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Abstract  

In this dissertation, I examine the relationship between visual culture and the culture of oil in 

Canada, specifically, the visual culture of the Alberta oil sands. I situate my research in the 

context of recent contentious environmental and infrastructural developments, including the 

Kinder Morgan pipeline (2004) and Northern Gateway pipeline (2006) proposals, and land claim 

disputes between the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation and Canadian provincial and federal 

governments, which since the early-twenty-first century have been at the forefront of public 

discussions. This study seeks to explore what visual knowledge does, how environmental and 

social concerns are communicated visually, and the affective dimensions of these visualizations. 

I argue that the visual culture of the Alberta oil sands is both a strategic tool and a site of 

understanding that is key for advancing environmental and social knowledge. I examine the 

concept of wilderness in Canada and environmental and social justice as they are visualized in 

three areas: contemporary art, mass media and tourism, and activism. Each area forms a case 

study and is analyzed in context to explore the different ways in which the visual operates to 

deepen the moral and ethical dimensions of content—whether on informational, argumentative, 

emotional, or affective levels. Key to this discussion is sensitivity to the systems of meaning and 

value at play in each area, and how these both shape art, media, tourism, and activism and inform 

their reception. Attending to these systems of meaning also enables me to tease out within each 

area competing understandings, agendas, and ideologies, as well as relationships of one to 

another. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

The Extractive Gaze: 
 An Introduction to the Visual Culture of the Alberta Oil Sands 

 
Nature is a social category whose meaning is culturally defined.… 
Nature [does] ideological work, buttressing certain beliefs, warranting 
actions, justifying forms of society, and naturalizing hierarchical 
social relations. 
              -Kevin DeLuca1  

The bizarre construction of nature as something separate from us is 
what makes the gigantic ecological devastation of petro-culture 
possible. 
            -Ursula Biemann2 

  

 

On May 1, 2016, the massive Horse River wildfire broke out near Fort McMurray, Alberta. The 

fire spread rapidly and burned for weeks, threatening the Alberta oil sands (fig. 1)—firefighters 

did not officially announce that the fire was under control until over two months after it began.3 

National and local news outlets, as well as local civilians, thoroughly documented the 

devastating fire in video and still photography and through social media platforms. The 

abundance and accessibility of photographs helped to establish the now iconic imagery of the 

event: traffic-bound families attempting to evacuate the city on the only highway out of town 

while raging flames and dense smoke consumed nearby houses and forests; apocalyptic scenes of 

charred vehicles and burnt boreal forest left in the fire’s wake. This visual culture of the fire 

ultimately gave viewers access to the site and became a way for them to understand the tragedy. 
																																																								
1 Kevin DeLuca, Image Politics (New York: Guilford Press, 1999), 47. 
2 Ursula Biemann and Andrew Pendakis, “This Is Not a Pipeline: Thoughts on the Politico-Aesthetics of Oil,” in 
Energy Humanities: An Anthology, ed. Imre Szeman and Dominic Boyer (Baltimore: John Hopkins University 
Press, 2017), 506.  
3 The Horse River wildfire, nicknamed “The Beast,” caused estimated damage of over $9 billion in insurance costs, 
589,552 hectares burned, and more than 90,000 people displaced and evacuated. See Marion Warnica, “Battling the 
Beast: The Untold Story of the Fight to Save Fort McMurray,” CBC News, July 27, 2016, 
http://www.cbc.ca/interactives/longform/news/battling-the-beast-fort-mcmurray-wildfire  
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The fire and its larger implications also highlight key concerns of the Anthropocene—that is, our 

current geological era in which human activity has irreversibly altered the nonhuman 

environment.4 As meteorologist and writer Eric Holthaus explains, “This massive wildfire, in 

this particular place, was a singular brutal reminder that the petrocapitalist pyric regime threatens 

both our current way of life and, ultimately, our survival.”5 While the symbiotic relationship 

between our current culture of oil and the Horse River wildfire is important to note, I begin my 

dissertation with a discussion of this particular event in this particular place not only to help 

introduce the connection between environmental and social damage in Fort McMurray and the 

oil sands but also because the Horse River wildfire was a singular event, compounded by human 

interventions and exploitations of the land, that visualized the seemingly invisible relationship 

between the human and nonhuman worlds and the culture of oil. 

																																																								
4 “Anthro” refers to “human,” and “cene” refers to “recent.” The irreversible effects human activity has had on the 
planet includes: increased carbon, warming oceans, habitat loss, erosion, drought, and the chemical composition of 
the atmosphere. However, it is necessary to note that not all specialists (geologists and scientists) agree on if or when 
the Anthropocene began. This is perhaps the first time a geological era has witnessed such debate. 
5 Eric Holthaus in Catriona Sandilands, “Combustion,” The Goose 15, no. 1 (2016): 6.  
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Figure 1: Energy Resource Conservation Board, “Location of the Athabasca, Cold Lake, 
and Peace River Oil Sands in Alberta.” Alberta oil sands. Alberta Geological Survey, May 
9, 2012. Map. 
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 Throughout my dissertation, I maintain that images can help to inform viewers and 

popularize a specific cause, however mediated and distorted by the political, economic, or moral 

position of their creator. Yet, I ask: Can images help to make accessible problems that the public 

perceives as increasingly abstract (that is, the larger issues of energy crises and climate change)? 

Environmental historian Finis Dunaway writes that images have played a crucial role in helping 

make environmental consciousness central to public culture.6 In my study, I am interested in 

exploring how visual culture can mediate perceptions of the oil sands. Arguably, visual practices, 

strategies, and conventions have worked to shape Canadian and international understandings of 

oil sands development. Environmental historians Debra J. Davidson and Michael Gismondi 

explain that, historically, visual narratives were used to garner support for expansion and to 

highlight the perceived technological and economic advances this resource would bring to the 

country. Moving forward, visual narratives were complicated by environmental and social 

concerns and resource depletion such that they are often used today to establish or justify the 

necessity of government support of the oil industry in the form of policy and funding, and to earn 

public support.7 Given the complex history of the oil sands and in light of recent public 

controversies around the Kinder Morgan Northern Gateway pipeline proposals, the oil sands 

have risen in prominence in the public (national and international) imagination in the last decade. 

 This dissertation explores the concept of environmental and social justice as it is 

visualized in contemporary art, media, tourism, and activism through a case study of the Alberta 

oil sands. I consider the historical context of the development of the oil sands but focus primarily 

on the visual culture produced during the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries, a period 

																																																								
6 Finis Dunaway, Seeing Green: The Use and Abuse of American Environmental Images (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2015), 1–2. 
7 Debra J. Davidson and Michael Gismondi, “Imagining the Tar Sands, 1880-1967 and Beyond,” in Imaginations 3, 
no. 2 (September 2, 2012): 68–70. For an elaboration on this article see Debra J. Davidson and Michael Gismondi, 
Challenging Legitimacy at the Precipice of Energy Calamity (New York: Springer, 2011).  
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that witnessed increased attention paid to the oil sands by opponents and proponents alike. As 

such, it is necessary from the outset to draw attention to key terminology used throughout this 

study. In the chapters that follow, I employ “oil sands” as opposed to “tar sands.” Both terms are 

loaded. “Tar sands” comes from the word “bitumen” (bituminous/bituminis), which describes the 

thick, dark natural resource extracted from the ground. Alberta oil historian Earle Gray explains 

that early twentieth-century engineers, surveyors, and geologists used the term “tar sands” to 

describe the site. The word has Celtic origins and comes from the Latin word meaning “tar,” 

which explains this early usage.8 As writer Jeff Gailus points out, however, a more accurate 

description of the physical site would be “bituminous sands,” because of the combination of 

sand, bitumen (hydrocarbon, which itself contains salt, nitrogen, sulphur, carcinogens, and heavy 

metals such as arsenic), water, and clay.9 Nevertheless, this usage lasted well into the mid-

twentieth century when, with the advent of the environmental movement in the 1960s, “tar 

sands” was first interchanged with and later replaced by “oil sands.” At this point, government 

officials and oil industry leaders began public relations campaigns to present a “cleaner” 

perception of extraction.10  

 This tactic is clearly evident in the Fort McMurray Oil Sands Discovery Centre’s current 

use of terminology: “Oil sand is often incorrectly referred to as ‘tar sand’ because the bitumen 

(or oil) resembles black, sticky tar. However, the term oil sand is the correct term. Tar is a 

[human]-made substance formed through the distillation of organic material. It is bitumen (a 

																																																								
8 Alastair Sweeny, Black Bonanza: Alberta’s Oil Sands and the Race to Secure North America’s Energy Future 
(Mississauga: John Wiley & Sons, 2010), 24. 
9 Jeff Gailus, “What’s in a Name?,” Alternative Journal 38, no. 5 (2012): http://www.alternativesjournal.ca/energy-
and-resources/web-exclusive-it-tar-sands-or-oil-sands  
10 Earle Gray, The Great Canadian Oil Patch: The Petroleum Era from Birth to Peak (Edmonton: June Warren 
Publishing, 2004), 349–52. 
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heavy thick oil), not tar, that is found in the oil sands.”11 Both terms have become highly 

politicized, and the Alberta oil sands are often referred to as the tar sands (for example, in my 

interview with artist Warren Cariou) to signal political, social, and environmental alignment—

the word “tar” conjures associations with the “dirtiest” side of this type of resource extraction, 

the exploitation of marginalized and at-risk environments and peoples. As Oil historian David 

Finch posits, “Call it ‘tar’ sands or ‘oil’ sands, it’s all bitumen or heavy oil, a black, tarry source 

of hydrocarbons as thick as molasses on a cold day.”12 For me, the term “oil” is not necessarily 

any less “dirty” than “tar,” nor should it be viewed as a neutral and inclusive term. In popular 

culture, tar seems to signal a more focused and practical usage, for instance, it is the thick and 

sticky substance used to pave roads and seal roofs. Alternatively, the term oil signals a broader 

and more commercial understanding and links to more immediate issues (the idea that oil is in 

everything we use). Further, my choice is strategic. I believe that by using the term oil, I may 

gain access to a wider audience while still remaining critical in my analysis, considering that this 

dissertation engages with both the capital project of oil as well as the environmental and social.  

 Additionally, the complex history of the industrial development of the oil sands aligns 

with larger hegemonic Canadian nation-building narratives that were established in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For instance, at the heart of the oil debate, on the one hand, is 

the idea that the oil sands are key to Canada’s economic growth and stability, and on the other, is 

the conviction that their exploitation will cause permanent environmental destruction and 

irreversible social damage. Therefore, when I began my research for this project, I was guided by 

a perception that the moral challenges associated with this central tension are intensified by the 

prominence of the wilderness narrative in Canada. As a result, throughout this dissertation I 

																																																								
11 Oil Sands Discovery Centre, “Facts About Alberta’s Oil Sands and its Industry,” 8, accessed August 23, 2017, 
http://www.history.alberta.ca/oilsands/docs/OSDC_2016_Factsheet.pdf  
12 David Finch, Pumped: Everyone’s Guide to the Oil Patch (Calgary: Fifth House, 2007), 99.  
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question what it means to visualize environmental loss, how visual culture relates to social 

concerns, and what images do as active rhetorical agents in this process of visualization.13  

 Canadian nation-building frameworks of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries 

included the construction and promotion of symbols that would foster a national imaginary, one 

key symbol of Canada being its vast wilderness. Therefore, a further note on terminology is 

relevant here: Throughout this dissertation I use the term “nonhuman environment” to define the 

physical (real) land and I use the term “wilderness” to denote a cultural construct of the 

nonhuman environment. The ideological cultural construct of “wilderness” presumes the 

nonhuman environment as always existing in a virgin state. Moreover, my use of the terms 

“wilderness” and “landscape” signal representation(s) of the nonhuman environment that are 

mediated by individual (and collective) experience. Further, the ideology of “wilderness” as a 

cultural construction indicates a separation of the human from the nonhuman environment (the 

human as distinct from the nonhuman), or, as some case studies will show, human sovereignty 

over the nonhuman environment.14 

 When I began this project, I was interested in exploring how artists and cultural 

producers could visualize the oil sands to advance or counter the prevailing nationalist ideology 

of the wilderness of northern Canada. In order to do so, I first considered the question brought 

forward by art historians Lynda Jessup, Erin Mortin, and Kirsty Robertson: “How does one 

create a critical project with an urgent currency that does not lop off or ignore its historical 

																																																								
13 A line of questioning I began during my Master’s degree. See: Elysia French, “Sights of Desire; Sites of Demise: 
The Environment in the Works of Edward Burtynsky and Olafur Eliasson” (master’s thesis, Queen’s University, 
2011).  
14 For an elaboration on these definitions see key texts by W. J. T. Mitchell, Landscape and Power (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002); William Cronon ed., Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in 
Nature (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996); Timothy Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking 
Environmental Aesthetics (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007); Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory 
(Toronto: Random House, 1995); and Malcolm Andrews, Landscape and Western Art (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1999). These terms and concepts are discussed further in Chapter 2.  
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roots?”15 It is difficult (if not impossible) to deny the ongoing environmental and social damage 

in Fort McMurray, Fort McKay, Fort Chipewyan, and the surrounding area in the name of oil 

sands development. Further, I suggest that the larger historical roots of oil sands development—

located within national narratives of landscape—enhance the urgent currency of my project. I 

seek to explore how the wilderness tradition reveals a complex relationship between visual 

culture and resource extraction in Canada. In some instances, the visualization and culture of oil 

conforms to the wilderness tradition, operating within familiar colonial and capitalist realms. In 

other instances, however, cultural producers use the visualization to challenge and reframe this 

tradition in order to develop new ways of seeing and understanding oil sands sites.  

 My understanding of both nation-building and of national symbols of identity have been 

influenced, in part, by Canadian historian Ian McKay and anthropologist Eva Mackey. McKay 

has insisted that “Canada is better likened to a multitude of voices rather than to an ‘identity,’”16 

suggesting that in the study of Canadian history there is a centre and a periphery, or a liberal 

project and its “resistors,” and warning his readers about the risk of reproducing the Canadian 

nationalist “myth-symbol complex” in the production of  “continuous national histories.”17 I 

discovered not only how visual culture contributes to our perception of the oil sands, but also 

how the visual culture of the oil sands can furnish evidence of the liberal project and/or its 

resistors. McKay’s claims are echoed by Mackey’s description of nation-building as a “a dual 

process, entailing the management of populations, and the creation of national identity…. 

Nationalism often depends upon mythological narratives of a unified nation moving 

																																																								
15 Lynda Jessup, Erin Morton, and Kirsty Robertson eds. Negotiations in a Vacant Lot: Studying the Visual in 
Canada (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014), 14.  
16 Ian McKay, “Introduction: All That is Solid Melts Into Air,” in The Challenge of Modernity: A Reader on Post-
Confederation Canada, Ian McKay ed. (Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1992), xxiv. 
17 Ian McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of Canadian History,” Canadian 
Historical Review 81, no. 4 (2000): 641–42. 
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progressively though time.”18 With McKay’s and Mackey’s arguments in mind, I bring the visual 

culture of the oil sands into conversation with that of wilderness ideology in order to reveal 

conforming and countering narratives to the larger nation-building project.   

 Visions of a vast wilderness remain central to Canada’s national imagery, and cultural 

producers engaged in visualizing the oil debate utilize wilderness discourse to enhance the moral 

and ethical dimensions of their arguments. For example, artist representations of a desolate 

landscape may conjure recollections of the pristine—the “authentic”—landscape at the heart of 

the wilderness concept in order to critique the current state of the nonhuman environment: this, 

the argument goes, is no longer the prosperous and untouched wilderness Canadians once knew. 

In contrast, Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP) advertisements and public 

tours of Suncor Energy oil sands sites utilize the perception of a Canadian wilderness-past to 

advance a reclamation narrative: what once flourished will replenish itself, even better, it will do 

so in partnership with industrial growth. In order to advance these claims, I developed several 

key research questions to guide my project: What is the visual culture of oil? How do we account 

for resource extraction within the larger wilderness narrative in Canadian visual culture? How is 

environmental and social interest in the oil sands currently being visually communicated? What 

visual language is used by industry and how is it comparable to artistic or activist expression? 

Does the visual culture of oil offer an alternative access point for the public in terms of 

understanding certain environmental and social issues?  

 To help contextualize my central line of questioning, it is necessary to first establish a 

basic understanding of the history and the development of the Alberta oil sands. As previously 

discussed, bitumen is a naturally occurring substance in Northern Alberta with origins over 200 

																																																								
18 Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Pluralism and National Identity in Canada (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, [1999] 2002), 23.  



	10	

million years ago. Historian Alastair Sweeny explains that as the tectonic plates slid under North 

America they set off a chain reaction of natural occurrences (such as volcanoes) trapping huge 

pools of hydrocarbons (created by the decomposition of marine and swamp organisms), which 

seeped into the limestone and shale of ancient sea beds and marshes. Over time, and with the 

assistance of a succession of rivers that poured down from the Precambrian granite domes along 

Hudson Bay, some of these hydrocarbons seeped into river-borne debris, losing their lighter 

gases, and came to rest in “the sea of bitumen-soaked silica.” These precarious sands were then 

buried and reburied by glacial deposits of clay and gravel, and then by spruce bog and muskeg.19  

 It was not until 1788, when fur trader Peter Pond established his “Fort of the Forks” of 

the Athabasca and Clearwater Rivers that “black gunk oozing” from the banks of the Athabasca 

oil sands was first officially documented. However, as David Finch points out, awareness of the 

oil sands deposits (meaning the bitumen deposits in Northern Alberta) predates recorded North 

American history: awareness “almost certainly occurred several thousand years ago. Natives 

knew about bitumen from the time they began to navigate the Athabasca and Clearwater Rivers, 

where oil sands lie exposed for long distances.” He explains further that the first recorded 

mention of these bitumen deposits can actually be traced back to June 12, 1719, when, according 

to an entry in the York Factory log, a “Cree Indian Wa-Pa-Sun brought a sample of oil sand to 

Henry Kelsey of the Hudson’s Bay Company. When fur trader Peter Pond travelled down the 

Clearwater River to Athabasca in 1778, he saw the deposits and…a decade later, Alexander 

Mackenzie saw Chipewyan Indians using oil from the oil sands to caulk their canoes.”20  

 It is not until the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries that we begin to see 

growing capital interest in the development of the oil sands. For instance, between 1881 and 

																																																								
19 Sweeny, Black Bonanza, 23–24. 
20 David Finch, Peter McKenzie-Brown, and Gordon Jaremko eds., The Great Oil Age: The Petroleum Industry in 
Canada (Alberta: Detselig Enterprises, 1993), 71.  
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1884, Robert Bell, a geological surveyor with the Canadian government, examined the oil sands 

and reported on the potential wealth of the reserves. Later, in 1888, explorer and surveyor 

George Dawson described the resource as a “quantity [that] appeared to be practically 

inexhaustible.”21 Oil historian Earle Gray explains that in 1913, an engineer with the federal 

Department of Mines, Sidney Clarke Ells, set out for Fort McMurray to survey the prospects for 

production, concluding that “certain areas should lend themselves to large scale commercial 

development.”22 Ells has been credited with making the first systematic study of bitumen 

deposits, as well as comprehensive site maps, and the first systematic study of methods for 

separating bitumen from sands using hot water.23 Gray describes Ells’s early expeditions 

travelling by foot with a seventy pound backpack for over 250 miles through muskeg and boreal 

forest, camping out overnight in temperatures as low as -40 degrees Celsius, and hauling on a 

tracking line for twenty hours a day (fig. 2). Gray writes:  

Ells set out from Athabasca Landing (north of Edmonton) with a thirty-
foot scow, a twenty-two-foot freight canoe and a ‘crew of three white 
men and an alleged native pilot.’… It took the party nine days to cover 
240 miles…. Ells’ party located 247 tar sands outcrops extending over a 
distance of 185 miles along the banks of the Athabasca and tributary 
rivers.24  
 

Ultimately, it was these early expeditions that laid the groundwork for the commercial 

development of the oil sands.  

																																																								
21 Senate of Canada, “Report of the Select Committee Appointed to Enquire Into the Resources of the Great 
Mackenzie Basins, Session 1888,” in Gray, The Great Canadian Oil Patch, 334. 
22 Sidney Ells, “Preliminary Report on the Bituminous Sands of Northern Alberta,” in Mines Branch Report 281 
(Ottawa: Department of Mines, 1914); and “Recollections of the Development of the Athabasca Oil Sands” (Ottawa: 
Department of Mines and Technical Surveys, 1962) in Gray, The Great Canadian Oil Patch, 334–36. 
23 Gray, The Great Canadian Oil Patch, 336–38. 
24 Ibid., 336–37. 
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Figure 2: Sidney Clarke Ells, Men Carrying Sacks of Bituminous Sands as Shipment Passes 
Cascade Rapids. Photograph, Athabasca River, 1923. S.C. Ells/Library and Archives 
Canada PA-137873 
  

 Ells, with a team of engineers, surveyors, and geologists, mapped the sites of the richest 

deposits of bitumen, while at the same time chemist and researcher Karl Clark of the University 

of Alberta worked on extracting the bitumen and building the first pilot plants, all of which led to 

American geologist Max Ball (advisor at various levels for Shell Oil, Esso, and the United States 

government) making serious investments in the oil sands in the early twentieth century. The 

Canadian government took over Ball’s investment during the Second World War, and eventually 

a Philadelphia oilman named John Howard Pew, chairman of the Sun Oil Company, invested in 

the first large-scale commercial production.25 In 1962, Great Canadian Oil Sands Limited 

																																																								
25 Sweeny, Black Bonanza, 8–9. 
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received approval from the Alberta government to build and operate a 30,000-barrel-per-day 

plant near Fort McMurray, and on September 25, 1967 the first plant and mine opened.26   

 Those early surveys and explorations, and the eventual commercialization of the oil 

sands, were not unaffected by what Canadian Studies specialists Peter Hodgins and Peter 

Thompson define as “extractive” and “romantic” gazes. As Hodgins and Thompson explain, the 

extractive gaze and the romantic gaze are seemingly opposed, and yet overlap in compelling 

ways. The romantic gaze is a product of the Sublime, in which cultural producers seek to locate 

methods and techniques to represent the emotional and the spiritual qualities of nature. 27 On the 

other hand, the extractive gaze is “that of the explorer, the prospector, the cartographer or the 

lumberjack. It reduces nature to… a cache of inert matter to be dammed, dug up, cut down, 

flattened out, raised up, divided and subdivided, harvested, photographed, mapped, assayed, 

bought and sold and generally manipulated in order to serve all-too-human purposes.”28 The 

nonhuman environment is ultimately reduced to resources: “Specific natural places are 

systematically stripped of their ineluctable singularity, their multisensorial materiality, and their 

identity as ‘home’ to human and nonhuman creatures and are then transformed into 

interchangeable objects of the gaze.”29 Environmental historian Timothy Morton adds that the 

romantic gaze, although distinct, can also be seen as a subset of the extractive. Morton argues 

that wilderness only exists as a “reserve of unexploited capital,” a consumable abstraction, and 

that “it is always ‘over there,’ behind the shop window of distanced, aesthetic experience.”30 

																																																								
26 Suncor was formed in 1979 when parent Sun Oil (later named Sunoco Inc.) merged its two Canadian subsidiaries, 
Great Canadian Oil Sands and Sun Oil Co. Ltd. Syncrude came brought into the oil sands in 1978 and Shell Oil and 
partners officially invested in 2003. See Gray, The Great Canadian Oil Patch, 348. 
27 For more on the Sublime see Chapter 2, page 3–4. 
28 Peter Hodgins and Peter Thompson, “Taking the Romance out of Extraction: Contemporary Canadian Artists and 
the Subversion of the Romantic/Extractive Gaze,” in Environmental Communication 5, no. 4 (December, 2011): 
394. 
29 Ibid., 395. 
30 Morton, Ecology Without Nature, 113. 
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With Morton’s argument in mind, Hodgins and Thompson agree that romanticism can “be read 

as a form of high-end consumerism whose appeal lies in…its reaffirmation of the central tenet of 

capitalist ideology.” They continue, “the extractive gaze is predicated on a relationship of 

distance between the willing and desiring subject and the ‘natural resources,’ [and] romantic 

consumerism works in the same way.”31 The authors posit that the extractive and the romantic 

gazes remain the primary lenses through which Canadians currently perceive the nonhuman 

environment, and that the prevailing acceptance of extractive capitalism in Canada is grounded 

in their continued mutual implications. I draw attention to the concepts of extractive and 

romantic gazes here to emphasize the underlying social and environmental hierarchies embedded 

in (and hidden by) such practices, which remain in use today. 

 The case studies selected for this project are representative of several key components of 

the visual culture of oil. The visualizations chosen here include representations from proponents 

of the oil sands, actors that are seemingly politically neutral on the subject of the oil sands, and 

opponents of the oil sands. My study includes multiple perspectives and analyzes visual practices 

that offer insight into the ways in which visual producers reproduce or, alternatively, counter 

dominant narratives in relation to resource extraction and the wilderness in Canada. What 

follows includes a literature review, four content chapters, and a concluding chapter. Throughout 

these chapters, I explore the vital role of visual culture in effecting public perceptions of the 

Canadian landscape and the Alberta oil sands. Each content chapter adopts a specific theme in 

the visual culture of the oil sands. The examples of visual culture addressed are all united by the 

fact that they engage with dominant narratives about the oil sands (reinforcing or resisting 

claims) and mobilize visual language to inform public opinion.  

 In Chapter 2, “Landscape Traditions, the Environment, and the Visual Culture of Oil: 
																																																								
31 Hodgins and Thompson, “Taking the Romance out of Extraction,” 395. 



	15	

Establishing a Critical Framework,” I outline the central approaches, concepts, and themes found 

in the formative literature that contextualizes my arguments and case studies. In this chapter, I 

establish the foundations of my dissertation: an examination of landscape and wilderness in 

Canadian visual culture; an exploration of nature aesthetics and key discussions in environmental 

studies; an argument in favour of visual culture as activism; and an investigation into vital topics 

and advancements in the discourse of the culture of oil. Although seemingly fragmented, this 

chapter seeks to highlight the strengths of the interdisciplinary approach required for this study, 

and presents the lenses through which I examine the selected case studies in the chapters that 

follow. My curation of the literature is meant to highlight the complexities of understanding the 

visual culture of oil, and serves to outline and problematize the environmental and social 

hierarchies that are embedded in our perceptions of oil sands sites.  

