arder to kill
her but | attack her, harass her, represent her.

—Julia Kristeva, Black Sun

n her The Canadiana Martyrdom series, Diana Thorneycroft con-

tinues her courageous bid to upset all the apple-carts existing in our
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and drawn taut between dichotomies of laughter and tears, aesthetic

delight and cringing terror, and the baroque verities of history and
myth and the murderous mien of our contemporary realities.

The plastic dolls that populate these works bear, if often only
barely recognizably, likenesses to figures indigenous to our popular
culture. Here are the martyrs and murderers of our winter’s (Great
White North) discontent. Spooky surrogates for their human counter-
parts, mostly kill-happy, testosterone-fuelled male lynch mobs intent
on hanging "em all high, they stalk the consciousness of the viewer like
the nightmarish tropes from the Hell attributed to Hieronymus Bosch
in the painting that hangs in the Doge’s Palace, Venice, wherein a mul-
titude of piteously wailing humans are undergoing all the torments of
the damned.

Within the images, adults, children, and amimals look on with
mirth or indifference at the slaughter of the martyrs. And the viewers
of these images, poised on their thresholds? What of us? Guilty laugh-
ter? Goosebumps? Gut-sickened? Pure frisson? Vicarious thrill?
Helpless witnesses, surely, to these very funk}' indigenous Canuck
martyrdom fantasias, for it is impossible to turn away from them once
they have staked their claim upon us. And they live on inside our heads
like a loopy puppet theatre from Hell.

The biblical meaning of the word “martyrdom® is rooted in the
Greek noun martys, meaning “witness.” Other variations of the word
are the verb martyreo, which means “to bear witness,” and the noun
martyria, which means the content of the testimony given. Well, the
exhibited works take a cue from biblical meanings like these and their
pictorial re-enactment in art history — but with a wicked and some-
umes salacious and quirky contemporary twist. In palpably absurdist
tableanx vivants that feature dolls, action figures, and toy animals,
Thorneyeroft’s unlikely medley of saints come marching in — on their
way clear out of this life.

Some years ago, Thorneveroft was given a book called Torment
in Art. This inspirational tome contained visual works from the rich
reservoir of art history that depicted Christian martyrs being, well,
marty red in all manner of consummate fv nasty ways. She executed her
own photographic versions of these works and called the series Mar-
tyrs’ Murder. By substituting a child’s doll for the human figure, she
invoked the absurd and the humorous. She has said that they had the
“semblance of child’s play” — but Child’s Play the Hollywood movie
more accurately, wherein the demonic doll Chucky takes on his own
wholly animate, evil life dedicated to mayhem and dismemberment.

Subsequently, Thorneycrott embarked on a series called The
Canadiana Martyrdom, which has been exhibited at Art Miir. The
inspiration for the series again derives from a plethora of martyrdom
scenes throughout art history — one thinks of Jacques Callot’s The
Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian and Frangois Guillaume Meénageot's
The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian very particularly. But Thorney-
croft’s subjects are not Christian martyrs suffering all the torments of
the damned. Here we have pop diva Céline Dion strung up, about to
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be unhappily released into the afterlife, in Martyrdom of 5t. Celine
{2005}, and the ubiquitous hackey commentator Don Cherry about to
have his skull crushed by a humongous iron wheel in Martyrdom of
St. Donald (2005). Exorcism? Catharsis? Uncensored, irreverent,
night-side narrative of Eden female fantasies? The works are quite
explicit and harrowing, but also tremendously funny in their way. Set
in quintessentially Canadian landscapes that could have come from
CBC TV footage, old CP Rail posters, or William Notman pho-
tographs, Canadian “icons” such as St. Anne of Green Gables, St.
Celine Dion, and St. Don Cherry are put to the test and face the last
extremity in living colour. In front of a crowd of indifferent children,
their gung-ho tormentors, and a whole bestiary of polar bears, elk,
moose, beavers, howling wolves, and salivating dogs, they meet their
maker {and, presumably, commence their ascent heavenwards). They
also, incidentally, reveal the conspicuous bravery and resonant uncon-
scious of their maker, Diana Thorneycroft.

We want to laugh out loud at the absurdity of it all, but the
darkness that moves throughout this work wells up within us, in our
turn, and suddenly catches the laughter like curdled milk just before it
has left our throats, Thorneycroft has a reputation as a poet of restless
darkness, and this new work extends and solidifies that reputation.
Yes, the martyrs seem specifically Canadian icons, but the artist alludes
to the pathos of indifference, anomie, problematic Canadian cultural
identity, and the national dumbed-down television crap that most of
us consume like tasteless cereal at breakfast time.

From the New Testament forward, the meaning of martys as
witness eventually morphed into the meaning of one who died for the
witness given. Hence Thorneycroft: Canadian martyrs are arguably

“believers in (or exemplars of) Canada who lose their lives premarure-
ly, in situations of witness, as a result of human hostility.” And there is
a lot of hostility in Thorneyeroft’s tableanx tuds. 1 can’t help bur cite 1
Timﬂth}' 6:12 and 13, in which Paul instructed his young dlsdph to be
a faithful witness heedless of the consequences, just as Jesus Christ had
been. Timothy was martyred in 97 A.D. after he bravely condemned
the orgiastic festivities of the goddess Diana in Ephesus 14.

Thorneycroft uses various martyred saints as namesakes for
guintessentially Canadian “martyrs” who are being burned at the
stake, castrated, drawn and quartered, immolated, hung by the neck,
pierced by arrows, rendered stone-cold dead. Her palette is rich and
in-vour-face luscious, In Martyrdom of Capt. Canuck, the protagonist,
Capt. Canuck, a Canadian costumed down-home version of Captain
America caught between a rock and a sharp place, 1s about to lose his
“wherewithal” thanks to an Edwin Holgate-like Paul the Trapper’s
oversized saw. A Mountie is about to take him out with a handgun,
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but the outcome promises to be harrowing. The black humour induces
both wanton belly laughs and a queasy sense of unease. But we never
lose sight of the ferocity of Thorneyeroft’s critique of male aggression
and transgression, but also of the projective thrust of the male gaze
itself, here drawn uncomfortably close to the edge as we witness these
martyrdoms, if only though imaginative projection. If Thorneycroft
invokes social madness and the delusion of crowds, she also calls into
play forbidden content and the Freudian Uncanny.

Beyond black humour and the selective and seductive eviscera-
tion of Canadiana, perhaps Thorneycroft wants to unmask the real
“power and destructiveness” of satanic evil synonymous with male
aggression in a supposedly civilized but consummately brutal and bru-
talizing society. Although the idea or ideal of martyrdom seems a cruel
and wholly mindless anomaly to many modern Christians, Thorney-
croft has made it an aesthetic necessity. It is as though she is offering
therapy for our hypocritical warped popular culture — and for herself.
Guffaw or harmless placebo, there is a palpable deflation here that
serves its author's disruptive purposes right well.

Mecka Walsh, in her remarkable essay “Confusing Windows of
Desire,” aligns Thorneycroft with sundry women artists whom she
respects for assuming the reins of power behind the camera lens, and
proffering to the public interrogatory images provocative to the male
eye. Walsh says, “We read: Diana Thorneycroft’s elastic, accommodar-
ing body receives it all, is imprinted with all this specular, technical
horror and we perceive an acceptance that transcends passivity.
Because we do ask, on looking, where is the resistance? The body (of
work) answers. In the gesture to record and to make the record
artful.” Thorneyeroft has now exteriorized all the powers of horror,
but the record is no less artful. Moreover, when we move from image
to image, we reflect on what an original mind is behind this work, and
its artful, carnivalesque language, the courage and subversiveness and
perseverance of that mind, and not lastly, her radiant heroism. There is
simply no one else edgier or more original in the contemporary Cana-
dian art pantheon. James D. Campbell

1. Mecka Walsh, “Confusing Windows of Desire,” in Meeka Walsh (ed.), Diana
'.f'.l'-mm'ygrugf'r_- The Hr:r.l'_:." fts Lesson and (.'.;mm:rﬁ‘,tgc [\:"f"'ll'l.ni.pt‘g.' Bain & Cox Pub
lishers, 2000), p- 53

James D. Campbell is a writer on art and an independent curator based in Mon-
treal, He is the author of over a hundred books and catalogues on art and artists.