 Building upon the interdisciplinary methodological framework established in Chapter 2, 

in Chapter 3, “Foundational Visual Practices: The Wilderness and Early Oil Sands 

Photography,” examines the twentieth-century wilderness tradition in Canadian art, and 

discusses how the visual language of this tradition also appears in early oil sands representations 

(writings and photographs) as well as contemporary visualizations. I include a brief survey of 

works by Tom Thomson, the Group of Seven, and Emily Carr in order to establish key 

components of the wilderness tradition. Additionally, I offer an introduction to the social and 

environmental damage prevailing visual narratives work to hide, naturalize, or erase. In so doing, 

I suggest that the wilderness tradition became a cultural resource that later twentieth and twenty-

first-century cultural producers could draw on to represent and advance perceptions of the oil 

sands.       
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 My next two content chapters (4 and 5), read together, utilize the categories of scale, 

perspective, and visibility to establish and critically analyze the contemporary visual language of 

the oil sands. In Chapter 4, “Contemporary Oil Sands Photography: Scale, Perspective, and 

Visibility,” I call upon the now-popularized work of Toronto-based photographer Edward 

Burtynsky as a lens through which to read the lesser-known work of Winnipeg-based 

multidisciplinary artist Warren Cariou. Further, I use the categories of scale, perspective, and 

visibility to help define common characteristics of the visual culture of the oil sands. In so doing, 

I seek to demonstrate the varying levels of political engagement found within contemporary oil 

sands photography. I suggest that Burtynsky’s work serves as a comfortable access point to the 

realm of artistic visualization of the oil sands in that he avoids political and environmental 

commitment; his photographs are beautiful, approachable, and ambiguous in tone, which 

ultimately aligns him with the twentieth-century landscape painter predecessors that I discuss in 

Chapter 3. Alternatively, I argue that although Cariou’s work shares many of Burtynsky’s visual 

tactics, he deploys them in order to resist or de-familiarize the established ideology that 

Burtynsky perpetuates and to provoke new understandings of oil sands sites. In Chapter 5, 

“Experiencing the Energy: Scale, Perspective, and Visibility,” I examine the visual culture of the 

oil sands produced from the perspective of industry. Here, I recount my own experience with oil 

sands tourism in Fort McMurray (Suncor’s curation of the physical experience of site) and the 

visual tactics employed by industry in media campaigns. In this chapter, I follow the same 

thematic structure as in Chapter 4 (scale, perspective, and visibility) in order to emphasize how 

an established visual language is adapted to advance alternative positions and investment in the 

development of the oil sands. The format of Chapter 5 mirrors that of Chapter 4, much like 
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artistic and industrial (and romantic and extractive) approaches to visualizing the oil sands mirror 

each other, albeit with important mediations.     

 In the final content chapter, “Lived Oil: Visual Storytelling as Resistance,” I connect the 

visual narratives of environmental and cultural appropriation (particularly of Indigenous 

cultures) found within the wilderness tradition (established in the previous chapters), by looking 

closely at the consequences of the wilderness narrative for resource extraction in the oil sands 

and the lived realities of Fort McMurray, Fort McKay, and Fort Chipewyan inhabitants. This 

chapter calls upon multiple platforms of visual storytelling (including documentary film and fine 

art) produced by artists and filmmakers, including Terrance Houle, Rebecca Belmore, Robert 

Houle, and Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur. The focus of the chapter falls on the effects of oil 

sands operations on Indigenous communities as communicated through resistance. Additionally, 

this chapter gives particular consideration to the pressing health concerns and land claims put 

forth by the Indigenous communities of Fort McMurray, Fort McKay, Fort Chipewyan, and the 

surrounding area of the oil sands. I draw attention to the types of visual culture included in 

popular perceptions of the oil sands and those that have been largely ignored or that continue to 

exist only on the periphery of popular perception. 

 In Chapter 7, I offer my concluding thoughts on the critical analyses presented in this 

study. Overall, with this project I hope to deepen understandings of the complex interrelationship 

between the visual culture of oil and the human and nonhuman worlds. A central objective has 

been to explore the environmental and social implications of the visual culture of the oil sands 

within larger frameworks of hegemonic national narratives. My study presents an analysis of 

how visual culture can simultaneously contribute to the construction of and resistance to national 

ideologies, which as Eva Mackey argues, ultimately aim to manage conflicts of cultural (and 



	18	

environmental) difference (and damage).32 With this project I aim to present alternative sites of 

understanding that work toward an affective vision of the oil sands. In it, I argue that the visual 

culture of the oil sands is a site of strategic engagement and of public understanding, both of 

which are key in advancing environmental and social justice. My study includes documentation 

of the traditional modes of visualizing the oil sands, as well as new ways of seeing that may alter 

our perception of place. Moreover, with this project I aim to contribute important work to the 

visual culture of oil (a subsection of Environmental Humanities and Energy Humanities), which 

is a growing interdisciplinary field of inquiry with national and international interest, a field that 

identifies visual narratives as key tools for public understanding of pressing environmental and 

social concerns. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
32 Mackey, The House of Difference, 13. 
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Chapter 2 
Landscape Traditions, the Environment, and the Visual Culture of Oil:  

Establishing a Framework 
 

My interest in exploring the visual culture of the Alberta oil sands stems from my study of the 

environmental humanities and Canadian landscape art, both of which consider the potential of 

visual culture to engage viewers at an affective level.1 In this project, I understand the Alberta oil 

sands as landscape to both further examine human and nonhuman relationships and to 

demonstrate how visual culture can be used as a tool to access social and environmental 

knowledge. I suggest, visual representation can engage the realities of the current energy crisis 

and environmentalism in powerful and educational ways; that the visual culture of oil can 

contribute to an increased awareness of corresponding environmental and social concerns. When 

I began this project I quickly discovered the benefits and possibilities, as well as the difficulties 

and contradictions, of working with an interdisciplinary and visual methodology. In short, when I 

began to think about how to contextualize and organize my research into a logical and 

comprehensible framework, I met a challenge. I am a student of art history and visual culture, 

and my dissertation developed through those lenses, yet the parameters of my research require an 

understanding of environmental studies.  

 This chapter establishes and analyzes landscape (representation of the nonhuman 

environment) as a mode of environmental communication. Here, I examine the historical and 

theoretical debates around human and nonhuman relations to reveal how interrelated studies in 

the fields of art history, visual culture, and environmental studies are contributing to an enhanced 
																																																								
1 For key case studies see Suzi Gablik, “Connective Aesthetics: Art after Individualism,” in Mapping the Terrain: 
New Genre Public Art, ed. Suzanne Lacy (Seattle: Bay Press, 1995); Allen Carlson, Nature & Landscape: An 
Introduction to Environmental Aesthetics (New York: Columbia Press, 2009); Rasheed Araeen, “Ecoaesthetics: A 
Manifesto for the Twenty-First Century,” Third Text 23.5 (September, 2009): 679-684; Ruth Wallen, “Ecological 
Art: A Call for Visionary Intervention in a Time of Crisis,” Leonardo 45.3 (November 3, 2012): 234–242; Malcolm 
Miles, Eco-Aesthetics: Art, Literature, and Architecture in a Period of Climate Change (New York: Bloomsbury, 
2014). 
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understanding of the culture of oil. I foreground this study with an understanding that suggests 

the ability of art to enact change in the context of viewing oil as culture, and have divided the 

literature informing my research project into four sections: an exploration of what is sometimes 

termed petroculture studies or the culture of oil scholarship;2 foundational environmental studies 

literature, which includes a consideration of landscape and concepts of nature; a discussion of 

environmentalism and key words in the field of eco-aesthetics; as well as an examination of art 

as activism.  

 

The Culture of Oil  

In his award-winning critique of the human addiction to oil, journalist Andrew Nikiforuk claims 

that “all energy issues are moral ones.”3 This poignant observation has become a point of 

departure for the study of the culture of oil. Historically, scholars often have overlooked the 

importance of visual culture in consideration of oil sands development, despite the increasing—

and increasingly prominent—amount of art, advertising, and activism generated by the “ethical” 

oil debate. However, advancements in recent environmental humanities scholarship have begun 

to shed light on this oversight. For instance, a special issue of Imaginations, a journal of cross-

cultural image studies, has made notable progress in advancing this analysis, with inaugural 

essays from key figures in the field of petroculture studies, including Imre Szeman, Sheena 

Wilson, and Maria Whiteman.4 In Imaginations, artists and scholars Andrew Pendakis and 

Sheena Wilson demonstrate how oil “hides in plain sight,” stating that “oil, perhaps, is no more 

																																																								
2 For key scholarship see Imre Szeman and Maria Whiteman, “Oil Imag(e)inaries: Critical Realism and the Oil 
Sands,” Imaginations: Journal of Cross-Cultural Image Studies 3.2 (2011): 46–67; Ross Barrett and Daniel 
Worden, eds. Oil Culture (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2014); and Sheena Wilson, Adam Carlson, 
and Imre Szeman, eds. Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, Culture (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2017). 
3 Andrew Nikiforuk, The Energy of Slaves: Oil and the New Servitude (Vancouver: Greystone Books, 2012). 
4 Sheena Wilson and Imre Szeman, eds., Imaginations 3.2 (2012): 1–213. 
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invisible than any other element of our postmodern economies, no more occluded, say, than corn 

or socks or coffee…. In the age of oil it is the image, at this time more than in any other era, that 

proliferates as a medium of communication.”5 Szeman and Whiteman have previously explored 

the politics and role of photography in revealing sites of oil development. They maintain that 

photography has a visibility that may (re)imagine, sustain, and “support a politics which aims at 

re-shaping the very fabric of collective experience.”6 

 The formative collection of essays found in Ross Barrett and Daniel Worden’s Oil 

Culture seeks to remedy what they describe as “the relative silence that scholars in the 

humanities [have] maintained about oil.”7 They argue that this silence is the result of a “deep-

rooted reluctance among humanistic scholars to use oil, a crude material indeed, as a framework 

for thinking of anything beyond economics, energy, and politics.”8 They advance understandings 

of oil culture through their exploration of the symbolic life of oil with the objectives of 

reconstructing the symbolic forms and practices that have enabled the development of oil 

capitalism and of uncovering the symbolic materials needed to construct new and alternative 

perspectives on fossil fuels and energy economies.9 Such scholarship rethinks the dominant 

understandings of oil as a natural resource in historical, economic, political, and practical terms. 

Similarly, environmental literature specialist Rob Nixon’s recent book deepens our 

understanding of oil culture by exposing the limitations of dominant, and often capitalistic, 

climate-change scholarship, in order to shed light on what he calls “slow violence”—the cultural, 

																																																								
5 Andrew Pendakis and Sheena Wilson, “Sight, Site, Cite: Oil in the Field of Vision,” in Imaginations 3.2 (2012): 4-
5. 
6 Imre Szeman and Maria Whiteman, “The Big Picture: On the Politics of Contemporary Photography,” in Third 
Text 23.5 (2009): 551–556. 
7 Barrett and Worden, eds., Oil Culture, xix. 
8 Ibid., xx 
9 Ibid., xxvi 
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social, and environmental degradation that is continually and gradually caused by industry.10 

Furthering Nixon’s approach is the work of Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin, who explore 

visual culture and art in the Anthropocene. For Davis and Turpin, the Anthropocene is primarily 

an aesthetic event—aesthetics, here, meaning the totality of human sensorial experience of the 

environment. They argue that “environmental discourses and sentiments are mobilized within 

petrocapitalism according to a multitude of agendas; the ‘environment’ can never be assumed as 

a universal sign.”11 They take their examination of art and the Anthropocene further by including 

a clear reference to oil and the “petrocapital” society. “Petrocapitalism,” they write, “represents 

the heightened hierarchical relations of humans, the continued violence of white supremacy, 

colonialism, patriarchy, heterosexism, and ableism, all of which exacerbate and subtend the 

violence that has been inflicted upon the non-human world.”12 Their arguments point to the 

centrality of the oil economy in North America, and with it, to the place of the Alberta oil sands 

in larger discussions of petroculture. 

 I suggest that the current milieu of petrocultures has witnessed a shift in landscape studies 

and nature aesthetics. Cultural theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff argues that artistic genres can be 

usefully re-purposed or re-read. “Aesthetics of the Anthropocene emerged as an unintended 

supplement to imperial aesthetics—it comes to seem natural, right, then beautiful—and thereby 

anaesthetized the perception of modern industrial pollution.”13 Mirzoeff’s argument is 

particularly relevant to my analysis of the normalizing and naturalizing effect of the work of 

Edward Burtynsky. Landscape and nature aesthetics are currently shifting in light of pressing 

																																																								
10 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2013). 
11 Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin, Art in the Anthropocene: Encounters Among Aesthetics, Politics, 
Environments and Epistemologies (London: Open Humanities Press, 2015), 18.  
12 Ibid., 21. 
13 Nicholas Mirzoeff, “Visualizing the Anthropocene,” in Public Culture 26.2 (2014): 220. For further discussion of 
Mirzoeff’s arguments see Davis and Turpin, Art in the Anthropocene, 10–12.  
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environmental concerns related to the Anthropocene (evidenced by climate change), however the 

aestheticization of degraded environments may in turn normalize environmental and social 

destruction. For Mirzoeff, the art of the Anthropocene is incorporated into our senses; we have 

become so accustomed and familiar with it that this art “determines our perceptions, hence it is 

aesthetic.”14 This argument highlights what environmental humanities scholar Stephanie 

LeMenager describes as the centrality of the culture of oil. LeMenager explores the ways in 

which aesthetics contribute to the culture of oil, and how oil mediates our daily experiences. This 

mediation is what she terms “materializing the ecologies of modernity.”15 Additionally, she 

highlights the significance of regional case studies in activist efforts to build strategic 

frameworks, which Szeman supports by asking how we might come to know about oil.16 He 

writes that the discourse of the culture of oil should include consideration of “what happens 

when oil circulates as a contested cultural narrative as opposed to being merely a physical entity 

about which there is little dispute or debate.”17 He is interested in examining the role of 

aesthetics in the consideration of how we explain the political, economic, and environmental 

significance of oil to the public. He writes: “When novelists or visual artists decide to focus on 

oil—its environmental impact, the nature of the society that it fuels, the folly of depending on a 

finite energy source—it is because they wish to inform and to unsettle quotidian beliefs and 

behaviours, thereby activating a response in their readers and viewers with respect to oil.”18  

 Using Szeman’s observation as a point of departure, I examine different forms of visual 

culture to better understand the culture of oil. I suggest that we understand the Anthropocene in 

																																																								
14 Ibid., 223. 
15 Stephanie LeMenager, Living Oil: Petroleum Culture in the American Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 184. 
16 Imre Szeman, “How to Know about Oil: Energy Epistemologies and Political Futures,” in Journal of Canadian 
Studies 47.3 (2013): 145–168.  
17 Ibid., 147. 
18 Ibid., 155.  
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aesthetic terms. I am interested in how the work of artists, such as Edward Burtynsky and 

Warren Cariou, highlight the difficultly that the fine arts have in generating social and 

environmental justice. My research reveals that visual culture, unlike other forms of 

communication, has a unique ability to generate alternative and immediate—although arguably 

fleeting—understandings of oil, which in turn can foster a heightened environmental 

consciousness. Szeman calls for “the need to create aesthetic and political interventions that 

oppose the narrative of endless growth with something more direct and more powerful than the 

ecological ethics on which we continue to depend.”19 I am interested in analyzing how these 

romantic, albeit frustrating, dependencies on ecological ethics remain relevant and how they are 

being utilized in different visual practices. In the following chapters, I examine how artists and 

cultural producers continue to rely on romanticized approaches to the environment because these 

practices remain palatable to wide audiences, even as others work to advance a more politically-

engaged form of intervention.  

 

Nature, the Environment, and Visual Culture 

As previously noted, at the heart of the oil debate, on the one hand, is the idea that the oil sands 

are key to Canada’s economic growth and stability, and on the other, the conviction that their 

exploitation will be the cause of permanent environmental devastation leading to economic 

instability. The moral and ethical challenges associated with this central tension are intensified 

by the prominence of the wilderness narrative in Canada. Visions of an untouched landscape are 

central to Canada’s national imagery—recall the work of Tom Thomson, Emily Carr, and the 

Group of Seven—and, I suggest, those involved in visualizing the oil debate utilize the 

wilderness to enhance the moral and affective dimensions of their arguments. Further, I contend 
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that the concept of wilderness in Canadian art history is informed by theories, practices, and 

understandings of the Beautiful, the Sublime, and the Picturesque.20 For eighteenth-century 

philosopher Immanuel Kant, there was a clear distinction to be made between the Beautiful and 

the Sublime: “The Beautiful in nature is connected with the form of the object…. [T]he Sublime, 

on the other hand, is to be found in a formless object, so far as in it or by occasion of it, 

boundlessness is represented, and yet its totality is also present to thought…. It is produced by 

the feeling of a momentary checking of the vital powers and a consequent stronger outflow of 

them, so that it seems to be regarded as emotion.”21 Edmund Burke expanded on Kant’s idea of 

the vastness and unknown qualities of the Sublime when he argued in a 1757 treatise: “Whatever 

is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain...and danger...is a source of the Sublime; that is, it 

is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.”22 For both writers, 

the beauty of nature was greater or superior to that of art, and nature was the object of human 

emotional responses associated with the Sublime and the idea of overwhelming vastness.  

 Art historian Malcolm Andrews’s understandings and historical descriptions of the 

Picturesque and the Sublime in relation to the Beautiful are useful in this regard. In his 

understanding, the Picturesque refers to a view of nature that appreciates landscape insofar as it 

resembles known works of art. The Picturesque favours natural scenery as “untouched,” yet 

often depicts domesticated or aesthetically colonized landscape. The Picturesque is not 

historically specific but reference most often the changing tastes of eighteenth-century Britain. It 

makes different places appear similar, it seeks to reassure not shock; whereas the Sublime 

challenges the Picturesque by stimulating and disrupting the viewer’s preconceived notions of 

																																																								
20 See Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. J. H. Bernard (New York: Hafner Publishing, 1764 [1951]); 
Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful, ed. J. T. 
Boulton (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1757 [1958]).  
21 Kant, Critque of Judgment, 82-83. 
22 Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry, 58. 



	26	

nature. The Sublime aesthetic subverts order and inspires terror, even as it works at the same 

time to reassure the viewer that this experience of terror can be “enjoyed” from a position of 

relative safety. Finally, the Beautiful refers to an ideal scenery of imagination that delights and 

pleases.23 Although wilderness in Canada may seemingly conform to the Beautiful and the 

Picturesque, I argue, it is rooted in the concept of the Sublime. The perceptions of both vast and 

virgin lands as well as extracted terrains seek to elicit overwhelming, awe-inspiring, and emotive 

responses within the viewer, which in turn may enact heightened social and environmental 

consciousness.  

 The complexities of landscape and nature aesthetics deepen when considered in the 

context of environmental history. How do environmental history and landscape together inform 

and motivate the production of visual culture, particularly around the oil sands? The urgent 

concerns of environmentalists stem from the perception that economic growth, globalization, and 

industrialization have been prioritized over the conservation of the nonhuman, or to borrow 

cultural theorist Zoe Todd’s phrasing, the “more-than-human” world.24 Historian Richard Grove 

contends that it is important to “try to understand current environmental concerns in the light of 

[the] much longer historical perspective of social responses to the impact of capital-intensive 

Western and non-Western economic forces.”25 Grove’s work on the history of and social 

responses to environmental concern provides a compelling approach for the analysis of the visual 

culture of the oil sands in that he emphasizes human activity (and infrastructure) as a permeated 

force contributing to understanding nonhuman environmental health. Grove’s consideration of 

historical perspectives on social responses to environmentalism led me to John Hannigan’s 
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examination of environmental sociology.26 Hannigan explains that Environmental Sociology 

emerged in the 1970s from the environmental movement of the 1960s. The field of 

Environmental Sociology draws on social theory to enrich and deepen understandings of 

environmental history. Although distinct, both Grove and Hannigan’s methods for studying the 

environment highlight human processes and practices. Their methods guide my aim to 

understand how the visual culture of the oil sands can contribute to more socially and 

environmentally conscious practices of resource extraction.  

 Key to any overview of the field of Environmental History is Rachel Carson’s Silent 

Spring (1962) and Bill McKibben’s The End of Nature (1989). Although specifically an 

American case study, Carson’s work has been credited by many scholars and environmentalists 

with kick-starting the environmental movement of the 1960s and 1970s.27 Carson makes the 

significant claim that the idea of nature should include an awareness of its destruction by human 

intervention. She writes: “Today we are concerned with a different kind of hazard that lurks in 

our environment—a hazard we ourselves have introduced into our world as our modern way of 

life has evolved.”28 Carson’s consideration of human-made hazards as an element of nature has 

clear resonance in the increased emissions and arsenics produced as a result of resource 

extraction in the oil sands. McKibben adds to Carson’s argument the need for humanity to 

reinterpret its understanding of and relationship to nature. He suggests that nature is humanity’s 

perception, and therefore humanity can choose to maintain or destroy it. He states, “by the end of 
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nature, I do not mean the end of the world. The rain will still fall and the sun shine, though 

differently than before. I mean a certain set of human ideas about the world and our place in it.”29 

Writing thirty years ago, McKibben asserted that “we are no longer able to think of ourselves as 

a species tossed about by larger forces—now we are those larger forces…we’ve changed the 

places where we lived, the places where we grew our food, and even to some extent the 

wildernesses surrounding them.”30 I suggest that contemporary perceptions of wilderness should 

include sites of industry, and that the art production focusing on the oil sands serves as evidence 

to McKibben’s claim. 

 Scholars since McKibben have increasingly critiqued the concept of a pristine or 

untouched nature, which is closely linked to the Judeo-Christian “Garden of Eden” construct. 

Environmental historian Carolyn Merchant, however, is perhaps less willing than most to 

completely abandon the relevance of the Garden narrative.31 In her examination of attempts to 

recover that “original” landscape, she argues that nature exists in equal partnership with the 

human world and, therefore, there is a need to supplant the existing hierarchical relationship in 

which humanity is perceived as dominant. In her view, “a partnership ethic would bring humans 

and nonhuman nature into a dynamically balanced, more nearly equal relationship with each 

other. Humans, as the bearers of ethics, would acknowledge nonhuman nature as an autonomous 

actor which cannot be predicted or controlled except in very limited domains.”32 Despite 

presenting a different opinion on the relevance of the Garden narrative, Merchant nonetheless 

supports McKibben’s assertion that humanity needs to recognize its ability to destroy the 
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nonhuman world, and expresses this belief in the need to exercise a form of restraint in order to 

maintain a balanced partnership. 

 In the case of the oil sands, I suggest that visual culture can influence how environmental 

degradation and social damage are perceived. In other words, representations of the oil sands can 

reveal the underlying social and environmental realities produced by the current energy crisis 

and climate change. Merchant, a prominent scholar in the field of environmental studies, draws 

important connections between environmental history, philosophy, and considerations of gender, 

race, and ethics.33 Indeed, she foregrounds the significance of place, gender, and race as lenses 

through which to examine human interactions with the nonhuman world, and argues for their 

centrality in advancing scholarship that envisions a socially and environmentally just world.34 

Merchant’s inclusion of social and environmental justice as key considerations in Environmental 

History (which aligns her approach with Hannigan’s in Environmental Sociology) is central to 

my discussion of the social and environmental concerns visually communicated in the oil sands 

debate.  

Central as well are the arguments of Donald Worster, who advances Environmental 

History as a practice on three levels, embracing ecology, modes of production, and ideas that 

focus on the transition from subsistence to capitalist ecosystems.35 Akin to Merchant, Worster 

argues that, for the environmental historian, “the object must be to discover how a whole culture, 

rather than exceptional individuals in it, perceived and valued nature…. [I]deas are socially 

constructed and, therefore, reflect the organization of those societies, their techno-environments 
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and [their] hierarchies of power.”36 Therefore, I suggest, oil sands landscapes can be viewed as 

reflections of prevailing Canadian social and environmental hierarchies. Environmental historian 

J. Donald Hughes claims that environmental history is the kind of history that requires an 

understanding of humanity as it has lived in relationship to the nonhuman environment and how 

this relationship and its attendant understandings have changed over time.37 In their studies of 

environmental history, Merchant, Worster, and Hughes stress that the human world is 

inseparable from the nonhuman world.  

Such an interconnected approach to environmental history suggests that the 

environmental degradation witnessed in the Alberta oil sands is as much a human perception as it 

is a nonhuman reality. Studies in landscape and Nature interrogate the disinterestedness that 

often lies at the heart of aesthetic “contemplation,” which maintains the tradition of separating 

the human world from the nonhuman world by excluding people from depictions of nature, and 

focuses instead on how the human world perceives nature. As Worster points out, Environmental 

History “rejects the conventional assumption that human experience has been exempt from 

natural constraints, that people are a separate and ‘supernatural’ species.”38 My reading of 

Worster’s research is enhanced by the work of environmental historian William Cronon. 

Although Cronon agrees that Environmental History should focus on the interaction between the 

human and nonhuman world, he cautions that some approaches, which could include Worster’s 

three-level interpretation, can be too narrow. Cronon stresses the importance of the cultural-

construction perspective and supports Merchant’s consideration of place, gender, and race. 

“Although there is great analytical value in being able to describe the broad connections between 
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people and the other organisms with which they share the world, we should never lose sight of 

the fact that different people experience those connections in quite different ways.”39 So, where a 

holistic approach to environmental history implies analyzing the nonhuman and human worlds as 

one (which places humanity within nature, albeit as relatively distinct), such a history may also 

discourage understanding humanity’s varied experiences of the world.  

 Other critical studies in Environmental History evaluate the role of globalization and 

industrialization in regard to the health and sustainability of the nonhuman environment. For 

environmental scientist David Suzuki, a goal of environmental history is to identify methods to 

better the health of the nonhuman environment for future generations. He acknowledges that this 

is difficult largely because of humanity’s prioritization of economic interests. He writes, “By 

placing the economy above the natural world in importance, the global economy is destructive of 

local ecosystems and local communities. We have to examine some of the most deeply held and 

cherished assumptions about conventional economics to come to grips with its 

destructiveness.”40 Understanding industry and extractive practices in Canada as landscape, I 

suggest, offers a mode of examination into the conventional systems and practices outlined by 

Suzuki. Further, it provides an opportunity for artists and cultural producers to visualize and 

challenge (or support) these prevailing economic, social, political, environmental, and cultural 

hierarchies.  
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Environmentalism and the Development of Eco-Aesthetics  

Eco-aesthetics, an area of specialization in environmental studies and visual culture, became an 

independent field of study during the second half of the twentieth century with the rise of 

interdisciplinary approaches to art history, aesthetics, and environmental history. As 

environmental philosopher Allen Carlson suggests, eco aesthetics emerged as a reaction to a 

prevailing focus in aesthetics on the philosophy of art stemming from scholarly attempts to 

investigate aesthetic appreciation of natural environments, including human-influenced and 

human-constructed ones.41  

 My research, in part, builds on the argument that an eco-centric perspective to visual 

culture must include a belief in the rights of all species. Concepts of nature, combined with 

theories and methods drawn from Environmental History, advance the field of Eco-Aesthetics. 

Art Historian Linda Weintraub compellingly argues that the traditional aesthetic approach of 

excluding humans from landscape often justifies disruptive and destructive behaviours because it 

places humans as “outsiders” to the nonhuman environment, and the nonhuman environment 

becomes a “medium of exchange,”42 or to call upon Timothy Morton, “a reserve of unexploited 

capital.”43 Eco-Aesthetics considers the aforementioned Nature aesthetic traditions, while at the 

same time actively participating in the methods of Environmental History. Art critic Suzi Gablik 

poignantly terms this approach “connective aesthetics,” arguing that eco-aesthetic work draws 

important connections between culture and nature, art and science, and religion and politics. She 
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maintains that eco-aesthetics go beyond critique; they advocate change, healing, and renewal. 

They are a participatory aesthetics.44  

 Central to my project is the idea that visual culture has the ability to inform and persuade 

an audience through representation. An eco-aesthetic perspective offers the opportunity to 

consider the potential of an audience’s reaction to, and participation in, oil sands landscapes. The 

notion that Eco-Aesthetics is participatory or active is echoed in the arguments of cultural 

producers Ruth Wallen and Rasheed Araeen. Wallen asserts that Eco-Aesthetics is significant for 

its ability to encourage dialogue and offer desirable and sustainable futures informed by 

environmental ethics, justice, and values.45 She claims that “ecological art is a growing force in 

the shaping of values, visions and innovations so that we may ensure the well-being of future 

generations of the diversity of life forms inhabiting the planet.”46 Araeen takes a more radical 

position. He claims that scientists “in their ivory towers” may study the environment, specifically 

climate change, but artistic representations reflect a shared reality of the problem. He writes: 

“Only when people are in a position to use their own creative potentials, which can be enhanced 

by an artistic imagination, will change occur.”47 Araeen’s argument may be extreme, but it is 

closely related to the notion that environmental change will occur only if humanity forms a 

deeper, more personal connection to nature and place. Art critic and activist Lucy R. Lippard 

advances this idea in her exploration of place. She argues that culture often defines place and 

meaning to people, but place can equally define culture.48 I would add to this that culture can 

define place and meaning to the human and nonhuman world. Thus, by visualizing extractivism 
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as Canadian landscape, artists are helping to define meaning and shape perception of human and 

nonhuman relationships in the oil sands.    

 The critical framework emerging here highlights interdisciplinarity and emphasizes the 

importance of analyzing landscape and nature aesthetics in the context of environmental history 

methods that view human perception as essential. Landscape and nature aesthetics inform Eco-

Aesthetics and contemporary environmental art production focused on both oil sands 

development in Canada and representations of oil as culture. Malcolm Miles observes that, “if 

aesthetics, or the arts, have agency in relation to climate change, it is probably in critical acts of 

re-distribution and re-identification, within but beyond the regime of the art-world.”49 With this 

argument in mind, I seek to explore how the visual culture of oil has agency in relation to the 

environmental and social damage taking place in the oil sands region, and how visual culture 

operates both within and beyond the art world. To do so, it is necessary to discuss the 

relationship between art and activism, and the artists and activists who wield cultural production 

as part of their environmentalism.    

 Eco-Aestheticians and artists often use activist strategies to broaden the relevance and 

deepen the social impact of their work. Consider, for instance, the installation work of artist 

collective HeHe (Nuage Vert, 2008), the underwater sculptures of Jason deCaires (Anthropocene, 

2011), or the participatory projects of Olafur Eliasson (Ice Watch, 2014 and Little Sun, 2012). 

The term “environmentalist” or “environmental activist” often conjures images of an extremist 

operating within a fringe organization to give voice to the environment. However, as historians 

Michael Egan and Jeff Crane warn us, this line of thinking can be limiting because it ignores and 

excludes a variety of alternative forms of resistance. Instead, they urge us to consider the full 
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spectrum and scope of environmentalism.50 Indeed, environmental activism takes place at the 

level of the individual as well as in larger-scale movements within established organizations, and 

the defining lines between individual and organized environmental activism are not always clear. 

As environmentalist Douglas Bevington points out, grassroots environmentalism is widely 

understood as both individual and community-based, forming in spontaneous ways. Grassroots 

environmental efforts are not necessarily narrow in scope, because environmental protectionism 

often involves federal lands and federal laws. Thus, even grassroots groups focus on 

transforming the policies of federal governments.51  

 Environmental activism is commonly perceived as “radical” in popular culture, and yet 

not all environmental art is perceived as radical. Bevington further complicates preconceived 

notions of environmentalism as extremist by reconsidering the meaning of the term “radical.” He 

maintains that environmentalists who are considered radical are in fact “unconstrained, in the 

sense that they [are] willing to pursue the full environmental protections needed to preserve 

species from extinction even when those goals [are] considered controversial or politically 

unrealistic.”52 Complementing Bevington’s reconsideration of radicalism is art historian Lieven 

De Cauter’s call for “subversity,” which exchanges “extreme” for “eccentric” or 

“unconventional.” De Cauter and Bevington’s approaches are further echoed in environmental 

sociologist Rik Scarce’s concept of environmental radicalism. Unlike De Cauter, Scarce is more 

comfortable with the terms extreme and radical; however, he adds an emotional and moral 

dimension to his terminology. “Radical environmentalism emerges out of an ecological 

consciousness that comes from the heart—not the head—that has experienced the natural 
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world.”53 For Scarce, activism is inspired by lived experience with the natural world and 

motivated by emotional and moral awareness. While Bevington focuses on the willingness of 

environmentalists to engage in practices that may be viewed as radical, Scarce suggests that this 

willingness is derived from strong emotional connections to the natural world.  

 Critical theories in Eco-Aesthetics consider the emotive responses and moral motivations 

of cultural producers and their audiences as key components of representation. Given the 

acceleration of extraction, and the increasing environmental degradation occurring in the Alberta 

oil sands (over the last century), an Eco-Aesthetic approach to the study of the visual culture of 

oil can deepen understandings of the cultural production around the oil sands. In Carson’s 

writing, environmentalism is closely associated with the desire for transparent environmental 

policy at the governmental level characteristic of 1960s activism. In support of Carson’s call for 

transparent policy, environmental historian Sarah L. Thomas argues that today’s 

environmentalists emphasize the significance of the right to know and the importance of public 

disclosure, and that this emphasis is largely a result of Carson’s early efforts.54 Carson argued 

that changes in environmental policy would only occur with public demand. “The most hopeful 

sign is an awakening of strong public interest and concern. People are beginning to ask questions 

and to insist upon proper answers.”55 The plethora and variety of visual representation of the oil 

sands reflects a growing public interest in the oil sands, which has the potential to influence 

environmental policy. Moreover, in environmentalist Rex Weyler’s argument that individuals 

“must stand outside the system, and perhaps break a rule to convey the unorthodox idea that 
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might nudge society from its habitual course,” we see an attempt to link extremist or radical 

behaviour with the public interest and environmental change.56 Weyler’s argument emphasizes 

an important connection between alternative modes of perception (here I recall both the extreme 

activist work of Greenpeace and the less radical, yet clearly resistant, representational work of 

Warren Cariou) as tools to break habitual or disinterested viewing, which may foster pubic 

interest and new ways of seeing the oil sands. 

 My dissertation highlights connections between radical behavior and emotional reaction, 

which as many scholars have noted, are often evident in both activist events and their 

representation. Cultural theorist Andrew Ross explains that there are many different types of 

ecological imagery and that a large portion of this imagery is not necessarily for ecology, in the 

sense that the imagery does not serve or help ecology. Rather, it is of ecology—as is often the 

case for the oil sands. Ross suggests that images of ecology for ecology are “produced, 

consumed and used in ways that can help to counteract the destruction of the natural world.” He 

continues by arguing that these images are employed to mobilize sympathy, support, and action 

for specific causes.57 I would argue that the ability of an environmental image to elicit a 

sympathetic response requires that the scene have an underlying moral dimension—that, as 

environmental communication scholar Julie Doyle argues, a response arises because the negative 

impacts of human activities are conveyed by clear visible damage that implicates the viewer in 

the image event.58 Cultural geographers Saffron O’Neill and Sophie Nicholson-Cole support this 

line of thinking, although they point out that implicating the viewer is a risky strategy and should 

be used judiciously because the tactic often uses fear, and while such images may attract 
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people’s attention, they are generally ineffective for motivating change. On the other hand, they 

note that nonthreatening images have the ability to link a viewer’s emotions to their intellectual 

response.59   

 Images can help to make environmental issues more palpable, and as Doyle suggests, can 

be used to make environmental issues culturally meaningful and symbolically recognizable.60 

Many environmental campaigns and environmental organizations rely on imagery to inform 

viewers of what they see as serious environmental threats and injustices. They believe that the 

affective qualities of these images have the potential to ignite action. Visual culture historian 

Keri Cronin analyzes the connection between photography and the idea of “photographic truth.” 

In Cronin’s argument, a photograph has a sense of immediacy that can capture viewers’ attention 

while tugging at their emotions and swaying their opinions.61 Environmental politics specialist 

Paul Wapner, too, draws connections between imagery and environmental activism. He argues 

that the image is a well-known means of documenting environmental destruction, and as such, 

plays into strategies of non-violent activism that bear witness to the destruction.62 Furthermore, 

environmental communication specialist Conny Boettger argues that image-based strategies can 

go beyond just bearing witness; they can also combat images of power produced by the 

oppositional forces of industrialization and globalization. For example, Boettger explains that 

“Greenpeace’s strategy is implicitly based upon the premise that it can and must counter images 

of power with forceful images of its own.”63 Wapner’s understanding of visual communication 
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as a tool to bear witness to destruction, and Boettger’s argument in support of forceful counter 

imagery contextualize the visual dialogues taking place between opponents and proponents of 

the oil sands, and underscore the complexities of the visual culture of oil.     

 

Visual Culture as Activism  

I recognize that not all environmental art production is activist, and not all activist cultural 

production is artistic. What interests me is how the visual culture of oil taps into the sense of 

urgency—or charge of content—that specifically activist works utilize. Further, my research 

demonstrates how an “image event,” a term coined by communication expert Kevin Michael 

DeLuca to more clearly define what could be described as a visual argument, does not 

necessarily need to emerge from activism but is cultivated for activist pursuits. DeLuca equates 

an image event to the visual documentation of an argument; it is an often-staged or planned act 

of protest designed for media dissemination, which in turn, reaches a wider audience and so 

fosters public discussion.64 For DeLuca, the activist event and the image event are closely 

related. DeLuca suggests that an activist event may fail in the moment but succeed over time in 

the form of an image event or document that effectively conveys the activist critique of dominant 

ideologies, and the consciousness at the heart or the original event.65 My research into the visual 

culture of oil reveals cultural production generated in connection with the oil sands that lacks an 

activist intent, but because of a contentious environmental, political, and social climate, can be 

mobilized and/or politicized by a resistance agenda as an image event. 

 Terms such as radical, interventional, resistant, critical, and subversive—used to 

described politically engaged art—further complicate understandings of visual culture as 
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activism. Art historian Claudia Mesch suggests that political art attempts to achieve two 

purposes: “To comment on, and also to elicit a reaction to, an issue or development that is of 

current concern to a social group in the decision-making process that is politics.”66 My study 

deepens Mesch’s discussion of political art by considering the use of images and image events in 

the context of activism. Just as my review of scholarship in the field reveals the complexities and 

impracticalities of attempting to define activism, it also shows a general consensus amongst 

scholars that art can serve as an important tool, not for activism, but as activism. Community arts 

scholar Deborah Barndt argues that “[i]n challenging narrow definitions of art and activism, we 

reframe art as activism. Whether the modes are verbal or non-verbal, art making that ignites 

people’s creativity, recovers repressed histories, builds community and strengthens social 

movements is in itself a holistic form of action.”67 Broader definitions of art activism, such as 

Melanie Kramer’s, describe art that occurs outside an expected place and time, and that has the 

power to both alter opinions and enact change.68  

 While there is consensus that art can be activist, however, there is less agreement on art 

as activism’s defining characteristics. For instance, a social movement is often characterized 

differently from activism, and yet, as T. V. Reed points out, they both can be defined in similar 

terms as “unauthorized, unofficial, anti-institutional, collective action of ordinary citizens trying 

to change their world.”69 As we’ve seen, De Cauter prefers to describe the same kinds of activity 

with the term “subversity,” which he defines as “a disruptive attitude that tries to create 

openings, possibilities in the ‘closedness’ of a system.... It more closely resembles cultural 

																																																								
66 Claudia Mesch, Art and Politics: A Small History of Art for Social Change Since 1945 (London: I. B. Tauris & 
Co., 2013), 12. 
67 Deborah Barndt, Wildfire: Art as Activism (Toronto: Sumach Press, 2006), 18. 
68 Melanie Kramer, “Garden the City: Activism Through Interventionist Art,” in Wildfire: Art as Activism, ed., 
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activism than political praxis. It is not extreme, it is eccentric.”70 In both Reed and De Cauter’s 

descriptions, activism is closely related to unconventional behaviour motivated by a desire for 

change. For the purposes of my study, the definitions cited here demonstrate a shared belief that 

activism generally involves official and non-official groups of people coming together, in a 

somewhat-natural manner, to challenge or disrupt the routine of cultural systems for a shared 

cause.  

 Perhaps more to the point, the scholarship discussed above suggests an understanding 

that art and visual culture can enact social, cultural, and environmental consciousness. Kramer 

claims that art has a place in effecting change, as well as in creating “dynamic places and in 

shaping the exchange of knowledge, stories and information.”71 Her argument can be linked to 

Scarce’s environmental theory that change is motivated by lived experience; that potential for 

change occurs when the power of shared experience, as a shared story, increases. Artist and 

activist Alana Jelinek expands this argument when she explains that the power of art comes from 

the process of sharing the power within us as individuals, of sharing our personal agency through 

storytelling. She states that “only those art practices that produce nuanced, complex stories that 

undermine or subvert today’s orthodoxy are politically or socially radical.”72 Her discussion of 

the production of nuanced and complex stories stems from her underlying belief that these stories 

need to be told publicly and presented as shared experience. Jelinek’s argument highlights a 

significant feature of activist scholarship that maintains the importance of public spectacle in the 

practice of art as activism.   

																																																								
70 Lieven De Cauter, Ruben De Roo, and Karel Vanhaesebrouck, eds., Art and Activism in the Age of Globalization 
(New York: NAi Publishers, 2011), 9. 
71 Kramer, “Garden the City,” 121. 
72 Alana Jelinek, This is Not Art: Activism and Other ‘Not-Art’ (London: I. B. Tauris, 2013), 12. 
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The idea of art as an agent of change is a challenging concept, not because art can’t elicit 

change, but because it is difficult to ascertain exactly how it does so. A central issue in 

scholarship on activism arises from the dependence of activist art on its position both within and 

outside of the art world. As interdisciplinary scholar Susan Buck-Morss suggests, activist art 

must have currency and agency in the art world for it to be successful; yet the inaccessibility of 

contemporary art to audiences other than the exhibition-going public puts the work at risk of 

losing relevance and power in the larger social sphere.73 De Cauter adds that such a risk occurs 

when the work is perceived as purely aesthetic and unable to maintain its power as social work 

or as socially relevant. He argues that artists’ intervention into politics is the only real option for 

activist practice, because “temporary, aesthetic and fleeting subversive artistic interventions will 

not change the world or save the planet.”74 Cultural theorist Adam Krause agrees in his 

description of “seriously engaged” art. “Seriously engaged art can play an incredible role in 

alerting us to our latent intelligence and creativity.” But, he adds, “Art must not be an escape or 

diversion from life, but an encounter with it.”75  

 Following Krause, I suggest that environmentally and socially engaged representations of 

the oil sands play a key role in advancing public interest and understanding of these industrial 

sites. Artist and activist Gregory Sholette’s suggestion that one way for artistic activism to 

“encounter life” (to borrow Krause’s phrase) is for it to threaten and undermine the expectations 

and cultural practices of the art world. For the purpose of my thesis, however, it is important to 

note that Sholette’s concept of intervening and undermining often utilizes the very conventions 
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and takes place within the same locations the art attempts to subvert.76 Sholette’s approach 

remains embedded in the art world; it attempts to challenge the art world by operating within it 

and therefore is accessed and generally understood only by members of the art world. Buck-

Morss supports Sholette’s claim that subversive approaches are needed in order for activist art to 

operate successfully both within and outside of the art world, but she advocates for what she 

calls “radical cosmopolitanism,” explaining that art as activism needs to reach individuals 

separated from the art world. Otherwise, as De Cauter argues, the artwork runs the risk of being 

perceived as purely aesthetic, even though it might also wield power within political, social, and 

cultural realms.77  

 One method to avoid activist art being dismissed or perceived as purely aesthetic is to 

make it site-specific. My research for this project has identified important connections between 

activist art and the site-specific (a particular physical place). Art Historian Carol Becker’s 

exploration of the connections between art, action, meaning, and location is relevant here. 

Becker surmises that successful and lasting activism utilizes a specific location as a tool to instil 

meaning. She argues that meaning is found in “places of contemplation where one learns how to 

understand the world or where one recognizes one’s own already existent understandings of the 

world by seeing it reflected back and deepened in multiples.”78 Becker’s analysis includes a 

discussion of how sharing personal experiences and drawing connections with the public 

motivates action. In this sense, her work aligns with Krause’s—both emphasize public 

engagement with place.  

 In other words, the meaning or connection attributed to a particular place, which can be 

enhanced by activist art, may be further deepened through public participation—heightening and 

																																																								
76 Gregory Sholette, Dark Matter: Art and Politics in the Age of Enterprise Culture (London: Pluto, 2011). 
77 De Cauter, Art and Activism in the Age of Globalization, 549. 
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engaging a public and personal commitment to place.  The participatory and/or responsive role 

of the public or an audience is a key factor in activist art. Philosopher Jacques Rancière explains 

that activist art seeks to build public awareness of the social, cultural, and political workings of 

domination, as well as turn the audience (or spectator) into a conscious agent of transformation. 

Rancière contends that activist art has the task of negotiating the existing tensions that push art 

towards life, as well as the tensions that set aesthetic sensory experiences apart from other forms 

of sensory experiences.79 Rancière’s approach is therefore not far removed from Sholettes’s call 

for an intervention into the established conventions of the art world for the sake of the audience 

and larger community. Alternatively, BAVO (a research and activism office) suggests that 

Rancière’s approach to art as activism may be too artistic in that the rarified conventions of art 

world spaces enable politicians (or oppositional forces) to defuse the indictment with familiar 

political arguments.80 I agree that Rancière (and Sholette) confine art’s potential effects to the art 

world, making minimal reference to larger political and social spheres and the possibility of art 

to ignite political discussion. BAVO, along with other scholars referenced here, acknowledge the 

importance of Rancière and Sholette’s approaches, but caution against regarding artistic activism 

as work that exists solely within the parameters of the art world.81  

 Journalist Gie Goris elaborates on this discussion in his examination of effective critique. 

Goris points out that activist art must be “very precise in its targeting, since power is a moving 

target, often reshaping and reformulating itself faster than an effective critique can be shaped 

																																																								
79 Jacques Rancière, Aesthetics and its Discontents, trans. Steven Corcoran (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2009), 
45–46. 
80 BAVO, “Artists, One More Effort to Be Really Political,” in Art and Activism in the Age of Globalization, eds. 
Lieven De Cauter, Ruben De Roo, and Karel Vanhaesebrouck (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 2011), 293. 
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into a worthy work of art.”82 He draws attention to the fluctuating and often unstable qualities of 

power systems, and in doing so, advances an understanding of the dynamic relationship between 

environmental and art activism. This dynamic is clearly visible in the relationships between 

government and environmental organizations that shape environmental and industrial regulations 

and policies in the oil sands. Interrogating these power dynamics and their relation to artistic 

production is therefore, essential, and finds important validation in art historian Mark 

Cheetham’s observation that collective work and participatory arts may be better placed to elicit 

environmental changes, because of their ability to reach social strata not readily addressed in 

other modes of public and private environmental discussion.83 In this regard, activist art and 

visual culture hold the potential to alter how social and environmental damage is understood and 

communicated. The visual culture of the oil sands, therefore, offers different forms of visibility 

and an accessible language which can be used to stimulate a (re)consideration or contemplation 

of place (the site-specific). 

 In summary, this dissertation explores what performance scholar Karel Vanhaesebrouck 

sees as art’s usefulness in ensuring “[the] survival of humanity and other species on this 

planet.”84 Vanhaesebrouck’s description suggests the urgency of the task at hand, but as Andrew 

Ross explains, although art may express urgency and may be committed to an activist agenda or 

produced for activist purposes, it does not always illustrate a world organized differently or offer 

alternatives to the problems or systems it challenges.85 Ross does not consider this a failure of 

activism, but he does question how far activist events go in changing social and cultural 
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practices. Miles deepens this questioning by stating simply that “art cannot save the planet or the 

whale.”86 He asks if art can create a sense of emergency because, to his mind, change will only 

occur in the context of emergency.87 On the other hand, art historians Kirsty Robertson and Keri 

Cronin make the significant observation that “the potential in activist art, then, lies in its ability 

to exist despite attempts to contain it, dismiss it, erase it, or forget it.”88 Robertson and Cronin’s 

argument points to the resilience of activist art and political visual cultural, and it is within this 

context that I situate my exploration of the visual culture of the oil sands as a mode of inquiry 

and a method of environmental and social resistance.
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Chapter 3 
Foundational Visual Practices: 

The Wilderness and Early Oil Sands Photography 
 

Landscape has never been an innocent word, though it is sometimes 
treated that way. “Look at that Landscape!” we may say. It is worth 
asking what we are talking about when we gesture at a landscape or pass 
an aestheticizing hand over it. Are we talking about the land itself, or are 
we talking about the representation of it? In one sense we are talking 
about neither, for ideas about the land cannot easily be separated from its 
representations.... In another sense we are talking about both. The land 
and its representations are knotted together…. Landscape encompasses 
the land as well as its representations.  

                -John O’Brian1 
 

 

The first major international, solo-exhibition of paintings by Canadian artist Lawren Harris, The 

Idea of the North: The Paintings of Lawren Harris, was recently presented in the United States 

and Canada, placing an international and national spotlight on the Canadian North and in turn on 

its longstanding place in transnational visual imaginations.2  Historically, imaginings of the 

nonhuman environment have worked to enforce the wilderness narrative in Canada (fig. 3), 

which has been interrogated extensively by historians and cultural theorists alike for its regional, 

gendered, classist, racial, capitalist, anti-modern, and colonialist exclusivities.3  I would argue as 

																																																								
1 John O’Brian, “Wild Art History,” in Beyond Wilderness: The Group of Seven, Canadian Identity and 
Contemporary Art, eds. John O'Brian and Peter White (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press), 29. 
2 The Idea of North: The Paintings of Lawren Harris was exhibited at The Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, 11 
October 2015 through 24 January 2016, and at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 12 March 2016 to 12 June 2016. 
The Idea of North: The Paintings of Lawren Harris finished its exhibition tour at the Art Gallery of Ontario, 1 July 
2016 to 18 September 2016. The exhibition was co-organized by The Hammer Museum and the Art Gallery of 
Ontario, and was curated by actor Steve Martin in collaboration with Cynthia Burlingham (Hammer Museum) and 
Andrew Hunter (Art Gallery of Ontario). 
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well for the importance of interrogating the environmental implications inherent in the continued 

dominance of the concept of wilderness in Canadian art history and visual culture, and what they 

mean for contemporary environmental art production.4 This chapter considers how the absence 

of human figures in the landscapes—key in constituting “wilderness”—became a point of 

reference for those engaged in contemporary environmental and industrial art production in 

Canada.  

																																																																																																																																																																																			
Whiteness in Canada (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2011); Jonathan Bordo, “Jack Pine—
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27 (Winter 1992–93): 98–128; Bordo, “The Terra Nullius of Wilderness—Colonialist Landscape Art (Canada & 
Australia) and the So-called Claim to American Exception,” Journal of Canadian Studies 15 (Spring 1997): 13–36; 
Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Pluralism and National Identity in Canada (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2002); Ross D. Cameron, “Tom Thomson, Antimodernism, and the Ideal of Manhood,” Journal of 
the Canadian Historical Association, new series 10 (1999): 185–208; Paul H. Walton, “The Group of Seven and 
Northern Development,” Revues des arts canadiens/Canadian Art Review 17 (1990): 171–79; Robert Linsley, 
“Landscapes in Motion: Lawren Harris, Emily Carr and the Heterogeneous Modern Nation,” Oxford Art Journal 19 
(1996): 80–95; See also John O’Brian and Peter White, eds., Beyond Wilderness: The Group of Seven, Canadian 
Identity, and Contemporary Art (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queens University Press, 2007) for a useful 
collection of writings in this key area of Canadian art scholarship. 
4 The currency of the Group of Seven and wilderness art is evident in recent high profile exhibitions such as Tom 
Thomson: The Jack Pine and The West Wind Masterpiece in Focus (National Gallery of Canada, 27 June 2014–1 
March 2015); Painting Canada: Tom Thomson and The Group of Seven (McMichael Canadian Art Collection, 3 
November 2012–6 January 2013); Into the Woods: An Icon Revisited (Art Gallery of Ontario, 23 May 2015–7 
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Figure 3: Lawren Harris, On the Agawa River, Algoma. 1919, oil on wood. National Gallery 
of Canada.  
 