Jeff Wall

Photographs 1978 — 2004

Tate Modern, Londres

du 2| octobre 2005 au 8 janvier 2006

a Tate Modern Gallery de Londres est le second espace accueillant

la rétrospective de I'artiste canadien Jeff Wall. Certe exposition

débute a I'extérieur des salles avec les huit caissons lumineux des

Young Workers (1978-1983) avant d'immerger completement le

spectateur dans I'ceuvre photographique. Réduite d'une vingtaine
d’aeuvres par rapport  la version suisse du Schaulager 3 Bile, la rétro-
spective offre cependant un condensé cohérent de la carriere de Wall et
compense notamment les ceuvres absentes par un documentaire lmique
et un cédérom ouvrant sur un rapport dialogique entre la production
littéraire! et les photographies.

Ces manques deviennent matiére 4 réflexion. En effer, I'exposition
londonienne occulte son ouvrage Landscape Mannal de 1976, pour
amorcer la rétrospective avec sa troisieme ceuvre, celle qui le fit con-
naitre au gr:l.:'ld public, The DL’sIm_]'ed Room en 1978, La cmnpu.\'itiun
de cette derniére renvoie a La mort de Sardanapale d"Eugéne Delacroix.
Wall explique clairement sa démarche : « C’était important de filtrer
The Destroyed Room a travers cet autre tableau parce que [...] je cherchais
a délimiter mon espace en signalant les orientations et les prablemes
historiques qui avaient de I'importance pour moi?». En convoguant
des figures emblématiques de I'histoire de I'art comme Delacroix, ou
un tableau comme le Déjenner sur 'herbe de Manet pour 'ccuvre The
Storyteller (1986), Wall® met a I'épreuve les mécanismes référentiels en
les intégrant dans des compositons monumentales qui acrualisent les
peintures. Il contourne les frontiéres de sa technique de prédilection, la
photographie, en la déplagant de son support original vers les caissons
lumineux. Cependant, Wall ne se réduit pas a la figure d'un esthéte
sublimant des images par ['utilisation d'un support de plus de deux
métres. De sa premiére expasition personnelle en 1978 a cette rétro-
spective, ses travaux ne peuvent s’appréhender qu’en les rapprochant
des textes et des entretiens publiés depuis vingt-sept ans. Selon Wall,
I'image n'est pas qu'une simple surface, elle devient un concept a décoder
au moyen d'emprunts historiques.

Ses modéles picturaux deviennent des références guidant le spec-
tateur sans que celui-ci ne perde de vue ni le motif, ni le sujet de la pho-
tographie. Dans A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai) de 1993, les
canons de la peinture japonaise articulent les déplacements du contenu
pictural vers la photographie. De plus, la critique devient le point de
départ de la création de I'image photographique et son prétexte. The
Flooded Grave 1998-2000 se présente comme une prise de vue unique.
Cette unité de I'image est congue a partir d’'un montage de 75 images
différentes prises dans deux cimeniéres de Vancouver. La composition
en est particulierement étudiée méme si une impression d'étrangeté
subsiste entre la transition du premier au second plan, qui est soulignée
par le serpentement des tuyaux colorés. Ce changement de perspective,
comme la vue d’ensemble du cimetiére, demeure une construction du
réel, mais un réel photographique qui insiste sur I'avant-plan, cest-a-
dire une fosse creusée dans le sol. L'image rappelle Un enterrement a
Ovrnans peint par Courbet en 1849-1850. En effet, ces deux avant-plans
possedent la méme fonction : celle de happer le regard et de Pattirer
vers la profondeur. Wall évoque Courbet en lieu et place de Maner, le
pere de la modernité®, Il ne s’agit pas de remettre en cause le role que
joua Manet dans I"élaboration de la modernité, mais de proposer une
autre analogie entre le X1+ siécle et Iartiste canadien. Courbet opére
une véritable transgression en peignant une scéne de genre (un enterre-
ment dans un village franc-comtois) selon les canons de la peinture
d’histoire et insiste sur la matérialité de ce qui fait le tableau tandis que
Wall souligne la matiere du photographique. Les deux artistes se
rejoignent dans cette intention apparente de signifier les deux fosses,
ces béances®, qui symbolisent le néant. De plus, chez Wall, elle renvoie
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