 
 In the context of the resulting discussion, the chapter also works to examine the 

relationship between wilderness and resource extraction in early-twentieth Canadian landscape 

painting and oil sands photography. First, I present a comparison of the modernist landscapes of 

the Group of Seven, Tom Thomson, and Emily Carr with a selection of their less well-known 

images of industrialization and the largely “unseen” landscapes of resource extraction. In the 

latter case, I focus on the photography of oil extraction in the Alberta oil sands in the modern era. 

I suggest that industrial landscapes are also examples of wilderness. Although as subject matter, 

images of resource extraction and industrial sites comprise a relatively small part of the Group of 

Seven, Tom Thomson, and Emily Carr’s output, as renderings of landscape, they are consistent 



	50	

with the larger bodies of work of these artists, and with their projections of the nonhuman 

environments of northern Canada as wildernesses—as untouched. Additionally, I argue, the 

industrial, staffage-like structures found in these works serve to define the landscape as 

wilderness. This comparison allows me to establish how we, as viewers, come to understand 

these sites, as well as to explore the lasting effects of the visual language of the wilderness 

concept on contemporary environmental art production.  

 I emphasize that wilderness in Canadian art operates not only as common understanding, 

but also as an official narrative promoted by the National Gallery of Canada and private patrons 

as a part of the maintenance of a national identity defined by a northern geography. As art 

historian Lynda Jessup has noted, the National Gallery’s support of the Group of Seven 

effectively established such a nationalist art expression “as the standard against which all cultural 

efforts should be evaluated, [and set up] the Group’s ideals as the defining framework within 

which all cultural activity should be understood.”5 The Group’s depictions of wilderness 

established a vocabulary that continues to inform both popular perceptions of the “Canadian” 

landscape and dominant understandings of the relationship between nationalist landscape and the 

nonhuman environment of Canada. It is not my intention here to present the Group of Seven, 

Tom Thomson, and Emily Carr as producers of landscape standards against which contemporary 

efforts should be evaluated, but rather to interrogate their work as an illustration of how the 

visual language of the modern wilderness was mobilized in contemporary environmental 

representations.  

 Ultimately, this chapter seeks to unsettle the retelling of the wilderness narrative that has 

																																																								
5 Jessup, “Art for a Nation,” 13. Jessup’s argument here responds to the National Gallery of Canada’s 1995 
exhibition The Group of Seven: Art for a Nation. However, I would like to point out, that her observations and 
concerns continue to remain relevant in contemporary exhibition practice. For instance, the retelling of the 
wilderness ideal and the elevated status of the Group of Seven are evident in the recent exhibition The Idea of the 
North: The Paintings of Lawren Harris.  
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become synonymous with the Group of Seven and their contemporaries and central to Canada’s 

nationalist imagery. My intent is not to dismiss the popular appeal of the modernist landscape 

painters, but to rethink the role of the nonhuman environment in Canadian landscape 

representations by drawing attention to the visual culture of natural resource extraction. In so 

doing, I set the stage for subsequent chapters that highlight the ongoing use of wilderness in 

Canadian art and cultural production. In this chapter, I argue that industrial landscapes of the 

Group of Seven, Tom Thomson, and Emily Carr, as well as those of early oil sands photography, 

are also wilderness landscapes. That is, although they are representations of resource extraction, 

they also function as wilderness landscapes and draw on the meanings made available by the 

wilderness concept. The human experience of the nonhuman environment that is evinced in these 

early but definitive landscapes can be understood as wilderness, registered as a site of both 

spiritual renewal and material and economic wealth. They are representations of the “Canadian” 

wilderness, and one of their defining characteristics is the wealth, prosperity, and promise for 

future development of the nation.  

 

Establishing the Foundations of Wilderness: Landscape and Nature Aesthetics 

In Beyond the Culture of Nature: Rethinking Canadian and Environmental Studies, 

environmental historian Matthew Evenden poses the important question: Is it time to move 

beyond the culture of nature?6 In so doing, Evenden offers a timely reflection on the cultural 

analysis of nature in order to tease out the complex histories of landscape, the nonhuman 

environment, and wilderness in Canada. His call for a more inclusive understanding of nature—

“in more than cultural terms”—highlights the persistence of the concept of wilderness in Canada. 

Similar to Beyond the Culture of Nature, my intent in this chapter, in part, is to acknowledge the 
																																																								
6 Evenden, “Beyond the Culture of Nature,” 5.  
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persistence, and in turn, the significance of wilderness in Canadian scholarship. To do so, I begin 

with an examination of the industrial landscapes of the Group of Seven, Tom Thomson, and 

Emily Carr. Independent curator Peter White argues, “What the Group of Seven have come to 

mean and represent is so integral to how Canada is understood, from all positions within the 

national polity, that to evade it would, in itself, be misleading.”7 I agree, and I use Evenden’s call 

and White’s claim as a point of departure to reframe and advance understandings of wilderness 

in the context of the contemporary visual culture of the oil sands debates.  

 Landscape traditions and nature aesthetics—historically and currently, nationally and 

internationally—have long and complex historiographies. Current scholarship widely accepts the 

idea that the visual representation of nature is never neutral. Foundational to the increasing 

currency of this idea is Landscape and Power by W. J. T. Mitchell. In this book, Mitchell urges 

readers to “think of landscape, not as an object to be seen or a text to be read, but as a process by 

which social and subjective identities are formed.”8 In other words, landscape should be thought 

of as a verb—landscapes are shaped by and shape subjectivity, and thus are powerful agents in 

reproducing regional, gendered, classist, racial, capitalist, anti-modern, and colonialist 

exclusivities. Mitchell’s approach has intensified scholarly discussion of landscape and nature 

aesthetics. The resulting emphasis on Nature is found in John O’Brian’s recent reassertion of the 

argument that landscape mediates the relationship of the nonhuman and human worlds, adding 

that “landscape cannot escape the social beliefs and aspirations of its time.”9 O’Brian’s argument 

																																																								
7 Peter White, “Out of the Woods,” in Beyond Wilderness: The Group of Seven, Canadian Identity and 
Contemporary Art, eds., John O'Brian and Peter White (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2007), 20.  
8 W. J. T. Mitchell, Landscape and Power. 2nd edition (London: Routledge, 2002), 1.  
9 O’Brian, “Wild Art History,” 30–31. Key texts contributing to this understanding of landscape are Malcolm 
Andrews, Landscape and Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) and Simon Schama, Landscape and 
Memory (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1995). Despite the fact that Andrews’s text is essentially a survey of the history 
of landscape art, he is able to emphasize the fact that landscape representation is inspired by previous 
representations rather than by the land itself. This stance is upheld by Schama’s argument that “even landscapes that 
we suppose to be most free of our culture, may turn out, on closer inspection to be its product” (9). 
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is useful because it reinforces Mitchell’s position that landscapes evince the integral relationship 

of the human and nonhuman worlds and demonstrate the romanticization that is “landscape” in 

Western imaginings. Essentially, the landscape was always already an expression of the 

indivisibility of the human and nonhuman environments.  

 Adding to this, environmental historian William Cronon compellingly argues that if people 

continue to see themselves as separate from nature or continue to believe that their world is of 

greater significance than the nonhuman world then environmental irresponsibility will 

continue.10 Cronon identifies the human world as an active part of the nonhuman world, altering 

how landscape and nature aesthetics may be approached. Additionally, he highlights a key 

contradiction at the heart of Western understandings of the physical world:  

Ideas of nature never exist outside a cultural context, and the 
meanings we assign to nature cannot help reflecting that context. The 
main reason this gets us into trouble is that [the concept of] nature as 
essence, nature as naive reality, wants us to see nature as if it had no 
cultural context, as if it were everywhere and always the same.11  

 
Cronon makes an important link between the human and nonhuman, and between nature 

aesthetics and environmental concern. Likewise, environmental historian Neil Evernden argues 

that nature is, in fact, as much a social construction as it is a physical and natural one, and he 

suggests that if humanity cannot agree on a definition of nature, then it will be unable to sustain 

the nonhuman world.12 While dominant understandings of nature continue to rest on a perceived 

separation of the human and nonhuman worlds, Evernden’s intends to objectify this relationship 

in order to raise environmental consciousness.  

 Environmental philosopher Emily Brady advances this line of thinking by calling for the 
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11 Ibid., 34.  
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study of “aesthetic character”—for a nature aesthetic that is integrated with ethical values, and 

that includes a consideration of human modification and management of the natural world.13 

Brady contends that aesthetic character is definable and changeable based on systems of nature 

and culture. She urges her readers to think of environments as having aesthetic histories, thus 

suggesting that aesthetic qualities change over time and that these shifts affect how the larger 

aesthetic character of the environment unfolds.14 This is an important observation because 

rethinkings of wilderness representations in Canadian visual culture must include an 

environmental aesthetic. Because landscape reproduces social and subjective identities, it cannot 

avoid projecting the environmental concerns that colour cultural awareness. In support of this 

argument, philosopher J. Baird Callicott points out that many conservation practices and 

decisions are motivated by a consideration of nature aesthetics rather than a strictly ethical value; 

what he describes as “by beauty instead of duty.”15  

  “Beauty instead of duty” does not mean that conservation, or for our interests, Nature and 

wilderness, are void of ethical dimensions. As I note in Chapter 2, Rachel Carson claimed that 

the idea of nature must include an awareness of its destruction by human activity, and Bill 

McKibben called for humanity to reassess its understanding of and relationship with nature. Both 

pointed to the necessity of changing conventional ideas about the relationship between the 

human and nonhuman worlds. In particular, McKibben suggested that nature is humanity’s 

perception and therefore humanity can choose to maintain or destroy it. I would argue that these 

ideas about the nonhuman environment and the human place in it are often informed, developed, 

and interpreted through visual representations, in Canada perhaps most provocatively in the work 
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of the Group of Seven, Tom Thomson, and Emily Carr.  

 

Industrializing Modernity and the Concept of Wilderness  

In Wild Art History, O’Brian contends that the industrial landscapes of the Group of Seven and 

their contemporaries did not become part of the national wilderness narrative because they too 

closely represented the exploitative realities of capitalist technologies. In the case of Harris, 

O’Brian argues that, “paintings of the industrialized North fitted uneasily with Lawren Harris’s 

description of the spiritual geography of Canada.... Such works gave the lie to Harris and the 

nation’s wilderness idealizations.”16 I would argue another point: I would add that, although 

these modernist paintings of the industrial north did not reach the same popular status or level of 

inclusion in the national wilderness imagination as the artists’ non-industrial landscapes, they 

still conformed to the concept of wilderness prevalent at the time. They naturalized 

environmental loss as progress. The co-existence, or even partnership, between industry and the 

nonhuman environment found in the paintings of the Group of Seven, Tom Thomson, and Emily 

Carr project an understanding of the nonhuman environment as a wilderness resource—at once 

material and spiritual. This is a representation of the nonhuman environment of early twentieth 

century Canada that, as we will see, is complemented by modern oil sands photography. 

 Although none of the artists under review depicted the oil sands specifically, they were 

painting both industrial and non-industrial landscapes during the early years of oil sands 

industrialization. The Group of Seven’s depictions of the north feature a number of paintings of 

what are now regarded as damaging extraction processes. This small but significant portion of 

their larger body of work resembles their better-known wilderness landscapes not only in 

stylistic approach, but also in their depiction of the nonhuman environment as devoid of human 
																																																								
16 O’Brian, “Wild Art History,” 37. 
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beings—as “wilderness.”17 Take, for example, Franklin Carmichael’s A Northern Silver Mine, 

1930 (fig. 4). A mineshaft surrounded by piles of tailings anchors the foreground of the painting. 

Though darker than its surroundings, the mineshaft shares in the same soft lines, curvature, and 

colouring, which makes these industrial components seem natural in formation. Above the 

mineshaft, mirroring the mined land below, the blue sky is streaked with white and silver clouds, 

and blends seamlessly into the uncultivated hillsides that surround it. Additionally, the white, 

blue, and grey tones and the soft, curved lines of the tailings piles echo those of a river 

meandering below, which draws the viewer’s eye toward distant hillsides. On the opposite shore, 

layers of lush greens and vibrant blues suggest the healthy growth of the nonhuman environment 

in which a small town is nestled. The seemingly natural formation of the silver mine extending 

from the earth characterizes this representation as an industrial landscape. The human-made 

structure allows for the absence of human figures—a representation of wilderness as a landscape 

without people—however, it also defines the industrial site as wilderness—a source of potential 

wealth and prosperity. In Carmichael’s representation, the silver mine is an almost spiritual 

formation, an industrial spire extending into the sky above the distant town as light shines down 

from above. Even though human figures are not represented, their presence is felt through 

industry and urbanization. And yet, for Carmichael, the romantic tradition sustains an idealized 

representation that seemingly exists as a landscape not despite industrialization but in harmony 

with it. 

																																																								
17 The modern industrial landscapes discussed here are largely representations of Northern Ontario. For further 
information on regionalism and industrial commissions see Walton, “The Group of Seven and Northern 
Development.” Additionally, Lynda Jessup has written extensively on the role of tourism, travel (CPR) and 
commissioned artwork/advertising see “Prospectors, Bushwhackers, Painters,” 193–214; “Landscapes of Sport, 
Landscapes of Exclusion,” 71–123. As well, see exhibitions and catalogues by Rosemary Donegan, Industrial 
Images/Images Industrielles (Hamilton, ON: Art Gallery of Hamilton, 1988); Sudbury: The Industrial Landscape 
(Sudbury: Art Gallery of Sudbury, 1998); The Sudbury Basin: Industrial Topographies (Sudbury: Art Gallery of 
Sudbury, 1999); and Aboveground: Mining Stories (Victoria, BC: Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, 2002). 
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Figure 4: Franklin Carmichael, A Northern Silver Mine, 1930. Oil on canvas, McMichael 
Canadian Art Collection.  
  

 Carmichael was not alone in this approach. We can find earlier and more solemn 

depictions of what is now perceived as the damage that industry inflicts on the land in Tom 

Thomson’s work. Again, these representations show a seemingly fertile relationship between 

industry and nature that speaks to a perception of wilderness in the physical effects of resource 

extraction.18 In Thomson’s Lumber Dam, 1915 (fig. 5), the viewer again is presented with a 

landscape devoid of human figures, but is left with an understanding of human presence in the 

environment. As cultural historian Jonathan Bordo points out, “this is not to say that Tom 

																																																								
18 See Lawren Harris The Drive (1912)—arguably, there is evidence of sustainable co-existence and natural 
regeneration, yet the mood created is more sombre than in later works. 
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Thomson and the Group didn’t or couldn’t paint human and living figures. It was just not part of 

their wilderness landscape style.”19 In the painting, several logs tumble down through a human-

constructed dam toward the bottom-right corner of the composition. The dam, which is depicted 

to look natural in its formation, is tucked behind a formidable rock that occupies nearly half of 

the composition. Flora emerges from between the rocks in the bottom-left corner of the painting, 

while a dense forest borders the other side of the dam, and a vibrant blue sky looms overhead. 

The rolling logs and constructed dam stand in for absent human figures, and these staffage-like 

structures work to characterize the landscape as industrial. The heavy application of paint 

conveys depth and vigorous brushwork creates an active composition; the clear blue sky and dam 

water flow through, down, and across the canvas, while the contrasting dark green forest 

juxtaposes the bare rock that occupies the foreground. In both Carmichael’s and Thomson’s 

works, there appears to be an attempt to demonstrate the resilient quality of the nonhuman 

environment, or a heightened faith in a philosophy of regeneration. 

																																																								
19 Bordo, “Jack Pine,” 98-128. 
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Figure 5: Tom Thomson, Lumber Dam, 1915. Oil on wood-pulp board, National Gallery of 
Canada. 
 
 
 During this period, the Group frequented areas such as Algonquin Park, the Lake Superior 

shoreline, and Algoma, which were experiencing increased industrialization and tourism at the 

time. Indeed, parks exemplified a complicated relationship between commerce and the 

nonhuman environment. Intense urbanization had led to the development of a middle-class that 

sought to escape the perceived pressures of the modern city by “retreating” to nature. Moreover, 

imagery of parks, and the shared experiences they fostered, contributed to a cultural perception 

of the nonhuman environment. As art historian Lynda Jessup explains, many people at the time 

“saw wilderness as a recuperative environment, an escape from what were perceived to be the 
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enervating effects of modern, urban-industrial society.”20 Art historian Paul H. Walton points out 

that Thomson referenced the increasingly touristic and industrialized sites of Algonquin Park, 

occasionally including the damaging effects of industry on the environment. “For the most part 

he concentrated on newly opened vistas of sky and water, finding decorative patterns of colour, 

form, and texture in the tangle of underbrush, smaller trees, and bared rock, the ‘bush’ that was 

often the remnant of the original forest;”21 in effect, he aestheticized industrial development. 

Lumber Dam epitomizes Walton’s description of Thomson’s approach to the logged landscapes 

of Algonquin. Thomson’s deliberate choice to emphasize the textures, scale, and colours of the 

bare rock in the foreground, along with his decision to utilize the same colours and hues for the 

dam and logged trees, naturalize industry in the painting and at the corresponding site. 

Furthermore, the rich, dark green trees inching into the right-hand-side of the frame imply the 

depth and health of the forest—industry and wilderness thriving in coexistence. 

 The scale and growth of the mining and lumbering industries increased during the First 

World War, particularly in the Sudbury Basin, where enormous nickel and copper deposits were 

extracted. In fact, as curator Rosemary Donegan points out, “The Sudbury Basin as a whole, 

particularly the village of Copper Cliff, was the largest and most overt symbol of industrial 

modernity in Canada and occupied a singular place in the Canadian industrial imagination as part 

of a larger history of promotion, profit, conflict, and environmental devastation.”22 In Donegan’s 

understanding, this landscape posed a challenge to Group of Seven members who visited the 

Basin because the sheer scale of extraction and imposition on the land rendered the nonhuman 

																																																								
20 Jessup, “Landscapes of Sport,” 79. See also Karen Stanworth, “Revisioning the ‘Culture of Nature’ in Canadian 
Visual Culture Studies: John Russell and An/Other Case of Modern Art,” Journal of Canadian Studies 47.3 (Fall 
2013): 86. 
21 Walton, “The Group of Seven and Northern Development,” 173.	
22 Rosemary Donegan, “Modernism and the Industrial Imagination: Copper Cliff and the Sudbury Basin,” in Beyond 
Wilderness: The Group of Seven, Canadian Identity and Contemporary Art, eds. John O'Brian and Peter White 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2007), 146. 
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environment less sympathetic to their romantic approach to landscape painting than other areas 

available to them.23 Nonetheless, what paintings the artists did produce of the nickel and copper 

mining landscapes of the Sudbury Basin, I argue, are stylistically consistent with others they 

made that champion the tourist wilderness landscape, and indeed, suggest a misplaced inclination 

on the part of scholars to date to distance the perceived regenerative, “spiritual” wealth of 

tourism-industry “wilderness” from the perceived material wealth of the contemporary 

extraction-industry “wilderness.” 

 A work that perhaps best illustrates their approach to the representation of industrial 

development is Carmichael’s In the Nickel Belt, 1928 (fig. 6), which offers a more grim 

representation of an industrial landscape than his later A Northern Silver Mine. Noteworthy is the 

more distanced view; without the identifying title, the viewer may not necessarily understand this 

landscape as a site of resource extraction. The lower half of the composition is made up of 

numerous and layered rolling hills, green and brown and seemingly barren. In the centre of the 

hill formation, tucked below a taller hillside, emerges a large billow of white, grey, and blue 

smoke. The distant, airy cloud of smoke ascending into formidable, parting skies only discretely 

reveals the stacks from which it emerged. Carmichael’s representation of the nickel belt and 

smoke stacks does not immediately appear to threaten the concept of wilderness—even the 

barren hills are aestheticized, rendering them appealing. They may not be the bright, lush greens 

and blues we associate with tourist landscapes—here the earthy tones of the rolling hills create a 

more sombre mood suggestive of the landscape’s latent power; Carmichael has embedded 

industry in the landscape as though it were a natural outgrowth. In the representation can be read 

the untold resources of the northern nonhuman environment—wilderness as prosperity for the 

future and a site of a developing resource-based economy.  
																																																								
23 Ibid., 147. 
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Figure 6: Franklin Carmichael, In the Nickel Belt, 1928. Oil on Canvas, Ottawa Art 
Gallery. 
 
 
 In Carmichael’s In the Nickel Belt, the parting of the sky and emergent light, combined 

with the soft browns, blues, and greens of the rolling hills, offer a subtle reassurance or hint that 

the nonhuman environment is at one with industrialization. Wilderness is not only a source of 

spiritual and regenerative wealth but also of material wealth. The question of the effect of 

industry on the Sudbury landscape, then, becomes one of time rather than permanence. Donegan 

explains: “These images, which acknowledge the conflicts within industry but show a belief in 

progress and hope in the future, reveal the impact of modernization on the wilderness.”24 In this 

																																																								
24 Ibid., 150.  
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sense, Carmichael’s painting fits comfortably within the Group’s larger body of romantic 

landscapes; it speaks to an awareness, as J. A. Walter puts it, that nature “is where mankind 

isn’t.”25 Similarly, A. Y. Jackson’s numerous sketches and paintings depicting the radium and 

uranium mines of Great Bear Lake in the Northwest Territories naturalize the place of industry in 

the landscape. In Radium Mine, 1938 (fig. 7), for example, the overall composition is presented 

in muted and cool hues of blues and greens, muddy browns, and soft purples and pinks, which 

help to romanticize the view by creating an approachable and aesthetically pleasing image. 

Aiding in the work’s romantic appeal is the reflection of the rising or setting sun on the softly 

rippling water. In the foreground of the painting, rolling hills lead the viewer’s eye down toward 

the distant and minuscule town—or rather, as the title informs us, the radium mine. Off in the 

distance, beyond the hint of industry, are islands and rocks that take up the rest of the 

composition, and settle into the calm lake and horizon of the background. Cultural geographer, 

Carmella Gray-Cosgrove notes that this particular mine produced ore for the American nuclear 

arms program in the 1940s and 1950s, and Jackson’s expeditions to the region were funded by 

Eldorado Mining and Refining—the company that owned the mine at Port Radium.26 Jackson’s 

representation of the mine arguably speaks to a belief in progress through industry and natural 

resource extraction by blending and naturalizing industry into the landscape, or as Gray-

Cosgrove argues, depicting it as a “benign facet of the land…radium extraction as landscape.”27  

																																																								
25 J. A. Walter, “Social Limits to Tourism,” Leisure Studies 1 (1982): 297.  
26 Carmella Gray-Cosgrove, “Picturing Uranium, Producing Art: A. Y. Jackson’s Port Radium Collection,” in Active 
History: History Matters, May 1, 2013, www.activehistory.ca.  
27 Ibid.  
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Figure 7: A. Y. Jackson, Radium Mine, 1938. Oil on Canvas. 
 

 Another example from Jackson, Mine, Cobalt, Ontario, 1932 (fig. 8), demonstrates how 

representation of a human presence is integral to defining the landscape, in other words, industry 

is the characterizing element in this landscape. In the painting, Jackson presents a barren-looking 

landscape (compared to his earlier flora-and-fauna-filled tourist landscapes) of muddy browns, 

dusty greys, and cool blues. In the background, a mineshaft, which is tucked behind piles of hill-

like tailings, projects from the ground toward the sky. Jackson chose to paint the entire 

composition (both the tailings and the mineshaft) in the same muddy browns and cool blues 

throughout to soften the lines in order to render the structures natural in their formation. The 

staffage-like mineshaft seems to grow out of the landscape and the hill-like tailings are not 
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clearly definable as natural or human-made, connoting a human presence not in conflict with the 

landscape, not strikingly angular or abrupt. The mineshaft thus creates human interest without 

requiring the physical inclusion of human figures. Jackson’s visual language portrays the 

structures as extensions of the land, and as the title of the painting offers the contextual 

framework, the natural, albeit abstracted, forms projecting from the earth are understood as the 

apparatus of industry. Here, the same visual language used to represent wilderness applies to 

sites of resource extraction.  

 

 
Figure 8: A. Y. Jackson, Mine, Cobalt, Ontario, 1932. Oil on wood. National Gallery of 
Canada. 
 
 



	66	

 Another compelling painting from the period that represents resource extraction as 

wilderness landscape is Yvonne McKague-Housser’s Cobalt, 1931 (fig. 9), which can be 

considered alongside Jackson’s Mine, Cobalt, Ontario. McKague-Housser’s work offers an 

example from a contemporary of the Group of Seven. At first glance, Cobalt does not overtly 

represent wilderness, nor does it clearly represent a landscape of resource extraction. Primarily, 

the painting is composed of multiple, layered, colourful houses. The brightly coloured red, green, 

and yellow homes climb a low sloping hillside. Few human figures are present and it is unclear 

how populated this town is; yet, we can imagine a human presence based on the visual evidence 

of a few discrete figures (including one descending a staircase on the right-side of the 

composition) and clotheslines replete with drying laundry. The homes and figures define the 

landscape as urban and help to establish scale. The predominance of the lively and spirited 

houses camouflages the human figures and distant tailings hills in the background—the main 

representation of mining in Cobalt, Ontario. Thus, once again tailings are naturalized, suggesting 

a minimal incursion of resource extraction on the land. The softened lines and curved forms of 

the tailings mimic that of the land so that they seemingly grow from the earth. Moreover, the 

tailings share a similar heroic or spiritual characteristic with Lawren Harris’s popular pristine 

mountain paintings from Jasper National Park—to be sure, a wilderness landscape. Again, 

wilderness is represented as regenerative and, through the inclusion of resource extraction, as a 

site of material wealth and prosperity for the future. As these few examples demonstrate, 

industrial pursuits of the modern period tended to align with, and even enhance, wilderness 

landscape through stylistic aestheticizing. Furthermore, these landscape paintings established a 

unique tradition of accounting for industry through naturalizing its presence, which ultimately 

aligns with the concept of wilderness. 



	67	

 
Figure 9: Yvonne McKague-Housser, Cobalt, 1931. Oil on Canvas. National Gallery of 
Canada. 
 

 Emily Carr also made a significant contribution to the visual history of the industrial 

wilderness in Canada. While not a member of the Group of Seven, she is closely associated with 

it, and in particular with Lawren Harris, with whom she had a close professional relationship.28 

Carr’s art production helps to demonstrate the longevity of the modern concept of wilderness in 

relationship to industrialization while disrupting the regional focus of Thomson and the Group of 

																																																								
28 Due to the confines and focus of my dissertation, I will not be discussing the history and relationship of Emily 
Carr with Group of Seven members (Lawren Harris in particular). For further reading on this subject see Emily Carr, 
Hundreds and Thousands: The Journals of Emily Carr (Toronto: Clarke and Irwin, [1941] 1966); Lisa Baldissera, 
Emily Carr: Life & Work (Toronto: Art Canada Institute, 2015): online format https://www.aci-iac.ca/emily-carr/; 
Leslie Allan Dawn, National Visions, National Blindness: Canadian Art and Identities in the 1920s (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2006). 
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Seven. Consider Logged-over Hillside, 1940 (fig. 10), produced twenty-five years after 

Thomson’s Lumber Dam. This work represents Carr’s experience with resource extraction and 

the logging industry in British Columbia during the twentieth century. Carr depicts dense forests 

of layered rich greens surrounding a central image of clear-cutting and deforestation. Tree 

stumps follow a muddy brown path in the middle ground of the painting, while healthy flora 

occupy the majority of the painting in the foreground and background. As curator Lisa 

Baldissera has pointed out, Carr’s logging paintings focus on the extracted or cleared land and 

remaining tree stumps “shift[ing] the focus from the majestic forestscapes that lured European 

and American tourists to the West Coast.”29 However, I argue that this shift of focus is a 

transitory effect that works to underscore the fecundity of wilderness as the real topic of the 

piece. As with Carmichael in In the Nickel Belt, Carr makes evident concern for the nonhuman 

environment—several tree stumps are engulfed in a dream-like vortex created by the pulsating 

sky and foregrounded trees. Arguably, this effect evinces Carr’s anxieties about industry in the 

wild, a dis-ease supported by her own words: 

There’s a torn and splintered ridge across the stumps I call the 
‘screamers.’ These are the unsawn last bits, the cry of the tree’s heart, 
wrenching and tearing apart just before she gives that sway and the 
dreadful groan of falling, that dreadful pause while her executioners 
step back with their saws and axes resting and watch. It’s a horrible 
sight to see a tree felled, even now, though the stumps are grey and 
rotting. As you pass among them you see their screamers sticking up 
out of their own tombstones, as it were. They are their own tombstones 
and their own mourners.30 

Carr’s emotive description of “screamers” suggests an environmental concern and sadness for 

the damage inflicted on the nonhuman environment; but I would suggest that this environmental 

awareness is not necessarily critical or evident in Logged-over Hillside. The lush forests 

																																																								
29 Baldissera, Emily Carr, https://www.aci-iac.ca/emily-carr/ 
30 Emily Carr, Hundreds and Thousands, 132–133.   
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surrounding the central imagery clearly outnumber the stumps she has chosen to paint, perhaps 

reflecting industrial restraint or the possibility of regrowth and resilience. Though the greens are 

less vibrant and the cooler atmosphere suggests an isolated space, the central image does not 

necessarily strike the viewer as an environmental graveyard filled with the “tombstones” of trees. 

In Carr’s representation, viewers find the regenerative and spiritual wealth expected of tourist 

landscapes existing at one with the perception of material wealth identified with industrial 

landscapes. Here, wilderness is again represented as the potential prosperity for individuals and 

the national economy. Wilderness dominates and serves as a reassurance for the viewer, while 

the dream-like vibrations created by the application of paint suggest that deforestation is not 

lasting, but rather a temporary disruption to the tranquility of the wild—a disruption on the land 

that points to nature’s regenerative power and material wealth.   
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Figure 10: Emily Carr, Logged-over Hillside. 1940. Oil on wove paper, mounted on 
plywood. National Gallery of Canada. 

 

 Carr’s representation of the logging industry in British Columbia indeed maintains the 

concept of wilderness. Take as further evidence, Scorned as Timber, Beloved of the Sky, 1935 

(fig. 11). The dominating focus of the painting is a long and lean tree stretching the length of the 

composition and centred on the canvas. The branchless trunk of the tree extends from the earth 

and reaches toward the cloud-filled sky above. The very top of the tree, the only section to 

exhibit healthy growth, is backlit by the halo-like sun, which projects from beneath the clouds. 

The cloudy sky consumes the majority of the composition, and the whole vibrates in a manner 

similar to Logged-over Hillside. The sun radiates down through the clouds to highlight the earth 

below. A vibrant blue sky peeks through the dense and pulsating white and grey clouds. The 

lower portion of the composition includes rolling hillsides of both rich-green forests and muddy-
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brown logged valleys. The logged tree stumps scattered throughout the brown earth, attributes of 

industry and resource extraction, stand in for a human presence while again maintaining a 

landscape devoid of human figures. The dominant tree, the primary focus of the painting, is 

subtly repeated twice in the background. The staffage-like tree, backlit from the sky and 

towering above the hillside, creates an impressive scale and exemplifies the spiritual quality of 

the tourist landscape commonly associated with wilderness. The isolated tree stands as a survivor 

of the logging industry and speaks to the regenerative power and material wealth of the 

nonhuman environment represented as wilderness.  

 
Figure 11: Emily Carr, Scorned as Timber, Beloved of the Sky. 1935. Oil on canvas. 
Vancouver Art Gallery. 
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 Wilderness as created in the paintings of Carr, McKague-Housser, Thomson, and the 

Group of Seven was largely achieved through a focus on vast, dense, bold, and foreboding 

nature, which often engulfs their canvases. These artists also achieved illusions of isolation and 

regenerative power through their omission of human figures. Moreover, as Bordo explains, the 

wilderness landscape is haunted “because it owes a part of its ambiguity, detachment and 

symbolic meaning to that aboriginality which is there but absent, not from the land upon which 

aboriginal peoples have continued their painful, marginal dwelling, but from the system of 

representation that we call ‘wilderness.’”31 Here Bordo describes a process of ignoring and 

erasing Indigenous presence from the land as a system of representation directly linked to the 

concept of wilderness.  

 The absence of Indigenous peoples in wilderness landscapes was mirrored in contemporary 

removal of Indigenous peoples from lands identified by settlers as sites for recreation, tourism, 

and industry, and the creation of national parks. As Jessup explains, beginning in the late 

nineteenth century, the introduction of hunting and fishing policies and laws swiftly denied 

Indigenous rights to the nonhuman environment, ultimately limiting Indigenous access to the 

land. And this removal of rights went hand-in-hand with the aesthetic appropriation of 

landscape.32 She observes that, “among other ironies implicit in this cultural construction of 

wilderness as unaffected by the culture that constructed it, is the fact that the establishment of 

national parks followed quickly on the subjugation of Native populations ‘in which the prior 

inhabitants of these areas were rounded up and moved onto reservations.’”33 As William Cronon 

																																																								
31 Bordo, “Jack Pine,” 99. 
32 Jessup, “Landscapes of Sport,” 72–73. This discussion is furthered in Chapters 5 and 6.  
33 Lynda Jessup, “The Group of Seven and the Tourist Landscape in Western Canada, or The More Things Change,” 
Journal of Canadian Studies 37.1 (Spring, 2002), 147. For additional reading see Keri J. Cronin, Manufacturing 
National Park Nature: Photography, Ecology, and the Wilderness Industry of Jasper (Vancouver: University of 
British Columbia Press, 2011); Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the Hidden 
History of American Conservation (Los Angeles.: University of California Press, 2001); David Louter, Windshield 
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puts it, “The myth of the wilderness as ‘virgin,’ uninhabited land had always been especially 

cruel when seen from the perspective of the Indians who had once called that land home. Now 

they were forced to move elsewhere, with the result that tourists could safely enjoy 

[wilderness]…in its pristine, original state.”34 

 The processes through which wilderness was constructed as both exclusive of Indigenous 

peoples and inclusive of natural resource extraction reflect larger hegemonic understandings of 

the nonhuman world tied to the national ideologies of the time. These ways of seeing were also 

prevalent in modern industrialization photography. The comparison of twentieth-century painting 

and photography is important because, at the time and arguably to this day, photography was 

perceived as more closely linked to reality than was artistic expression. As photo-historians Joan 

Schwartz and James Ryan explain, photographic images have become an integral part of our 

engagement with and understanding of the human and nonhuman worlds. Schwartz and Ryan 

suggest that, historically, photography was characterized by its perceived ability to capture 

reality, and as a result, linked to ideas of truth.35 It was widely believed that photographs, 

through the use of advanced technology rather than artistic ability, could visually transport 

viewers to a particular environment, one they may never physically experience—they could 

document a specific time and place. Although we know that a photographer can deliberately 

include and exclude subjects, objects, and specific views, as well as process and develop 

photographs in such a way as to aestheticize the view, nevertheless a sense of “the real” remains. 

As visual culture scholars Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright posit, “a photograph is often 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
Wilderness: Cars, Roads, and Nature in Washington’s National Parks (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 
2006); L. S. MacLaren, ed. Culturing Wilderness in Jasper National Park: Studies in Two Centuries of Human 
History in the Upper Athabasca River Watershed (Alberta: University of Alberta Press, 2007); and William Cronon, 
ed., Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996).   
34 William Cronon quoted in Jessup, “The Group of Seven and the Tourist Landscape in Western Canada,” 147.  
35 Joan Schwartz and James Ryan, “Introduction: Photography and the Geographical Imagination,” in Picturing 
Place (London: I. B. Tauris, 2003), 5.  
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perceived to be an unmediated copy of the real world, a trace of a reality skimmed off the very 

surface of life.”36 Furthermore, Schwartz argues that “the society which produced and consumed 

these images placed unwavering faith in the truthfulness of the photographic image and its ability 

to act as a surrogate for first-hand seeing.”37 

 During the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the frontier narrative that 

encouraged exploration in order to uncover natural resources and economic wealth enhanced the 

concept of wilderness (specifically, resource extraction as wilderness). Environmental historians 

Debra J. Davidson and Michael Gismondi explain that, “at the turn of the last century, 

government officials, commercial promoters, and historians constructed Canada’s northwest 

landscape as a storehouse of hidden riches in the attic.”38 Early twentieth-century travellers to the 

oil sands, explorers and geological surveyors alike, described sites that held a surplus of oil—an 

accessible resource waiting to be extracted for new and exciting endeavours, such as asphalt for 

the paving of roads for the growing automobile industry. Numerous documents and reports of the 

time imply that oil was seeping from the sand and earth, which as Davidson and Gismondi point 

out, would have “excite[d] the imaginations of journalists, governments, and others, at a time 

when the world was only just discovering the potential for oil.”39   

 Exemplifying the idea of the easy accessibility of the oil sands is D. B. Dowling’s 

photograph included in the 1892 geological survey, Tar Sands, Athabasca River (fig. 12). 

Dowling’s photograph presents two male travellers, who appear to have stumbled across the vast 

natural resource while out portaging. This is a wilderness photograph: the men are not the 

																																																								
36 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 17.  
37 Joan Schwartz, “More than Competent Description of an Intractably Empty Landscape: A Strategy for Critical 
Engagement with Historical Photographs,” Historical Geography 31 (January, 2003): 113.  
38 Debra J. Davidson and Michael Gismondi, Challenging Legitimacy at the Precipice of Energy Calamity (New 
York: Springer, 2011), 41.  
39 Ibid., 41. 
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primary subjects but rather staffage in the landscape. The two figures merely create human 

interest (recall the romantic and extractive gaze), and establish the impressive scale, depth, and 

accessibility (by the shoreline) of the resource, and thus are characteristic of the industrial 

landscape. The men stand with their hands on their hips as they stare up toward the hillside and 

the exposed oil deposits there, which signals to the viewer that the men are awestruck as they 

take in the sheer scale of the oil sands riverbank.  

 Additionally, it is interesting to note the angle and overall balance of the image. The 

diagonal line formed by the oil sands hillside divides the picture-plane into equal parts; half of 

the image focuses on the natural resource, while the other half is taken up by the river, sky, and 

distant forest. Dowling’s creative choice to diagonally divide the photograph works to balance 

the nonhuman environment and the perceived natural resource—what will be extracted is only a 

small portion of the bountiful nonhuman environment and the economic potential of northern 

development. As Davidson and Gismondi explain, “resource exploitation—mines, logging 

trucks, oil rigs, and fishing boats—are routinely depicted as part of the industrial and cultural 

aesthetic of nation. Such images offer representations of certain elements of nature (and society) 

as expendable—especially as governments and corporations unleash new sources of energy and 

wealth.”40 The vast and prosperous wilderness is gifting another form of wealth (now material, 

alongside the spiritual) to the human world. Compellingly, Dowling’s creative choices (as a 

topographer, geologist, and untrained photographer) in documenting the banks of the Athabasca 

River underscore the notion of wilderness as a cultural perception. With this in mind, I suggest 

that the dominant representation of extraction at the time came in depictions of industry as 

wilderness.  

																																																								
40 Ibid., 32. 
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Figure 12: D. B. Dowling, Tar Sands, Athabasca River. Photograph, n.d. Geological Survey 
of Canada (1892), Library and Archives Canada PA-038166.  
 
 
 Early images of accessible oil surpluses were complemented by writings of the period 

that describe a land “overflowing with riches.”41 For instance, in 1908, Agnes Deans Cameron, a 

unique and popular female explorer of the time, described her experience at both Fort McMurray 

and on the shoreline at Fort McKay:  

In all of Canada there is no more interesting stretch of waterway than 
that upon which we are entering. An earth-movement here has created a 
line of fault clearly visible for seventy or eighty miles along the river-
bank, out of which oil oozes at frequent intervals…. Our traverse of 
those ninety miles of Athabasca Rapids has given us respect for the 
labor and determination which in this wilderness has erected these giant 
derricks…. At Fort McKay, thirty miles below McMurray…[t]ar there 
is, too, plenty. Out of the over-hanging banks it oozes at every fissure, 

																																																								
41 Ibid., 42.  
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and into some of the bituminous tar-wells we can poke a twenty-foot 
pole and find no resistance.42 

 
Deans Cameron’s description is inclusive of both the regenerative properties of the 

landscape, as well as, the material-wealth-as-natural-resource of the industrial landscape. 

Geology reports, such as Dr. Robert Bell’s 1882 survey, had already recommended that the 

appropriate method for extracting oil was to drill down into the presumed deep pool of oil. 

Following these directions, wealthy entrepreneurs, investors, and businessmen set up drilling 

wells along the Athabasca River. Several photographs depict early drilling rigs in a forest near 

Fort McMurray such as Drilling Near Fort McMurray Powered by a Fordson Tractor, 1925, by 

S. C. Ells (fig. 13). The focus of this photograph is on the rig, in part because Ells aimed to 

document technological advances and uses for the commercialized Fordson Tractor. The sun 

shines down on the rig, which seems rather modest in stature as its highest point falls well below 

the densely-forested tree line, and the rig’s supporting structure, made of natural materials, 

blends into the dense surrounding of birch trees. I would argue, however, that there is a 

simplicity to the photograph that implies an ease of accessibility: the derrick does not seem out 

of place; there is only one worker present (almost invisible), crouched low near the drilling hole; 

and there is no evidence of irreversible clear-cutting or deforestation. This is not a demanding 

site; “setting up shop” is almost as easy as extracting the oil that “oozes” from the land. Similar 

to Thomson’s Lumber Dam, industry in the nonhuman environment is clearly present, but the 

overall impression is one of industrial and environmental co-existence or partnership. The 

structures characterize the landscape as industrial, but, I suggest, also reinforce the central 

purpose of the photograph to representing wilderness as a source of material wealth and future 

prosperity.     
																																																								
42 Agnes Deans Cameron, The New North: An Account of a Woman’s 1908 Journey through Canada to the Arctic, 
ed. David Richeson (Saskatoon: Western Producer Prairie Books, 1986), 70–71.  
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Figure 13: Drilling Near Fort McMurray by S. C. Ells, Powered by a Fordson Tractor. 
Photograph, 1925. Near Fort McMurray. Library and Archives Canada PA-138536 
 
 

Although Schwartz notes, “photography fixes an image,” she is quick to qualify this 

claim, adding, “it is only the visual content of the photograph that is fixed and stable. The 

image’s import—the message it is expected to deliver, its meaning—is not an observable 

property and can change dramatically between author/photographer and audience/viewer.”43 

Granted, we are now critical of images such as Drilling Near Fort McMurrary, while 

acknowledging that in the early twentieth century, the visual record, or fixed visual content, of 

such photographs delivered specific meanings that may have been differently received. Davidson 

																																																								
43 Joan Schwartz, “Photographic Reflections: Nature, Landscape, and Environment,” in Environmental History 12 
(October, 2007): 984. 
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and Grismondi explain that meaning as “the application of human ingenuity and scientific and 

technological expertise to release oil from the chemical bonds of its bitumen form; and corporate 

and government determination to overcome the physical and economic challenges of opening up 

the northern frontier to the new industry.”44 I would add that the importance of these photographs 

lies in the evidence they provide of the hegemonic national ideologies emerging at the time, 

which were state supported and reliant on the concept of wilderness.    

 Of course, early oil sands photographs did not necessarily mobilize the concept 

wilderness intentionally, and were often produced by topographers and geologists rather than 

professional photographers. Nevertheless, many photographs strategically crop the view to 

include a representation of both the vast nonhuman environment and resource extraction—shown 

as nonthreatening evidence of industry as wilderness, and wilderness as culturally perceived. 

Take for example the undated (likely mid-twentieth century) photograph Abasand Plant, Alberta 

(fig. 14). The accessible natural resource found in the land is no longer equally balanced with the 

nonhuman environment as in Dowling’s photograph; instead, we see a shift in perspective and 

content. Abasand Plant, Alberta employs an aerial perspective, a stylistic choice that remains 

dominant in contemporary oil sands photography, to document an early refining plant. This 

birds-eye perspective allows viewers to better understand the sheer scale of industrial 

development and resource extraction; the awe-inspiring sublime wilderness is now replaced with 

awe-inspiring advancements in science and technology. Davidson and Grismondi suggest that 

this particular visual storytelling “established an authoritative industrial discourse in support of 

corporate investment, government assistance, the inevitability of commercial-scale exploitation, 

and ultimately the human domination of passive nature.”45 These motivations (discussed in 

																																																								
44 Davidson and Grismondi, Challenging Legitimacy, 42.  
45 Ibid., 39.  
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chapters 4 and 5) highlight an at-times hostile relationship between the human and nonhuman 

worlds. Yet, even with a celebratory focus on corporate and industrialized oil sands, Abasand 

Plant, Alberta deliberately includes an idealized or elevated idea of nature. In the process of 

documenting industrial achievements, the photographer had no choice but to include the 

necessary accompanying deforestation; the viewer’s eye is drawn to the dense and seemingly 

infinite forest that the photographer chose to include in the background. Again, the “fixed image” 

is meant to visually transport the viewer to a site of astonishing industrial achievement, but it 

also subtly reinforces the concept of wilderness as a place of material wealth. In this case, oil 

sands industrialization is not taking place at the expense of the nonhuman environment; rather, 

the human world is exploiting only a small percentage of a seemingly inexhaustible wilderness 

resource.  

 
Figure 14: Abasand Plant, Alberta. Photograph, n.d. Canada Department of Mines and 
Technical Surveys, Library and Archives Canada PA-017285 
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 The aestheticizing of resource extraction by way of the concept of wilderness is not the 

only commonality that early oil sands photography shares with twentieth-century modernist 

painting. Hegemonic processes of erasing Indigenous culture, or calling on what Daniel Francis 

terms the “imaginary Indian” motif, are also evident in both media.46 For Francis, the imaginary 

Indian is a romanticized and stereotypical version or perception of Indigenous peoples projected 

onto Indigenous culture by non-Indigenous peoples. Similar to the modernist paintings of the 

Group of Seven and their contemporaries discussed here, early oil sands photography focuses on 

the site-specific and often removes the human form (a key in defining the landscape as 

wilderness), including Indigenous presence. We know that the territories of the Athabasca River 

were inhabited for centuries prior to Euro-Canadian exploration. In 1908, Agnes Deans 

Cameron, the early twentieth-century explorer, recounts meeting with Miss Christine Gordon, a 

Scottish free trader and nurse. 

[Miss Gordon was] the only white woman on a five hundred mile 
stretch of the Athabasca, she lived here for years with the Indians for 
companions, her days being marked out by their migrations and tribal 
feasts…. We are joined by [Chief] Paul Cree’s brother. He has long 
hair, and wears a pair of pince-nez as an English gallant wears his 
monocle—merely for effect, for there is nothing the matter with the 
vision of those sharp eyes. In one tepee a young mother is reading a 
service book of the Roman Church to her little girl of five.47  

 
Deans Cameron describes a colonial experience marked by assimilation. Her experience 

clearly articulates a Euro-Canadian influence on Indigenous culture, and yet the absence of 

Indigenous (and non-Indigenous bodies) in early oil sands photography implies that the Western 

lands were uninhabited. The imagery denies Indigenous occupation, even though because of 

Indigenous experience and knowledge of the land, early oil sands explorers and entrepreneurs 

																																																								
46 Daniel Francis, The Imaginary Indian: The Image of the Indian in Canadian Culture (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp 
Press, 1992).  
47 Deans Cameron, The New North, 65–67.  
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employed many of the men to work rigs, haul sacks of bitumen, and search for new sites for 

excavation. For instance, the undated (likely mid-twentieth century) Indian Encampment, 

Probably near Fort McMurray (fig. 15) does not show a single definable Indigenous person. The 

title signals to the viewer that this is a site where Indigenous workers dwell, but there is no 

indication of what work goes on there. Additionally, the three staffage-like tepees in the 

foreground, defined as an encampment, serve to frame the landscape as both exotic and 

industrial, to cue the idea of the romanticized and “authentic Indian” of the past, now working 

with oil sands explorers (as suggested by the title). 

 
Figure 15: Indian Encampment, Probably near Fort McMurray. Photograph, n.d. Library 
and Archives Canada PA-138535 
 

 In this chapter, my examination of a small sample of modern industrial paintings and 

early oil sands photography helps to establish a set of particular, foundational, visual practices 

and narratives that remain relevant in contemporary environmental and industrial art production. 

I examine a number of industrial landscapes painted in the early twentieth century in order to 

discern how this visual language informs contemporary art production. My goal is to establish 

important parallels between representations of modern industrial landscapes and views of 

contemporary oil extraction in Fort McMurray, Alberta. This comparison allows me to analyze 

the visual strategies that both contemporary artists and oil industry leaders use to address the 

legacies of wilderness; they often call upon the notions of wilderness in order to either challenge 
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or perpetuate the environmental and social contradictions at the heart of the ideology. I present 

the cultural and environmental complexities and contradictions found within the dominant 

wilderness narrative in Canadian art history and visual culture. Both the wilderness paintings of 

the Group of Seven and their contemporaries and early oils sands photographs employed a 

hegemonic visual language. Furthermore, I establish early modern paintings and photographs of 

resource extraction as aligned with wilderness landscapes. In the next chapter, I argue that this 

has provided a cultural resource for contemporary artists working in the landscape mode. 
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Chapter 4 
Contemporary Oil Sands Photography:  

Scale, Perspective, and Visibility  
 

My work attempts to identify the marginalization of the processes 
that exist for us to sustain our lives in the city and to find a visual 
form that offers the viewer an opportunity to contemplate that 
phenomenon. So I think a lot of what I’ve tried to do over the last 
20 years is to mediate between those polarized landscapes.  
                  -Edward Burtynsky1 
 
If you can make people see, hear, or smell something, then they’ll 
be able to see it again, hear it again, smell it again, and then maybe 
they are more likely to act on it or do something about it. They 
recognize it, they can’t just push it back into the unconscious, 
because really so much of it, oil, is about, to me, is about the 
unconscious. We know it’s bad for us, we know it has bigger 
effects, but on a daily level we just push that into the background. 
              -Warren Cariou2 

 

The wilderness narrative in Canadian art has proven to be a captivating and enduring subject, 

and, as I suggest, it remains evident in contemporary Alberta oil sands photography. Artists and 

scholars continue to debate the concept of wilderness, which I argue includes sites of resource 

extraction. In this chapter, I contribute to the debate by examining the photography of two 

Canadian contemporary artists who produce images of the oil sands. I first explore work by 

Toronto-based photographer Edward Burtynsky, reading it in relation to work by Winnipeg-

based multidisciplinary artist Warren Cariou. Through a close reading of these two artists’ 

oeuvres, I demonstrate how the wilderness narrative has endured in Canadian contemporary 

																																																								
1 Craig Campbell, “Residual Landscapes and the Everyday: An Interview With Edward Burtynsky,” Space and 
Culture 11, no. 39 (2008): 42. 
2 Warren Cariou, Interview with Elysia French, February 18, 2016.  
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cultural production.3 Moreover, I show how the two artists utilize similar formal strategies (scale, 

perspective, and visibility) to achieve very different ends. 

  My approach to contemporary oil sands photography and to how Burtynsky and Cariou 

shape our perceptions of the oil sands is to situate the work of each in the larger wilderness 

narrative. I argue that the artists ultimately call upon the concept of wilderness in order to adapt 

or unsettle it. By placing their photographs within the larger wilderness narrative, I explore 

contemporary revisions of the landscape traditions found in Canadian art production, such as the 

painted landscapes discussed in Chapter 3. I suggest that visual culture has a unique ability to 

generate alternative and immediate—though, in some cases fleeting—understandings of resource 

extraction (specifically oil) by visualizing the often unseen sites of the oil sands. And in turn, has 

the potential to foster a heightened environmental and social consciousness.  

 I make my point through an analysis of Burtynsky’s Oil (2007) series, which I then use as 

a point of access and a lens through which to read Cariou’s ongoing Petrography series (2014–). 

I contend that the latter offers an alternative way of representing and seeing these industrial 

landscapes from the former. The juxtaposition of Burtynsky and Cariou allows me to 

demonstrate how these artists shape and challenge perceptions and representations of oil 

extraction and concepts of wilderness through their photographic practices. I first examine 

Burtynsky’s monumental and approachable photographs to establish the now recognizable and 

popular visual language of oil sands representation. Then I turn to Cariou’s unique and involved 

																																																								
3 This chapter relies in part on field research (an artist interview). As previously noted, I requested an interview with 
Edward Burtynsky for this project, but he was not available at the time due to his filming/photographing schedule 
for the forthcoming documentary, Anthropocene. As my research developed, Burtynsky’s ubiquity became 
increasingly apparent. For instance, he is prominently quoted in mainstream media, has conducted a plethora of 
public interviews and talks, and now has three documentary films (Manufactured Landscapes [2006], Watermark 
[2014], and the forthcoming Anthropocene [2018]). In other words, there already exists a rich archive relating to 
Burtynsky and his work, which helped to offset the need to interview him. On the other hand, Cariou occupies a 
more niche and arguably lesser-known space in the contemporary art world. Cariou’s multi- and interdisciplinary 
approach to the arts (having only recently entered the realm of visual art production) offered the opportunity and 
necessity to conduct original research to better understand the intricacies of his petrography. 
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process of petrography, or petroleum-photography, which he uses to produce photographs of 

similar sites of oil extraction as Burtynsky. Cariou’s process allows him to develop images using 

bitumen—a technique inspired by Nicéphore Niépce’s nineteenth-century process.4 Cariou’s 

final petrographs repurpose bitumen to draw attention to environmental and social injustices and 

also to our reliance on oil, and to the contradictions these create in an age of increasing 

environmental concern. I argue that Cariou’s petrographs highlight a core issue of the 

Anthropocene: the continuing problematic of the binary division between human and nonhuman. 

Cariou’s process captures the consequences of treating the nonhuman environment as a passive 

resource. Through my analysis of Burtynsky and Cariou’s photographic practices, I show how 

Burtynsky has established a palatable visual language (more closely aligned with the wilderness 

landscapes of the twentieth century), one critically examined by Cariou. Further, I argue that 

Cariou’s criticality is more effective at generating a broader discussion about the implications of 

the current culture of oil.  

 Neither Burtynsky nor Cariou represent typical images of daily life, but focus on 

industrial processes obscured by restricted and privileged access. Their photographs document 

the often unseen sites of extraction, and thus serve as evidence of industrial development that 

threatens ecological sustainability. Burtynsky’s beautification of such landscapes—including his 

awe-inspiring bird’s-eye-views, rich colourings, cropped views, and impressive print sizes 

(roughly 20 inches by 60 inches to 34 inches by 80 inches)—offer a palatable site/sight for the 

viewer. Furthermore, Burtynsky’s works command a significant price on the art market and are 

																																																								
4 Nicéphore Niépce is a key figure in the history of photography. Niépce’s is often credited as the creator of the first 
photograph (View From the Window at Le Gras, 1826 or 1827) and inventor of heliography (the process of using 
bitumen of Judea as a coating on metal plates [usually silver] or glass to develop a photographic image).  
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held in numerous public collections (nationally and internationally).5 In contrast, Cariou’s 

petrography series has yet to be exhibited and may prove to be difficult to show due to the 

unique properties of the works such as an intimate size (generally 4 inches by 6 inches to 8.5 

inches by 11 inches) and a need for the viewer to interact with the petrographs to reveal their full 

content. Cariou, in part, employs similar formal choices (such as perspective) and site selections 

as Burtynsky, but builds on Burtysnky’s practice by critically engaging with the wilderness 

narrative that Burtynsky only perpetuates. Cariou’s criticality makes evident the relationship 

between oil and viewer, the nonhuman and the human. As such, his images speak to the 

implications of human impositions on the land, revealing a direct causal relationship and raising 

questions of human accountability. 

 Furthermore, I explore the work of Burtynsky and Cariou with the concept of the 

ecological citizen in mind. Ecological citizenship refers to personal (or private) and public 

environmental accountability and responsibility. Historian Finis Dunaway discusses how 

aesthetics may encourage ecological citizenship through the formation of attachments and 

meaning to broader sites.6 Dunaway argues that the development of an aesthetic understanding of 

ecological citizenship is one that is inclusive of situating landscape photography in larger 

																																																								
5 On September 28, 2017, Sotheby’s disclosed the sale of three Burtynsky Photographs (Socar Oil Fields #3, Iberia 
Quarries #8, and Breezewood, Pennsylvania) ranging from $12,500 to $43,750 (USD). Public collections include: 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK; Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver, British Columbia; Tate Modern, 
London, UK; Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, NY; National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, ON; Musée 
d’art Contemporain de Montréal, Montréal, QC; Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, Halifax, NS; and Fondation Arts et 
Culture, Jouxtens-Mezery, Switzerland. Collaborative documentary films (with Jennifer Baichwal) include: 
Manufactured Landscapes (2006); Watermark (2014); and Anthropocene (forthcoming, 2018).	
6 Finis Dunnaway, “Beyond Wilderness: Robert Adams, New Topographics, and the Aesthetics of Ecological 
Citizenship,” in Reframing The New Topographics, eds. Greg Foster-Rice and John Rohrbach (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2010). In Citizenship and the Environment (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), Andrew 
Dobson explains that “ecological citizen” refers to the rights and duties associated with minimizing one’s ecological 
footprint. He states, “ecological citizenship deals in the currency of non-contractual responsibility, it inhabits the 
private as well as the public sphere, it refers to the source rather than the nature of responsibility to determine what 
count as citizenship virtues, it works with the language of virtue, and it is explicitly non-territorial” (89). For further 
reading see Andrew Light, “Restoring Ecological Citizenship, in Democracy and the Claims of Nature: Critical 
Perspectives for a New Century, ed. Ben A. Minteer and Bob Pepperman Taylor (Lanham, UK: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2002), 158–172.  
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cultural contexts. He describes landscape photography as “an episode in the ongoing debate over 

mass culture, over whether to view commercial artifacts as ugly, tasteless desecrations of the 

landscape, or as beautiful, democratic expressions of popular desires.”7 Here, it is necessary to 

note that a photograph’s ability to encourage acceptance of altered environments may, as 

Dunaway points out, conceal more troubling developments that restrict and threaten ecological 

sustainability.8 Ultimately, the complicated process Dunaway describes helps us to understand 

how visual texts (photographs) contextualize humans as part of a living and threatened 

environment, acknowledging that the human and nonhuman worlds are inseparable and 

enveloped in a common geography.9  

 More often than not, contemporary artists depicting resource extraction in the Alberta oil 

sands employ photography as a mode of representation. Cultural studies scholar Imre Szeman 

and artist Maria Whiteman suggest that photography has the ability to capture the perceived 

reality of the oil sands landscape. They explain that photographs possess a “visibility which is 

not documentary in an immediate and unproblematic sense, but which generates knowledge of a 

kind that only an image can manage to do.”10 Here, they suggest that photography and other 

forms of visualization may support a politics that redefines the collective experience and 

understanding of place. Although Szeman and Whiteman acknowledge that this suggestion may 

seem naïve, they argue that visual representations engage in the realities of environmentalism in 

																																																								
7 Dunaway, “Beyond Wilderness,” 15. Dunaway further explains that photography can contribute to ecological 
citizenship when it is able to encourage viewers to form responsibilities and “attachments to a broader continuum of 
sites, to appreciate, rather than reject, the altered environments of daily life” (15). 
8 Ibid.  
9 Finis Dunaway, “Dr. Spock is Worried: Visual Media and the Emotional History of American Environmentalism,” 
in Rendering Nature: Animals, Bodies, Places, Politics, eds. Marguerite S. Shaffer and Phoebe S. K. Young 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 141–142.  
10 Imre Szeman and Maria Whiteman, “The Big Picture: On the Politics of Contemporary Photography,” in Third 
Text 23, no. 5 (2009): 554.  
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powerful and educational ways, beyond idealizations.11 In the light of increasing concern about 

the implications of the oil sands, issues such as air pollution (carbon emissions), soil erosion, 

increased levels of arsenic in the land and water, fresh water security, Indigenous land claims, 

and deforestation have become associated with the production of landscape art. 

 My assessment of contemporary oil sands photography reveals an inability to escape 

perceiving the nonhuman environment as landscape. Artistic representations of the oil sands 

typically employ an aerial perspective and birds-eye view, and this formal choice emphasizes the 

incredible scale of resource extraction. Szeman and Whiteman note that this perspective is often 

necessary to capture the vast physical site of the oil sands; what they describe as an immense and 

destructive mining operation that requires all surface vegetation to be removed. The aerial 

perspective masks any definable human figures.12 It is worth underscoring that Szeman and 

Whiteman’s analysis of oil sands visual culture is also applicable to the industrial landscapes of 

the Group of Seven whose depictions of lush and fertile lands are substituted in contemporary 

work by vast and destructive mining operations, nevertheless devoid of human bodies.  

 In both historical and contemporary representations of industrial landscapes, immensity is 

key to communicating the concept of wilderness and resource extraction. Close consideration of 

Burtynsky and Cariou’s oil sands photographs reveal the enduring wilderness in Canadian 

landscape art, specifically the industrial landscapes of resource extraction. Burtynsky’s 

photographs recall wilderness as a form of environmental and political neutrality. In contrast, 

Cariou’s work, I suggest, challenges the concept of wilderness to advance an affective political 

activism. In order to better understand how the photographic works of Burtynsky and Cariou 

relate to the wilderness narrative, I proceed through three defining stylistic categories: scale, 

																																																								
11 Ibid., 554. 
12 Imre Szeman and Maria Whiteman, “Oil Imag(e)inaries: Critical Realism and the Oil Sands,” in Imaginations: 
Journal of Cross-Cultural Image Studies 3, no. 2 (2012): 46–67. 
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perspective, and visibility. I have identified these categories of analysis as relevant and key 

visual tools for both artists in communicating sites of the oil sands in relation to the concepts of 

wilderness and the Sublime. In doing so, I argue that both Burtynsky and Cariou indeed use 

similar formal elements (albeit differently), but where Burtynsky aestheticizes the oil sands 

while grasping on to a political and environmental neutrality, Cariou’s work is more effective at 

criticizing these landscapes to spark a broader affective (and potentially) political and 

environmental response in viewers about the culture of oil.   

 

Scale and Perspective 

Scale and perspective are key to both Burtynsky and Cariou’s work. For both artists, the formal 

choices they employ allow viewers to include human-altered environments in their cultural 

imagination. Burtynsky and Cariou strategically employ scale and perspective as a tool to 

heighten the viewer’s contemplative position. I use the term “scale” to describe the sheer size of 

resource extraction at oil sands sites in relation to the surrounding human and nonhuman worlds. 

For instance, Fort McMurray and the northern oil sands mines are environments of dizzying 

proportions. The boreal forest inhabits an astonishing 381,000 square kilometers of northern 

Alberta and the Alberta oil sands occupy roughly 142,200 square kilometres of land in the 

Athabasca, Cold Lake, and Peace River areas. However, oil reserves shallow enough to mine at 

this time account for just 4,800 square kilometres of the total oil sands area.13 I use the term 

“Perspective” to describe the techniques used to create the illusion of depth and space (for 

instance, bird’s-eye view or eye-level view). Burtynsky’s photographs are printed at considerable 

size, on average ranging from 20 inches by 60 inches to 34 inches by 80 inches. Typically, his 

																																																								
13 Statistics were gathered from the Alberta government on August 21, 2016. For updated statistics (accessible 
online) go to http://www.energy.alberta.ca/OilSands/791.asp. 
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depictions of the grand scale of oil sands developments are executed from a bird’s eye 

perspective. Cariou’s photographs offer more variety in terms of perspective, only occasionally 

employing a bird’s-eye-view. The scale of his images stands in stark contrast to Burtynsky; 

Cariou produces his petrographs in an intimate, handheld size, typically 4 inches by 6 inches to 

8.5 inches by 11 inches.  

 Burtynsky’s artistic choices speak to what photo-historian Joan Schwartz and geographer 

James R. Ryan call a “geographical imagination”—that is, an “overarching appreciation of the 

significance of space, place, and landscape.” According to Schwartz and Ryan, a photograph can 

serve as a tool that people can use to see and understand the human and nonhuman worlds. The 

geographical imagination in turn works toward investing social and cultural meaning into the 

landscape.14 For Schwartz and Ryan, photographs consist of “practices and processes by which 

geographical information is gathered, geographical facts are ordered and imaginative 

geographies are constructed.”15 In other words, photographic representations of the nonhuman 

environment can help to shape our perceptions of place. And in the cases of both Burtynsky’s Oil 

and Cariou’s petrography series, I would suggest that our perceptions of place are mediated by 

our knowledge and engagement with visual histories, such as the wilderness narrative in 

Canadian art. What visual knowledge does, and how we come to know a geographical space, is 

in part informed by what we have come to expect. 

 As shown in Chapter 3, the industrial landscapes produced by the Group of Seven and 

their contemporaries naturalized resource extraction and the presence of industry as another 

component of wilderness. In documenting resource extraction in the oil sands, contemporary 

artists tend to also negotiate the concept of wilderness in the face of the realities of 

																																																								
14 Joan Schwartz and James Ryan, Picturing Place: Photography and the Geographical Imagination (London: 
Tauris & Co., 2003), 6.  
15 Ibid.	
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environmental decay. Burtynsky’s representation of industry as a site of material wealth and his 

beautification of the contaminated and perceived unnatural seems to align with the landscapes 

produced by the Group of Seven and their contemporaries. In contemplating Burtynsky’s 

photographs, historian Jonathan Bordo asks: “Does such beautification soothe irremediable loss 

by making human interventions appear like inevitable natural facts?”16 I suggest that Burtynsky’s 

beautification of the oil sands sites adapts rather than naturalizes the wilderness narrative in the 

way of the Group of Seven, emphasizing the industrial and the technological. Burtynsky’s work 

modifies the conventions of historical landscape painting, which disguised industrialization as a 

component of wilderness, but nevertheless remains aligned with the visual language of industry 

as wilderness.  

 Speaking about his Manufacturing Landscapes series, Burtynsky claimed: “I began by 

photographing the ‘pristine’ landscape, but I felt that I was born a hundred years too late.... I 

decided [that] what was relevant for our times were pictures that showed how we have changed 

the landscape in significant ways in the pursuit of progress.”17 It is clear that Burtynsky’s 

aestheticization of the industrial and toxic (and his self-proclaimed political ambiguity)18 led him 

to understand “the pursuit of progress” in the material wealth of the nonhuman environment as 

necessary and key to a prosperous future; of aestheticized industrial landscapes as a site of 

wilderness. In his apt reflections, cultural theorist Michael Truscello observes that the 
																																																								
16 Jonathan Bordo, “The Wasteland—An Essay on Manufactured Landscapes,” In Material Culture Review 63 
(Spring, 2006).  
17 Edward Burtynsky as quoted in Michael Torosian, “The Essential Element: An Interview with Edward 
Burtynsky,” in Manufactured Landscapes: The Photographs of Edward Burtynsky, ed. Lori Pauli (Ottawa: National 
Gallery of Canada, 2006), 47. 
18 Burtynsky’s forthcoming documentary project with Jennifer Baichwal and Nick de Pencier (The Anthropocene) 
hints at a more focused environmental ethic by using technology “to create profound experiences…[arguing that] 
shifting of consciousness is the beginning of change” (Jennifer Baichwal at the Art Gallery of Ontario, 
Anthropocene Talk with Jennifer Baichwal, Nick de Pencier, and Edward Burtynksy, May 3, 2017). As well, he 
recently urged Canadians to elect leaders who “have a vision of how to make sustainable development real,” and to 
extract “what we need without destroying the places we take it from” (Edward Burtynsky, “Extraction,” in The 
Walrus, July 7, 2007). In the same piece, he admits that his photographic images leave meaning open, “an ambiguity 
necessary to gain access to sites, engender discussion, and steer clear of polemics and clichés.”  
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ambivalence provoked by Burtynsky’s photographs results in a stagnant understanding of the 

nonhuman environment as a “pristine construct, a representational form passing into something 

else.”19 Truscello’s reference to an ossified understanding of the pristine confirms the 

longstanding importance of the wilderness narrative in Canadian cultural awareness, but also 

poignantly challenges its relevance moving forward. 

 Burtynsky’s artistic approach to photographing the oil sands is not necessarily new. For 

instance, consider a 1927 photograph called Bituminous Sands—Athabasca River (fig.16) taken 

by a government surveyor. Produced as documentary rather than art photograph, the aerial 

perspective of the vast and overwhelming scale of the Athabasca River and surrounding oil sands 

is strikingly similar in style to Burtynsky’s work. Though the photographer is unknown, the 

photograph was produced for Canada’s Department of Mines and Technical Surveys and was 

likely taken by a topographer or geologist rather than a professionally trained photographer. The 

photograph is strategically cropped to emphasize the vast nonhuman environment and the 

resources found within it—the nonhuman environment as landscape, industry as wilderness, and 

wilderness as culturally perceived. As I demonstrated in Chapter 3, the documenting the 

seemingly larger-than-life scale and the endless bounty of resources was a strategic choice. As 

Davidson and Gismondi explain, such documents reflect a discourse of immensity, framing the 

oil sands in an awe-inspiring manner to help to promote political and economic support for 

(further) extraction.20  

Burtynsky elaborates on this discourse through deliberate and heightened beautification 

or aestheticization of the oil sands.  Burtynsky’s aesthetic, for example in Alberta Oil Sands #10, 

																																																								
19 Michael Truscello, “The New Topographics, Dark Ecology, and the Energy Infrastructure of Nations: Considering 
Agency in the Photographs of Edward Burtynsky and Mitch Epstein from a Post-Anarchist Perspective,” in 
Imaginations: Journal of Cross-Cultural Image Studies 3, no. 2 (2012): 188–205. 
20 Debra J. Davidson and Michael Gismondi, Challenging Legitimacy at the Precipice of Energy Calamity (New 
York: Springer, 2011), 157–58. 
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(fig. 17), relies on the Sublime to beautify the toxic, and ultimately normalizes restricted-access 

sites of environmental decay.21 In Alberta Oil Sands #10, the oil sands become palatable, 

tranquil, and even seductive. The aerial view captures several large nondescript bodies of still 

water that pool throughout the landscape. The mirror-like waters reflect the dusk coloured sky 

above and the warm colours of the sun, which softly peeks through wispy grey and white clouds. 

Aside from the title, the viewer is given few clues as to whether this is a site of healthy 

vegetation and fresh water, or excavated lands riddled with oil tributaries and tailings ponds.  

 

 
Figure 16: Bituminous Sands – Athabasca River. Photograph, (Aerial View) 1927. Canada 
Department of Mines and Technical Surveys, Library and Archives Canada PA-015565. 

																																																								
21 Burtynsky’s Oil series, along with other photographic and documentary film projects such as Manufactured 
Landscapes (2006) and Water (2010), evidences great privilege of access.	
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Figure 17: Edward Burtynsky, Alberta Oil Sands #10. Fort McMurray, Alberta, Canada, 
2007. Dye-coupler print. 
 

 In Alberta Oil Sands #8 (fig. 18), Burtynsky documents an active mining site, capturing 

the massive scale of the industrial pursuits of the oil sands in Fort McMurray. In this image, we 

can see several heavy-hauler trucks moving across the blackened and barren terrain.22 In reading 

this image, Szeman and Whiteman poignantly compare the apparent size of the heavy-haulers to 

children’s toys.23 Although viewers understand that these trucks are massive, they nevertheless 

																																																								
22 Heavy-hauler trucks have become a popular tool of measurement and “awe,” and are discussed further in Chapter 
5. The heavy-haulers (Caterpillar 797 and 797b) range from 240–400-ton capacity. The trucks dump the oil sand 
into sizers/crushers, which break up the larger chunks in order to prepare the sand for transport to the refinery plant. 
The sizer trucks are the largest of their kind ever manufactured ranging from 23–24 feet high, 47–48 feet long, and 
ranging from 30–32 feet wide. Oil Sands Discovery Centre, Facts about the Alberta Oil Sands and its Industry, 
(2015), 15-18.: http://history.alberta.ca/oilsands/docs/facts_sheets09.pdf.   
23 Szeman and Whiteman, “Oil Imag(e)inaries: Critical Realism and the Oil Sands,” 47. 
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appear miniscule in comparison with the vast landscape. Distant patches of forest remind us of 

what once was—a hint of the wilderness we have come to know and expect—but ultimately, the 

peripheral forest highlights what exists now, emphasizing the sheer scale of industry.24 Writer 

Rebecca Solnit points to Burtynsky’s work as a mode of inquiry or a method for assessing 

systems beyond the specifics of landscape. She argues that his work is “starting to approach 

something that photography could have pursued all along…an inspection of systems rather than 

places…. [A] genuinely ecological photography might pursue something along those lines, 

tracing the life of a commodity from extraction to disposal.”25 In this case, we do not see the 

commercial products of economic, industrial, and technological achievement—the implicit 

justification for the environmental sacrifices and excavation of the land—but rather, the life of a 

commodity, and the systems and processes that make the commodity possible. 

																																																								
24 Overburden is the term the industry uses to describe the surface soil and vegetation that must be removed for 
mining operations. 
25 Rebecca Solnit, “Creative Destruction,” in The Nation, August 14, 2003: 
https://www.thenation.com/article/creative-destruction/. 
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Figure 18: Edward Burtynsky, Alberta Oil Sands #8. Fort McMurray, Alberta, Canada, 
2007. Dye-coupler print.  
 
 
 Burtynsky’s use of amplified scale and elevated perspective reinforces the discourse of 

immensity in the oil sands, and demonstrates his a lack of willingness to either condemning or 

celebrating them. The complicated relationship between the industrial (and toxic) sublime and 

the extractive and romantic gaze is a prominent issue in contemporary oil sands photography.26 

A bird’s-eye-view can indicate not only the sheer scale of industrial development and resource 

extraction but also align the Sublime wilderness with awe-inspiring advancements in science and 

technology. Furthermore, this particular form of visual storytelling demonstrates what Peter 
																																																								
26 For more on the toxic sublime (and Edward Burtynsky) see Jennifer Peeples, “Toxic Sublime: Imaging 
Contaminated Landscapes,” in Environmental Communication 5, no. 4 (December, 2011): 373-392; Amanda 
Boetzkes, “Waste and the Sublime Landscape,” in RACAR 35, no. 1 (2010): 22–31; and Carol Diehl, “The Toxic 
Sublime,” in Art in America 92, no. 2 (2006): 118–123.  
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Hodgins and Peter Thompson describe as the trouble with romanticism and environmental 

thought; that is, romantic and extractive gazes support the continued acceptance of extractive 

capitalist practices.27 Burtynsky has explained that he would like viewers to bring their own 

knowledge to the evaluation of his work, and fix their own meanings to the images.28 I would 

add, keeping in mind, that the viewer’s meaning is mediated by personal experience, which may 

include the landscape tradition in the Canadian imaginary. As art historian Catherine Zuromskis 

explains, Burtynsky’s representation of human-altered spaces as landscape challenges 

conventional understandings of landscape and astonishes viewers with vast displays of 

industry.29 I argue that the “astonishment” the viewer experiences in the face of industry is 

multifaceted. It is the result of observing the immensity of industrialization, acknowledging a 

fragmented sense of scale due to isolation or distancing from the site, and also evidence of the 

conflicting presence of environmental loss. Therefore, Burtynsky’s representations are not 

simply awe-inspiring in terms of industrial achievement (the industrial sublime), but also in 

consideration and knowledge of wilderness landscapes. The photographs have the potential to 

prompt critical reflection within the viewer due to their representation of changes to the 

nonhuman environment.  

 The monumental size of Burtynsky’s Oil photographs parallels the imposing scale of 

industrialization and recalls the awe-inspiring Sublime. The formal choice to print the 

photographs in such a large format is strategic in that it may encourage personal reflection within 

the viewer. The format of the photographs encourages viewers to first see the beauty of the 

																																																								
27 Peter Hodgins and Peter Thompson, “Taking the Romance out of Extraction: Contemporary Canadian Artists and 
the Subversion of the Romantic/Extractive Gaze,” in Environmental Communication 5, no. 4 (December, 2011): 
395.  
28 Edward Burtynsky, interview with George Stroumboulopoulos, The Hour, CBC TV, October 23, 2008.  
29 Catherine Zuromskis, “Petroaesthetics and Landscape Photography,” in Oil Culture, ed. Ross Barrett and Daniel 
Worden (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 291–300.  
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composition, not the environmental destruction or industrialization they document. Viewers 

immediately see the aestheticized site, but they do not necessarily contemplate the lasting effects 

of the environmental threat. That said, Alberta Oil Sands #8 is by no means a neutral landscape: 

the vast image captures the immensity of industrialization. As visual historian Keri Cronin points 

out, these types of images are, “not images that easily allow for a division between ‘us’ and 

‘them’ in terms of environmental issues.”30 Burtynsky includes hints of environmental 

exploitation that could guide and influence a viewer’s response, but ultimately his compositions 

are politically ambiguous about the environmental concerns associated with the oil sands.31 

 The debate revealed in these photographs, which is enhanced by the use of immense 

scale, is how to reconcile industry and the environment. Early in Burtynsky’s career, his 

industrial photography was inspired by a sense of awe at the scale of human achievement; 

however, as time went on this “flush of wonder began to turn,” he explains. “I began to think of 

oil itself; as both the source of energy that makes everything possible, and as a source of dread, 

for its ongoing endangerment of our habitat.”32 By printing his photographs at an unavoidable 

and jarring size, Burtynsky mirrors both the impressive scale of extraction as well as the scale of 

environmental endangerment. Or, as Murray Whyte has suggested, Burtynsky offers viewers the 

opportunity to gaze at the scale of the transformation that has taken place.33 I argue that this is 

not necessarily an affective gaze but rather a numbing gaze. The aesthetic appeal of the large-

																																																								
30 Keri Cronin, “Toward a Conclusion: A Focus on the Visual Culture of Activism,” in Imagining Resistance: Visual 
Culture and Activism in Canada, eds. Keri Cronin and Kirsty Robertson (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University 
Press, 2011), 247.  
31 It could be argued that his ambiguity is in part related to the demands of the commercial art world (selling and 
donating work to both public and corporate collectors). For instance, Burtynsky’s work is owned by both corporate 
and trade organizations invested in extractive industries, including the Ontario Mining Association (Toronto) and 
Hunt Oil Company (Calgary), as well as corporations committed to clean energy, such as TransAlta Corporation 
(Calgary). For a larger list of corporate and private collections see the artist’s CV at: 
http://edwardburtynsky.com/site_contents/About/aboutCV.html. 
32 Edward Burtynsky, Oil: Artist Statement, Oil, 2015, Available from: 
http://www.edwardburtynsky.com/site_contents/Photographs/Oil.html [accessed October 16, 2017]. 
33 Murray Whyte, “Burtynsky’s Account: Adding Up the Price that Nature Pays,” New York Times, January 4, 2004.  
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scale, beautified photographs capture the viewer’s attention, but risk rendering the content of the 

image a secondary interest. 

Warren Cariou utilizes scale and perspective in a very different way from Burtynsky. His 

Petrography series provides a compelling example of the formal use of scale and perspective by 

rethinking traditional stylistic approaches to representations of the oil sands. Cariou pushes 

beyond aerial perspectives, the Sublime, and discourse of immensity to more subtly draw 

awareness to our relentless, yet disconnected, day-to-day relationship with oil. His point—that 

oil is intrinsic to contemporary life—is echoed in the literature. For instance, art historian Ross 

Barrett and literature specialist Daniel Worden note that oil companies are key supporters of 

numerous major museums, and that oil is used in the creation and distribution of film, ink, paint, 

and countless other media used to produce art.34 Pointing to the centrality of oil in contemporary 

life, they claim “the oil industry is as ubiquitous and necessary to contemporary life as money.”35 

 Cariou describes petrography as the art of creating photographic images through the 

action of sunlight upon bitumen.36 He is quite open in his discussions of his artistic process, an 

openness that reflects his desire not only to highlight how bitumen is central to his project but 

also to make clear his and our relationship with the substance. When he began this project, 

Cariou was interested in working directly with the natural material and wanted to experiment 

with early photographic practices. Specifically, he was inspired by Niépce’s first photograph 

(1826 or 1827), for which bitumen of Judea and drops of lavender oil were used to develop an 

image on a highly polished metal plate.37 Using Niépce’s Memoir on the Heliograph as an 

																																																								
34 Ross Barrett and Daniel Worden, eds. Oil Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), xix. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Warren Cariou and Jon Gordon, “Petrography, The Tar Sands Paradise, and the Medium of Modernity,” in The 
Goose 14, no. 2 (2016): 1. 
37 For more information on Cariou’s inspiration and his use of Niépce’s Memoir on the Heliograph, see the artists 
website at www.warrencariou.com/petrography; and http://photohelios-team.blogspot.ca/2009/02/memoire-on-
theheliograph.html. 
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instructional guide, Cariou collects samples of bitumen from public-access sites along the 

Athabasca River. He places this bitumen in a pot, which he has half filled with boiling water, and 

boils the mixture for hours. During this process, he periodically skims off the oil that rises to the 

surface. He mixes the recovered oil with the lavender oil and spreads a thin coat of this material 

on a highly polished plate (most often mirrored aluminum, which has a higher success rate than 

other metals). He then heats the coated plate, and after it cools, makes a contact print by placing 

a digital transparency of an image (one of his photographs of the oil sands sites) on top of the 

plate. He leaves the print and plate in direct sunlight for approximately sixteen hours. Later, after 

the print has been exposed for the set time, he removes the transparency, and develops the image 

using a mixture of kerosene and lavender oil.38  

 According to Cariou, on average only about thirty percent of his petrographs withstand 

the developing process. As frustrating as this process may be, it serves as an important reminder 

to him that bitumen is, in fact, natural: “It is part of an ecosystem that works, or can work, 

according to its own logic.”39 Essentially Cariou’s development process is a personalized, 

experimental, and miniature replica, of large scale, in-situ oil extraction in the oil sands.40  

Cariou’s timely reconsideration of oil and his determination to re-naturalize the material 

highlight his underlying concern that we rethink extraction practices in light of pressing 

environmental concerns. Although we have come to know the Alberta oil sands as spectacle 

through the immense aerial photographs of artists like Burtynsky, these sites remain largely 

inaccessible, unseen, and hidden from mainstream awareness. More than merely drawing 

																																																								
38 Cariou’s artistic practice was discussed in my interview with the artist on February 18, 2016. Further information 
can be found on the artist’s website: Warren Cariou, “What is Petrography?”, 2014, 
http://www.warrencariou.com/petrography/. 
39 Cariou and Gordon, “Petrography,” 7. 
40 Cariou’s development process shares similarities with the oil sands extraction demonstration performed at the Oil 
Sands Discovery Centre in Fort McMurray, Alberta (see Chapter 5 for more).  
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attention to the hidden relations we have with oil, Cariou challenges perceptions of the speed of 

industry by engaging in an art practice that is labour intensive and requires an attentive pace. He 

thus counteracts understandings of large-scale operations—the speed and scale of bitumen 

extraction at an industrial level. For Cariou, “these petrographs use bitumen itself as a medium of 

representation, creating a particular perspective on the world: extractive industry viewed through 

a film of oil.”41 Cariou’s petrographs in part mobilize the visual language of industrial 

landscapes, including the discourse of immensity— “you have to see it to believe it”—but do so 

uniquely by repurposing the natural resource—making tangible its extracted form.  

 Arguably, oil is widely perceived as both a dirty contaminant and a necessary resource 

that we have come to rely on in order to maintain our contemporary way of life, and it is this 

contradictory relationship that Cariou addresses. Cariou’s work uses scale in a way opposite to 

Burtynsky, which highlights the necessity of documenting the scale of oil sands’ extraction sites 

to awaken our understanding of the scale of environmental transformation taking place. For 

instance, discussing how to apprehend the scale of the oil sands, Cariou explains:  

What I was immediately taken with when I first flew over the tar sands, 
was this is beautiful, this is aesthetically arresting… it becomes 
aestheticized when you try to approach that scale. That’s a problem. [I] 
want to be able to have the viewer moving, not just sort of arresting in 
awe in front of the image. [I] want them to be alerted about something; 
that was my whole influence: people need to know about this, people 
need to do something about this, not just step back and say “wow that’s 
beautiful.”42 
 

Even beyond aestheticization, elevated or aerial perspective photographs risk distancing viewers 

from the frame and from reality by turning the site into a mere spectacle.43 Despite this risk, 

aerial photographs undeniably play a crucial role in capturing the measure of extraction for 

																																																								
41 Cariou and Gordon, “Petrography,” 2.  
42 Warren Cariou, Interview with Elysia French, February 18, 2016. 
43 For further information on distancing the frame, see Saffron O’Neill, “Image Matters: Climate Change Imagery in 
US, UK and Australian Newspapers,” in Geoforum 49 (2013): 10–19.  
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viewers to better comprehend it. This is essential because the majority of these sites are off limits 

to public exploration, and therefore aerial photographs serve as a means of documenting 

inaccessible and seemingly invisible sites.  

 A persuasive example of the formal use of scale is Cariou’s Bitumen Mine Landscape 

with Five Trucks (fig. 19). In this petrograph, the viewer witnesses a scale of industrialization 

that would otherwise go unseen. Heavy-hauler trucks are again made miniscule by the vastness 

of the extracted land. Although the trucks may be ambiguous for some in terms of assessing 

scale, they nevertheless serve as a reminder of the vastness of extraction. Despite the still-frame, 

the petrograph has a sense of movement; the roads that the heavy-haulers follow extend beyond 

the image’s frame, implying that what is shown is only a fragment of the immense oil sands.  

 
Figure 19: Warren Cariou, Bitumen Mine Landscape with Five Trucks. V. 1 of 3, 2015. 
Petrograph.  
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 In Bitumen Mine Landscape with Five Trucks, Cariou has selected a scene of industrial, 

transitory space similar to Burtynsky’s Alberta Oil Sands #8 (fig. 18). Like Burtynsky’s 

photograph, the aesthetic intrigue of Cariou’s petrograph captures the viewers’ attention, but to 

reveal the entirety of the image emphasizing content requires that they willingly commit time, 

energy, and labour to viewing. For Cariou, capturing the sheer size of extraction while also 

revealing the seemingly invisible aspects of oil is essential, but the petrographs go a step further. 

Petrographs made to date range in size from 4 inches by 6 inches to 8.5 inches by 11 inches, and 

require the viewer to move them around in order to reveal the image due to the highly polished 

and reflective properties of the plates. They are hand-held, intimate objects. Cariou believes the 

intimate size gestures to Niépce’s heliography, to daguerreotypes, and to other forms of early 

photography, which, due to the technology of the time, could not be very big.44 This gesture to 

the past—Cariou’s astute use of scale—raises questions about the relevance of the petrographs’ 

content to natural resource extraction and our current uses and abuses of the land. Additionally, 

the plate acts as a mirror reflecting viewers’ faces both back to them and into the frame. Both the 

extended time viewers have to spend with the petrograph and the intimacy of the experience, 

which places them into the frame and into the content of the image, draw a compelling 

connection between scale and perspective, visibility and oil. Viewers are implicated in the scene 

and are asked to acknowledge their participation in the culture of oil.    

 Cariou’s petrograph series offers a range of perspectives that help demonstrate the scale 

of extraction in the oil sands. For instance, in Big Rig, V. 1 of 3 (fig. 20), Cariou removes any 

specific reference to the oil sands, and instead, the viewer is presented with a direct, eye-level 

image of a heavy-hauler truck. The motionless truck occupies the majority of the composition, 

stretching the width of the frame, while a worker stands on a ladder (roughly 10 feet in height) in 
																																																								
44 Warren Cariou, Interview with Elysia French, February 18, 2016.  
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front of the truck. The placement of the worker and ladder against the heavy-hauler serves as a 

tool of measurement: the worker appears to be half the height of the ladder, and the ladder half 

the height of the truck. Moreover, the worker is miniscule in comparison to just one of the 

truck’s eight tires. When this petrograph is viewed in conjunction with Bitumen Mine Landscape 

with Five Trucks. V. 1 of 3, the scale of the truck reveals itself. Now the heavy-hauler is dwarfed 

by the landscape of the extraction site. Cariou’s strategic use of perspective thus leaves viewers 

with an affective understanding of scale.  

 
Figure 20: Warren Cariou, Big Rig.  V 1 of 3, 2015. Petorgraph 
 
 
 The eye-level perspective in Big Rig is a tactic that Cariou continues in Suncor-Smoke, 

Steel and Water V. 1 of 3 (fig. 21). The title of this petrograph identifies the otherwise 

unremarkable factory in the image as belonging to Suncor. Similar to Burtynsky’s Oil 
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photographs, Cariou has removed all recognizable references to the nonhuman world—the 

natural landscape has been replaced by a Suncor industrial site. The bitumen used in developing 

the petrograph creates an illuminating brown, amber, and gold glow that gives an historical 

aesthetic to the image as though it were a relic of an extinct site of industrialization from a past 

civilization. Jon Gordon discusses the questions this aesthetic raises about the effects and 

relevance of our industrial pursuits in light of increasing environmental concern.45 Once again, 

the reflective varnish of the petrograph is conducive to a more laboured viewing experience: our 

attention focuses on the documented landscape as it emerges into the light and withdraws into 

shadow. At the same time, the viewer’s our own reflection—the only evident human body in the 

representation—makes a self-portrait, distracting from the landscape. Gordon states, “The way 

we see ourselves through the bitumen of a petrograph, one’s own face reflected in the images, is 

a way of showing the viewers their implication in the process of development that the images 

depict.”46 Thus, Cariou’s utilization of scale and perspective allow for a deeper and 

multidimensional viewing experience that is not purely a beautified aesthetic. His advancements 

on earlier photographic-aesthetic approaches to scale and perspective in the oil sands (including 

Burtynsky’s), affectively reveal the often harmful complexities of the relationships between both 

the human and nonhuman worlds, and the human world and oil.       

 Overall, Burtynsky and Cariou’s works highlight the significance of scale and perspective 

as key formal tools for heightening the viewer’s contemplative position and advancing the 

viewer’s perception of the oil sands. Their works demonstrate how the strategic combination of 

scale and perspective can, in collaboration with the dominant concept of wilderness, emphasize 

the vastness and speed involved in oil extraction. However, where Burtynsky’s use of scale and 

																																																								
45 Cariou and Gordon, “Petrography.” 
46 Ibid., 16–17.  
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perspective aligns with wilderness landscapes past and fosters an environmental neutrality, 

Cariou’s use of these formal strategies critically engage with the concept of wilderness to 

question human relationships with oil.  

 
Figure 21: Warren Cariou, Suncor-Smoke, Steel and Water. V. 1 of 3, 2015. Petrograph.  
 
 
 
Visibility  
 
Visualizing the invisible, inaccessible, and hidden sites of oil sands extraction, such as open-pit 

mines and tailings ponds, has become a primary objective of oil sands photographers such as 

Burtynsky and Cariou. Szeman has argued that the visual culture of oil can address the 

importance of revealing the unseen landscape by drawing our attention to the “apparatuses and 

infrastructures that produce and are produced by oil, from sites of extraction largely hidden from 
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view.47 Burtynsky’s photographs and Cariou’s petrographs offer the viewer an opportunity to 

consume the hidden sites of the oil sands. This revelation (and in the case of Cariou, implicated 

self-reflection), combined with an understanding of wilderness landscapes we have come to 

know, complicate our viewing experience and understanding of industrial landscapes. For 

Burtynsky, capturing the scale of industrialization from an birds-eye perspective grants viewers 

mediated access to restricted sites. For instance, in Alberta Oil Sands #2 (fig. 22), the elevated 

point-of-view and manipulated perspective exaggerates the sheer size of the darkened and 

reflective tailings pond that seeps outward toward the frame. In the distance, minimized and out-

of-focus staffage-like smokestacks blend into the horizon, serving as another reminder of the 

impressive scale. Burtynsky has explained that he shoots at “no higher than seven hundred feet–

eight hundred, max—because as soon as you go past that all the details become insignificant. 

The landscape starts becoming more pattern, less recognizable.”48 Whether true or not, his 

strategic aesthetic creates a space that is recognizable as landscape, the viewer is often left with 

the difficult task of deciphering the natural from the industrial—aligning industrial landscape 

with wilderness landscape (and the potential material wealth of natural resources as a key 

component of wilderness).  

 In both Alberta Oil Sands #2 (fig. 22) and Alberta Oil Sands #10 (fig, 17) (discussed 

above), the lighting and perspective lend a vague or nondescript quality to bodies of water and 

oil. It is the surrounding environment that ultimately aids in our deciphering of the space. 

Burtynsky’s technique may reflect a nostalgia for wilderness—a feeling of loss for what was 

once there—however, one could also argue that the monumental size and beauty of the 

																																																								
47 Imre Szeman, “How to Know About Oil: Energy Epistemologies and Political Futures,” in Journal of Canadian 
Studies 47, no. 3 (2013): 154. 
48 Edward Burtynsky discussing his practice for the forthcoming Anthropocene project. Quoted in Raffi 
Khatchadourian, “The Long View: Edward Burtynsky’s Quest to Photograph a Changing Planet,” New Yorker, 
December 12, 2016.   
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photographs makes these sites more palatable	and ultimately create a sense of apathy or affective 

indifference in the viewer. As Sylvia Nickerson notes, Burtynsky’s photographs make for great 

art, but they also operate within “the Canadian political mainstream and do little to shake up the 

consciousness of a public content to keep looking away from the social and environmental 

degradation that is taking place in its own backyard.”49  

 
Figure 22: Edward Burtynsky, Alberta Oil Sands #2. Fort McMurray, Alberta, Canada, 
2007. Dye-coupler print.  
 
 
 Cariou begins, like Burtynsky, by photographing seemingly “invisible,” that is, often 

unseen, sites of oil extraction in the Alberta oil sands. Cariou’s commitment to visualize the 

																																																								
49 Sylvia Nickerson, “Sublime Tar Sands? Edward Burtynsky’s Photography and Canada’s Extractive Industries,” in 
The Dominion 48 (2007): 35. Available from http://www.dominionpaper.ca/articles/1438 [accessed December 12, 
2015]. 
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seemingly invisible helps to complicate the hierarchical structures of human and nonhuman 

relations by speaking to what political and cultural theorist Jane Bennett terms “vibrant matter.” 

That is, Cariou acknowledges the “vital materiality” and the agency of the nonhuman 

apparatuses of oil.50 Cariou captures the consequences of understanding and treating the 

nonhuman as an invisible and passive resource. His petrographs repurpose bitumen to draw 

attention to our complex relationship with oil, the contradictions this relationship creates in the 

age of climate change, and the relevance of continuing extractivist practices. Ultimately, his 

work raises larger questions about the efficacy of artists employing natural resources to comment 

on the environmental and social issues at play in the oil sands.  

 Cariou’s petrographs also visualize the seemingly invisible sites of extraction, but are 

able to advance a broader discussion by documenting the effects of extraction on the climate. 

Stable weather conditions are crucial to the success of each petrograph. In order for the digital 

transparency to set on the plate, Cariou must leave the object in direct sunlight for approximately 

sixteen hours. In Winnipeg, where he currently works, production is therefore limited to 

exclusively sunny days in the summer months. Rain during the exposure process essentially ruins 

the petrographs. He states, “I have to be very vigilant about that. It takes two days of exposure 

for a petrograph, so the risk of it raining on one is very high.”51 This means that he is extremely 

aware of his environment and of how the weather changes hour-to-hour, day-to-day, year-to-

year. “What I tend to do is make them in the morning and then I put them out while I’m writing. 

But as I am writing I am always looking and listening for the sound of rain or looking for clouds 

and wind coming. Another element [I am] thinking about is what is the right time. I look at the 

																																																								
50 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010). For further 
discussion of the trouble of self-naming an era and human/nonhuman (or more-than human—Todd) relations, see 
Zoe Todd, “Fish Pluralities: Human-Animal Relations and Sites of Engagement in Paulatuug, Arctic Circle,” Inuit 
Studies 38, no. 1–2 (2014): 217–38; and Kirsty Robertson, “Plastiglomerate,” e-flux 78 (December, 2016).  
51 Warren Cariou, Interview with Elysia French, February 18, 2016.  
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forecast and think ‘Okay, is this the right time to put the petrographs out today.’”52 Cariou’s 

project is, therefore, as much about the weather as it is about oil, or at least about the symbiotic 

relationship between the two. The long-term project functions to make visible changing weather 

patterns, as one year may yield more petrographs based on the number of suitable days for 

development.53 Here, weather is not connected to the concept of wilderness but to the realities of 

the nonhuman environment, which is changing due to human activity. Cariou points out that 

predicting the weather is, of course, not very accurate, “even when you’re talking about what 

may happen this afternoon, let alone what will happen in ten thousand years.”54 Cariou’s reliance 

on stable and predictable weather conditions needs to be considered in relation to the fact that 

bitumen, as currently utilized in large-scale industrial pursuits, is a leading contributor of 

greenhouse gases and therefore to changing, unpredictable weather patterns. Key to Cariou’s 

representations of the nonhuman environment, and in turn the viewer’s perception of oil sands 

sites, are the raw materials of the nonhuman environment.   

 Importantly, Cariou has discovered through trial-and-error an unintended, and at times 

unsettling, contribution to this project from the nonhuman world. In Open Earth With Pipeline 

(fig. 23), a fly landed on the plate during the development process and is now entombed in the 

petrograph (fig. 24). This unexpected addition from the nonhuman environment serves as a 

visual reminder of the larger casualties of oil extraction: the fly is not unlike other wildlife 

sacrificed to the oil sands as a result of our reliance on and addiction to oil.55 Like the viewer’s 

reflection in the frame, the fly disrupts and challenges the wilderness narrative—the unavoidable 

																																																								
52 Ibid. 
53 Since 2014, Cariou has successfully produced roughly seventy 8” x 10” and 8.5” x 11” pieces, twenty-five 4” x 6” 
pieces, and twenty 5” x 7” pieces. Each of the three years of the project so far have been relatively equal in 
productivity. Email correspondence with Elysia French, April 29, 2017.  
54 Ibid. 
55 For further interpretation, see Cariou and Gordon, “Petrography.” 
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presence of the human and the nonhuman environment within the frame prevents the image from 

being perceived as purely representational. Furthermore, given that bitumen is made up of once-

living “things” (organisms such as algae, for instance) and organic compounds (hydrocarbons), 

the fly on the petrograph is a visual reminder not only of casualties, but also of transformation, 

time, and the cycle of oil. Bitumen in its natural state can act as a geological artefact that as 

Kirsty Robertson notes, serves as an “indicator of human impact on the ecology of the Earth…an 

indicator of the slow violence of massive pollution.”56 Cariou’s layered visualizations ask 

viewers to consider where the material has come from, how it is being used, and what will come 

after it. The petrographs are a product of a unique, circular, and contradictory relationship 

between the human and nonhuman worlds. Through his thoughtful and affective repurposing of 

bitumen, Cariou’s petrography offers viewers the opportunity to see through oil and to 

contemplate their relationship with it. 

																																																								
56 Robertson, “Plastiglomerate,” http://www.e-flux.com/journal/78/82878/plastiglomerate/. 
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Figure 23: Warren Cariou, Open Earth With Pipeline. Petrograph, V. 1 of 3, 2015. 
Reprinted with permission of the artist.  
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Figure 24: Detail of Warren Cariou, Open Earth With Pipeline. Petrograph, V. 1 of 3, 2015. 
Reprinted with permission of the artist.   
 

 Visibility, however, goes beyond exposing the seemingly invisible physicality of sites 

and the larger effects of oil extraction on the climate by revealing how the oil sands perpetuate 

colonial narratives of wilderness. Visibility can be inclusive of what historian Karl Jacoby 

defines as a “moral ecology;” that is, a vision of landscape that counters prevailing and elitist 

narratives in favour of a different understanding of what nature is and how it has been and should 

be used, based on how “rural folk” and Indigenous inhabitants have interacted with the 

environment—in other words a “bottom up” perspective.57 Burtynsky may focus on human and 

nonhuman relationships at industrial sites, but in the entire Oil series—significantly, those 

focused on Canada—it is uncommon to come across an actual human figure. Rather, the human 

																																																								
57 Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the Hidden History of American 
Conservation” (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2001), 3.  
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world is represented through, or as industrialization and capitalism. For instance, in Oil Fields 

#22 (fig. 25), Burtynsky abandons his favoured exaggerated bird’s-eye perspective for a more 

subtle elevation in order to document the paths of numerous pipelines that cut through the land. 

The dirty, extracted oil is hidden from sight by the clean exterior of the shiny pipes through 

which it flows. The surface of the pipes reflect the cloudy sky above as they move through the 

green countryside, as though each functions in quiet coexistence with the other. The lack of 

human and nonhuman animals establishes, or implies, that this is an uninhabited site.    

 
Figure 25: Edward Burtynsky, Oil Fields #22. Cold Lake, Alberta, Canada, 2001. Dye-
coupler print. 
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 The physical and visual erasure of Indigenous bodies from the twentieth-century 

wilderness narrative, as noted in the previous chapter, is arguably also prevalent in the twenty-

first-century visual language of industrialized sites such as Burtynsky’s Oil Fields #22. In this 

image, as with the majority of photographs in the Oil series, Burtynsky has deliberately chosen 

to exclude human bodies. The exclusion of all human bodies from his landscapes can be read—

as with his twentieth-century predecessors—as a justification for or avoidance of identifying the 

Indigenous bodies inhabiting these spaces, and as key to defining the space as wilderness. As 

previously noted, Bordo describes this practice of ignoring and erasing Indigenous presence from 

the land as directly linked to the history of wilderness.58 Concepts such as “empty landscapes” 

and “terra nullius,”59 are key to understanding how colonialism still lies at the core of issues of 

visibility in landscape and resource narratives of the oil sands. Sylvia Nickerson elaborates on 

Bordo’s argument, claiming that in his elimination of people from the Canadian landscape, 

Burtynsky contributes to a practice employed by his nineteenth and twentieth-century 

predecessors. She notes that in his Canadian photographs the landscape is about the immense 

reorganization of land, not the people; however, “The images do nothing to challenge the 

prevailing Canadian ignorance about the enormous environmental and social consequences that 

will be the legacy of the Alberta tar sands project for generations to come.”60 

																																																								
58 Jonathan Bordo, “Jack Pine – Wilderness Sublime or the Erasure of the Aboriginal Presence from the Landscape,” 
Journal of Canadian Studies 27 (Winter 1992–93): 99. 
59 On the new terra nullius, see Warren Cariou, “Edgework: Indigenous Poetics as Re-Placement,” in Indigenous 
Poetics in Canada, ed. Neal McLeod (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2014). For further reading, see 
Leslie Dawn, National Visions, National Blindness: Canadian Art and Identities in the 1920s (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2006); Lynda Jessup, Kirsty Robertson, and Erin Morton, eds., Negotiations in a Vacant Lot: Studying the 
Visual in Canada (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014); Lynda Jessup, “Landscapes of Sport, 
Landscapes of Exclusion: The ‘Sportsman’s Paradise’ in Late-Nineteenth-Century Canadian Painting,” Journal of 
Canadian Studies (Winter 2006); Daniel Francis, The Imaginary Indian: The Image of the Indian in Canadian 
Culture (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2011 [1992]); John O’Brian and Peter White, eds., Beyond Wilderness: 
The Group of Seven, Canadian Identity and Contemporary Art (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007); 
Bordo, “Jack Pine,”; Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature; Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and 
National Identity in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002 [1998]).  
60 Sylvia Nickerson, “Sublime Tar Sands?”   
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 Indigenous land ownership, rights, and visibility are disavowed in the tradition of 

Canadian wilderness and landscape art. A considerable motivation for Cariou, who was born in 

Meadow Lake, Saskatchewan, into a family of Métis and European heritage, is to insert or make 

visible the Indigenous presence in oil sands landscapes. Cariou states, “I think the idea that 

settler-colonialism is really mapped right onto this sort of petro-state, in a sense that, that same 

kind of avoidance, that same kind of inability or unwillingness to see something, to see that 

places are still Indigenous spaces.” He continues: 

There is no accident that these mines, tar sands mines…happen almost 
entirely, it seems, in Indigenous areas and in areas that are still 
traditional land of Indigenous people or that have native communities 
nearby, because the native communities are already invisible. So, 
adding these developments, or destruction to that land, within the 
colonial imagination, it’s like it is already empty. What I call the ‘New 
Terra Nullius,’ Indigenous space as something that is thought to be 
empty, not in the sense of colonialism in the early era of thought to be 
empty (‘so that we could take it’), but it is thought to be empty because 
it is wasteland, it is already destroyed, it is already worthless and so, it 
is okay to wreck it even more. And I really think that’s operating in the 
tar sands in a major way.61 
 

He argues that Indigenous spaces, such as reserves, often constitute blank spaces in the colonial 

imagination. He acknowledges that imperial nations at the onset of colonialism considered North 

America to be an empty land, open for their own claims and uses, but argues that non-Native 

North Americans once again see Indigenous spaces as empty or blank. However, he feels that 

this is occurring in a different sense:  

They don’t imagine these spaces as tantalizingly empty zones of 
potential wealth and possibility; instead, they don’t see them at all. 
Indigenous space has become terra nullius in terms of being seen as 
wasteland, as something that doesn’t even register in the colonial 
mindset at all. To me, one of the things that Indigenous poetry and 
other arts can do is to help shake up this kind of compartmentalized 

																																																								
61 Warren Cariou, Interview with Elysia French, February 18, 2016.  
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thinking by placing different realities side-by-side, thereby showing 
readers [and viewers] what they sometimes prefer not to notice.62 
 

For Cariou, the development of the oil sands, and continuing to treat and accept this space as 

terra nullius, facilitates the destruction of the land. He explains, however, that this space is also 

Indigenous: “People are still living off that land, people are still trying to have a traditional life 

on that land. They can’t just move away like everyone else in Fort McMurray does, they are 

committed to that land.’”63 Cariou’s petrographs, in part, work to draw out and visualize the 

disturbing connection between oil sands extraction and colonial practices. He argues that the 

development of the oil sands is rooted in environmental racism, Corporations, which are aided by 

the state, have selected certain locations to develop based on the inhabitants and geology, while 

avoiding developing other locations that, for example, may be too close to a suburb.64 As Cariou 

suggests, contemporary capitalist-colonial operations in the oil sands has come to represent that 

“same kind of willed blindness” to damage that we have witnessed in the past.65  

 Cariou’s petrography series includes intimate perspectives on both the environmental and 

the social harm that is taking place in the oil sands. Take for example, Tar Selfie (fig. 26). In this 

seemingly tongue-in-cheek commentary on visual consumption in the digital age, Cariou 

decisively positions his body within the context of oil in order to expose cultural invisibilities 

inherent in oil sands sites. To be sure, there is an element of play at work here. The title of the 

petrograph humorously juxtaposes extractivism and digital popular culture, and the viewer is 

able to decipher Cariou’s direct gaze and subtle smile through the layer of oil. Although the 

																																																								
62 Cariou, “Edgework,” 35. 
63 Warren Cariou, Interview with Elysia French, February 18, 2016. See also Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur, 
dirs., Land of Oil and Water: Aboriginal Voices on Life in the Oil Sands [video recording] (Winnipeg: Winnipeg 
Film Group, 2009).   
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
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viewer must work to reveal the imagery, that labour itself can be playful and rewarding.66 

However, the play is ultimately interrupted by the materiality of the final object. This image, like 

all his petrographs, appears eroded by both the very substance it is made of, and, by extension, 

the processes it documents. As such, it visualizes toxicity at a deeper, more tactile level—social 

and environmental degradation and the danger of perpetuating colonial narratives. 

 
Figure 26: Warren Cariou, Tar Selfie. V. 1 of 2, 2014. Petrograph.  
 

 Relevant to this discussion is what cultural theorist Rob Nixon describes as “slow 

violence,” the process in which violence produced by environmental devastation, in this case oil 

extraction, reveals itself slowly over a long period of time, often invisibly, and generally 

																																																								
66 In email correspondence between Warren Cariou and Elysia French (February 18, 2016), Cariou recalls an 
experience in which he observed people studying the wall of daguerreotypes at the Niépce Museum in France: “I 
realized that ‘play’ might be a better way of describing this process [revealing the imagery on a petrograph] than 
‘work.’ I'd like to think that viewing a petrograph is as much an activity of play as it is a kind of visual labour—and 
as I mentioned in relation to creating the petrographs, that too is often a kind of play for me, despite the toxicity and 
messiness of the process. In the arts generally, perhaps the line between play and work is blurred—but certainly, for 
me with petrography, this is particularly true.”  
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inequitably.67 Nixon highlights the importance of moving beyond the spectacle (my emphasis) of 

environmentalism by focusing on specific, overlooked, lived realities of the vulnerable and 

disempowered human and nonhuman communities occupying these spaces. As we have seen, 

photographs of the oil sands, both historically and currently, often document the sheer scale of 

extraction in a manner that heightens the spectacle of the site, within which Indigenous bodies 

are represented as simply a part of the landscape or are removed completely—they become a 

“social hieroglyph,” invisible in both instances.68 Burtynsky’s approach risks normalizing 

environmental and social damage, which includes concealing social and environmental relations, 

whereas Cariou’s approach seeks to avoid concealing the “slow violence” of the oil sands. 

Cariou has stated that there is a much broader risk that we are all taking by partaking in the 

processes of the culture of oil—and it is too easy for that risk to become invisible.69 “I see 

petrography as an alternate mode of re-mediation, one that reveals rather than covers up. It 

doesn’t purport to remedy anything, but it re-mediates by diverting a small amount of bitumen 

out of the commercial realm of the energy industry and repurposes it into a medium of 

representation.”70 

 Both Burtynsky and Cariou utilize scale, perspective, and visibility to highlight the 

complexities of our human relationship with the nonhuman world. In the case of Burtynsky, 

documenting that relationship results in an ambiguous social and environmental tone, which 

upon closer examination, aligns with the approaches of his twentieth-century wilderness painter 

																																																								
67 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2011). 
68 For further information see W. J. T. Mitchell on the “social hieroglyph,” that is, landscape as an emblem of the 
social relations it works to conceal by naturalizing its conventions. W. J. T. Mitchell, ed., Landscape and Power 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 5, 15.  
69 Warren Cariou, Interview with Elysia French, February 18, 2016. 
70 Warren Cariou, “Re-mediations,” in What is Petrography? Available from: 
http://www.warrencariou.com/petrography/ [accessed February 12, 2016].  
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predecessors.71 Burtynsky states, “these images are meant as metaphors to the dilemma of our 

modern existence…. [O]ur dependence on nature to provide the materials for our consumption 

and our concern for the health of our planet sets us into an uneasy contradiction. For me, these 

images function as a reflecting pool of our times.”72 Cariou has expressed a similar intent for his 

work, describing his petrographs as objects that “might serve as mirrors of contemplation in the 

age of petroleum.”73 However, for Cariou, repurposing bitumen is also about finding a way to 

make visible our relationship with oil—seeing ourselves through, or as, oil. He states, “With 

energy of all kinds, but certainly with oil, right now in the modern way in which our energy 

regime works, we do have a relationship with this stuff, but we don’t know that or we are 

separated from it.”74 Scale, perspective, and visibility operate on multiple-interrelated levels in 

Cariou’s project: to make visible the apparatuses of oil, to make visible our strained relationship 

with the resource, and to make visible the social and environmental damage it causes. Cariou 

explains that we can put oil in our cars, for instance, and we may have a slight whiff of if, but we 

don’t really think of having a connection with it in a direct way. He continues: “That was a thing 

that I found very interesting; to use oil in a way that doesn’t make it disappear, that in fact just 

keeps it there in front of you.”75 Although viewers are not present when he develops the 

petrographs to smell the toxicity of the materials, the process, and the object, when they look at 

																																																								
71 In a recent article for the New York Times, author Raffi Khatchadourian recounts time spent with Edward 
Burtynsky on a shoot for Burtynsky’s forthcoming documentary Anthropocene. In it, Khatchadourian describes an 
encounter in Makoko with several community leaders, or Baales, who were upset that the team had arrived and 
began filming without permission. Khatchadourian spoke with a young man who told him: “You can’t just come 
into this community and do anything. A lot of people come to take pictures, and they show that things are not good. 
Then the government wants to tear this place down.” In response, Burtynsky invited the Baales to look at his 
photographs and videos on his laptop, telling them, “I am a painter, but I use a camera—and I don’t speak 
badly.” Khatchadourian explains that the Baales watched, unmoved, and ultimately took issue with the lack of 
respect. Finally, as Khatachadourian explains, “with further discussion (and some cash), respect was 
communicated…and shooting commenced.” Kahatchdourian, “The Long View.”   
72 Edward Burtynsky, “Exploring the Residual Landscape,” in Artist Statement/Bio. Available from: 
http://edwardburtynsky.com/site_contents/About/introAbout.html [accessed February 17, 2016]. 
73 Cariou, “Re-mediations.” 
74 Ibid.   
75 Ibid.  
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the resulting images, they know they are actually looking at oil. As Cariou states, “[The viewers 

are] in a relationship with that stuff, and hopefully that will make them reflect on other ways they 

are in a relationship with it.”76 

 My examination of scale, perspective, and visibility indirectly describes a version of what 

James Clifford terms an “informing and shaming discourse.”77 As viewers of Burtynsky and 

Cariou’s work, we are confronted with evidence of environmental and social damage—whether 

through absence or confrontation, ambiguity or transparency—and, therefore, at some level may 

feel implicated—“looked at.” It is this reflexive “looked at” that evokes uneasiness and shame. 

Particularly in the case of petrographs, as Jon Gordon explains, as viewers work to see an image 

in the oil (which is not always apparent because from certain angles the petrograph will seem 

black, or gold, or empty), they are also able to see themselves, and that reflection exists both in 

the oil used to create the petrograph and in the scene it depicts. For Gordon, petrographs help to 

remind viewers that all photographs are in fact petrographs, and that our culture is at essence an 

oil culture. He writes, “It is easy to uncritically consume photographs as presentations of reality, 

[but] petrographs refuse to be consumed in such an uncritical manner.”78 In so clearly seeing our 

faces reflected in the petrograph, we viewers become a subject of the work and part of its 

imagery, and thus, participants in the social and environmental processes it documents.  

 Through his work, Cariou asks the viewer to feel with him, not just think about what he 

has documented. Clifford explains that such unsettling cultural, environmental, political, and 

historical messaging disrupts any contemplative position.79 He continues: “To the extent that we 

																																																								
76 Ibid.  
77 James Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums: Travel Reflections,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and 
Politics of Museum Display, eds. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Levine (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institute Press, 
1991). 
78 Cariou and Gordon, “Petrography, 7–9. 
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participate in dominant culture and [in] an ongoing history of inequality, [we] bear 

responsibility. We encounter an informing and shaming discourse.”80 In this chapter, I explore 

the visual language of industrial landscapes found in contemporary oil sands photography and 

how artists are participating in or challenging this narrative. Concluding with the concept of 

“slow violence” and an “informing and shaming discourse” advances understandings of the 

complexities of social and environmental relationships embedded in landscapes, which are so 

often rooted in hegemonic visual languages and capitalist-colonial practices. 

																																																								
80 Clifford, “Four Northwest Coast Museums,” 240.  
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Chapter 5 
Experiencing the Energy:  

Scale, Perspective, and Visibility  
 

Guided bus tours of Suncor Energy…follow the process from 
mining to pipeline. These tours include a visit around Wapisiw 
Lookout, the first reclaimed tailings ponds. Bring your camera: 
Seeing is Believing!  
                   -Fort McMurray Tourism and Suncor Energy1 
 
It was dark and lifeless…. North amid their noisome pits lay the 
first of the great heaps and hills of slag and broken rock and 
blasted earth…. A great mire of reeking mud and foul-smelling 
pools. 
              -J. R. R. Tolkien2 

 

In October 2008, Maude Barlow, chairwoman of the Council of Canadians and recent senior advisor to 

the United Nations on global water, compared the oil sands to the barren landscape of Mordor (a 

fictional land created by J. R. R. Tolkien in The Lord of the Rings trilogy): “When you experience the 

tar sands, you understand that this is Mordor, the place where nature has to die…the air is foul, the 

water is being drained and poisoned, and giant tailings ponds line the Athabasca River.”3 Barlow’s 

apocalyptic comparison promotes temporary environmental interest in the oil sands, or as historian 

Alastair Sweeny suggests, it “makes for very good press and helps attract scores of young pilgrims to 

the [environmental] movement.”4 Sweeny’s claim aligns with media studies and social theory experts 

Stuart Allan, Barbara Adam, and Cynthia Carter’s argument that environmental media often prioritize 
																																																								
1 Fort McMurray Tourism, Visitor’s Guide: Northern Strong (2017), 28. Accessed September 22, 2017. 
http://www.fortmcmurraytourism.com/2017-visitors-guide. 
2 J. R. R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King, Book Five (London: HarperCollins ([1954] 2007), 
885-887. 
3 Maude Barlow quoted in Alastair Sweeny, Black Bonanza: Alberta’s Oil Sands and the Race to Secure North 
America’s Energy Future (Mississauga: John Wiley & Sons, 2010), 158–159. See also Lisa Arrowsmith, “Alberta’s 
Oil Sands Like Mordor: Maude Barlow,” in The Toronto Star, October 31, 2008: 
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2008/10/31/albertas_oilsands_like_mordor_maude_barlow.html. 
This comparison is not unlike Canadian film director James Cameron’s remark that the oil sands are a“black eye“ on 
Canada’s environmental record. See Colby Cash, “James Cameron in Alberta’s Oil Sands: How the Oil Sands Tried 
to Convince Him it’s Not All Bad,” Maclean’s magazine, October 4, 2010: 
http://www.macleans.ca/economy/business/judgment-day/ 
4 Sweeny, Black Bonanza, 158. 
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the “human element,” and with it, the extraordinary at the expense of the ordinary, which typically 

places emphasis on spectacular and visually sensational events.5 By this accounting, Barlow’s 

comparison risks spectacularizing the site by equating it to a fictional land, to the extent that it may aid 

in the oil sands’ lack of visibility and contribute to a “you have to see it to believe it” mentality. I argue 

that comparisons such as Barlow’s conjure a specific and dramatic image of the oil sands in the popular 

imagination, one that leaves industry leaders such as Suncor Energy and Syncrude Canada with the 

task of creating counter narratives and alternative imaginings of the oil sands. Ultimately, oil sands 

champions, not unlike their opponents, recognize and utilize the power of visual culture to affect public 

opinion    

 This chapter considers the sensory as a component of visual culture in order to explore how the 

oil sands industry calls upon visual culture to advance its cause.6 Suncor’s “Experience the Energy” 

tour, which explores its oil sands operations located on private property, projects the company’s view 

of oil sands extraction—a representation that utilizes a cultural narrative of the nonhuman environment 

as wilderness, relying on the visual culture produced and consumed on site. Suncor’s representation of 

the oil sands is an example of industrial tourism that participates in the construction of public 

perception about the practices and presence of industry in the nonhuman environment. Furthermore, the 

tour is a kind of multisensory curatorial project—one based on the land—supported and mirrored by 

more widely accessible and published media campaigns. I analyze a selection of recent advertising 

campaigns (in both traditional and social media) produced by both companies and contend that together 

advertising and industrial tourism forms a visual culture that aims to counter negative representations 

																																																								
5 S. Allan, B. Adam, and C. Carter, “Introduction: The Media Politics of Environmental Risk,” in Environmental 
Risks and the Media, eds. Stuart Allen, Barbara Adam, and Cynthia Carter (London: Routledge, 2000): 5–6.  
6 For more on visual methodologies see Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of 
Visual Materials (London: Thousand Oaks, 2001); and Rose, and Divya P. Tolia-Kelly, eds., Visuality/Materiality: 
Images, Objects, and Practices (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2012). 
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(such as Barlow’s). Through an examination of scale, perspective, and visibility, and my own 

experience of the Suncor site, I demonstrate how the oil industry mobilizes the wilderness narrative to 

suggest the healthy coexistence of industrial pursuits (the human) with the natural world (the 

nonhuman environment).  

 In addition to a wilderness narrative, Suncor’s curation of the oil sands exploits notions of the 

Sublime by drawing on a discourse of immensity and a celebration of the scale of industrial and 

technological growth. I suggest that by focusing on vision and the Sublime while referencing the 

discourse of immensity, the projection created by the oil sands industry is able to mobilize ideas of 

wilderness. In so doing, Suncor seeks to frame specific sites (and sights) within the larger cultural 

narratives of the extractive gaze and the wilderness. Throughout this chapter, I reference tourism, using 

the term in a broad sense to reference what Colin Hunter and Howard Green define as the processes in 

which services, goods, and resources are used by tourists.7 Although the tourist is a participatory agent, 

visitors to the site operate within a controlled environment that Suncor has identified as representative, 

constituting points of interest that tourists can access safely. The oil sands tourist thus must actively 

employ a “tourist gaze,” which Simon Evans and Martin Spaul define as a process of prioritizing 

vision, or the predominance of vision, over all other senses.8 Landscape studies specialist Stephen F. 

Mills states that there is now a “widely held presumption that by its very nature the tourist venue 

provides little more than a superficial experience, catering to what can be photographed, but little 

																																																								
7 Colin Hunter and Howard Green, Tourism and the Environment: A Sustainable Relationship? (London: Routledge, 
1995), 3–5.  
8 Simon Evans and Martin Spaul, “Straight Ways and Loss: The Tourist Encounter with Woodlands and Forests,” in 
Visual Culture and Tourism, eds. David Crouch and Nina Lübbren (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 
212. For further discussion on the tourist gaze see John Urry, The Tourist Gaze (London: Sage, 1990); John Urry, 
“The Tourist Gaze and the Environment,” Theory, Culture and Society 9 (1992): 1–26; Carol Crawshaw and John 
Urry, “Tourism and the Photographic Eye,” in Touring Cultures: Transformations of Travel and Theory, eds. Chris 
Rojek and John Urry (London: Routledge, 1997); and Peter Osborne, Travelling Light: Photography, Travel and 
Visual Culture (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000). 
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more.”9 The “Experience the Energy” tour falls into Mills’s “photographed experience.” It offers 

visitors the opportunity to document Suncor’s Sublime representation of (and privileged access to) the 

oil sands. Mills further explains that tourists often “see” only what they want to see, and thus the 

tourist’s expectations ultimately overwhelm all other dimensions of their encounter.10 Accordingly, by 

promoting a “seeing is believing” mentality, Suncor strategically uses the visual to guide tourists’ 

expectations of the site and thus to project its story of the oil sands. In doing so, it addresses the larger 

issue of interpretation or mediation.11 Suncor therefore curates the “Experience the Energy” tour as a 

carefully ordered and controlled picture of place, one underpinned by notions of the Sublime and 

mediated by the discourse of immensity and the concept of wilderness. 

 Furthermore, I suggest that Suncor offers public tours of the oil sands—of industrial sites 

operating on private property—as a form of visual branding. Environmental geographers Bohumil 

Frantál and Renata Urbánková argue that “energy tourism,” a segment of industrial tourism, can play 

an important role in moving beyond consumer experience-oriented tourism by evoking the visitor’s 

brand loyalty and increasing their “energy literacy.”12 Frantál and Urbánková’s description of energy 

tourism is an example of urban economics specialist Alexander Otgaar’s definition of industrial 

tourism: residents as well as tourists can visit sites to get to know the region’s operational firms, and 

consumers of industrial tourism are inclusive of tourists, residents, excursionists, scholars, students, 

professionals, and journalists. Otgaar argues that there are three main reasons why companies and 

industry leaders would want to open their doors to visitors: “to secure their reputation, to promote their 

																																																								
9 Stephen F. Mills, “Open-Air Museums and the Tourist Gaze,” in Visual Culture and Tourism, eds. David Crouch 
and Nina Lübbren (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 85. 
10 Ibid. 
11 For a discussion on “seeing is believing,” mediation and the tourist gaze see Crouch and Lübbren, eds. Visual 
Culture and Tourism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 13–14. 
12 Bohumil Frantál and Renata Urbánková,“Energy Tourism: An Emerging Field of Study,” Current Issues in 
Tourism 17 (December 13, 2014): 2.  
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brands and products and, to build a sustainable relation[ship] with society.”13 Frantál and Urbánková 

add that “energy landscapes” are generally perceived as visually and environmentally polluted, which 

could discourage tourists from travelling to these sites. However, they also highlight how exploring 

these sites, or attractions, can potentially alter viewers’ perceptions of how energy (in this case, oil) is 

extracted and consumed.14 The risk for Suncor, of course, is that the tour will reinforce perceptions of 

irreversibly polluted landscapes—not unlike those of Mordor—rather than counter them.  

 In the sections that follow, I mirror the categories of scale, perspective, and visibility that I 

presented in Chapter 4. I do so in order to demonstrate how industry is calling on and modifying an 

established visual language of the oil sands. I use the categories of scale and perspective to both analyze 

and emphasize how the Sublime and the discourse of immensity fold into each other on the 

“Experience the Energy” tour, and how in turn, Suncor and Syncrude media campaigns reinforce this 

vocabulary. With this approach, I am able to show Suncor’s prioritization of vision over the other 

senses. I argue that this emphasis on vision spectacularizes the sites. As Evans and Spaul explain,  “the 

construction of a landscape as a visual spectacle for the tourist, with its interweaving of conventional 

tourist devices and the relics of its past history,…[has the potential to] produce something structured 

from more contradictions and symbolically charged associations than any ‘real’ landscape.”15 I use the 

category of visibility to examine which aspects of oil extraction the industry is willing to reveal to 

tourists, and how industry presents the hidden and unseen landscapes of oil extraction.  

																																																								
13 A. Otgaar, “Towards a Common Agenda for the Development of Industrial Tourism,” Tourism Management 
Perspectives 4 (May, 2012): 87. For more on theories of industrial tourism see: A. Otgaar, Industrial Tourism: 
Opportunities for City and Enterprise (Aldershot: Ashgate Press, 2010); J. Swarbrooke, The Development and 
Management of Visitor Attractions (Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 2002); M. Mitchell and R. Orwig, “Consumer 
Experience Tourism and Brand Bonding,” Journal of Product and Brand Management 11, no. 1 (2002): 30–41; A. 
Seaton ed. Tourism: The State of the Art (Chichester: John Wiley and Sons, 1994); E. Frew, “Industrial Tourism 
Theory and Implemented Strategies,” in Advances in Culture, Tourism, and Hospitality Research, Volume 2, ed. A. 
Woodside (Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing, 2008).  
14 Otgaar, Towards a Common Agenda, 2–4.  
15 Evans and Spaul, “Straight Ways and Loss,” 220. 
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 Before proceeding, however, I would like to note that my experience in Fort McMurray, 

beyond the tourist-specific, included a heightened visibility of oil. For me, the culture of oil in Fort 

McMurray began immediately upon arrival at the airport, which has been recently expanded and is 

now home to a number of gifted and commissioned artworks.16 For example, local artist Lucas 

Seaward’s Lasting Impression (fig. 27) hangs in the first floor of the arrivals hall. Seaward has 

achieved recent success in his art practice, which uses bitumen as a medium.17 Lasting Impression is a 

large-scale (96 by 48 inch), commissioned work consisting of bitumen painted on a canvas—a play on 

the conventional understanding of an “oil painting.” The black, brown, and amber tones take the shape 

of a human footprint, with its edges splattering out to form abstract trees, animals, oilrigs, pipelines, 

transportation infrastructure, and maps. The darkened footprint with its splattered perimeter looks as 

though it has been forcibly imprinted onto the canvas. The bears, birds, trees, trains, and planes 

projecting from the human footprint represent past and present elements that have helped to develop 

and define the Fort McMurray region. The over twenty symbols are meant to show diverse natural 

beauty and human activity, as well as industry’s commitment to sustainability.18 Beyond Lasting 

Impressions’s visual symbolism, the commissioned piece represents the relationship forged between 

the human and nonhuman worlds through the medium of bitumen: many ecosystems thriving with 

bitumen as the foundation. Its prominent location emphasizes for visitors the importance of bitumen to 

the local community so that, as the title suggests, it creates a first, and lasting, impression. 

																																																								
16 A number of artworks by Lucas Seaward, Liz Ingram, David Robinson, and Amy Keller-Rempp were 
commissioned for the Fort McMurray International Airport. Two works by Jane Ash Poitras, from her Utopia Series 
(2015), were gifted to the Fort McMurray International Airport by the Royal Bank of Canada (RBC). The Fort 
McMurray International Airport website offers a brief history of their facilities: http://www.flyymm.com/about-
ymm/our-history 
17 Seaward has completed several commissions, including works for the Edmonton Oilers (NHL), Rogers Place 
Arena (The Hoist); Syncrude Canada (A New Horizon); Fort McMurray International Airport (Sky Explorer and 
Lasting Impressions); and the Fort McMurray Hotel Group (Husky Howl).  
18 Fort McMurray International Airport, Art at YMM, http://www.flyymm.com/art-ymm. Accessed May 14, 2017. 
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Figure 27: Lucas Seaward, Lasting Impression, 2014. Bitumen on canvas (96 x48 inch), Fort 
McMurray International Airport. 
 

 After leaving the airport, I rented a vehicle to head to my hotel. It was immediately apparent 

that the walkability of the city was not favourable for tourists. Moreover, because the oil sands are 

roughly forty kilometers north of Fort McMurray, accessed via the transport-truck-congested highway 

63, I was aware of my reliance on the energy consumption of conventional vehicular travel, and in turn 

my continued participation in the culture of oil. Though the sites of oil extraction are out of view of the 

city, the culture of oil and its apparent beneficence is readily visible in the urban environment. For 

instance, driving along the highway, I passed the massive, newly constructed Suncor Community 

Leisure Centre and Shell Place. Rarely during my visit did I walk in the city or on the region’s boreal 

hiking trails without encountering Syncrude or Suncor-funded buildings and paths, or locals sporting 
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fashions and stickers with messages reading “oil sands strong” or “I love oil sands.”19 The ubiquitous 

nature of these references to the industry visualizes and celebrates the importance of the culture of oil to 

Fort McMurrary. LeMenager recounts a similar tourist experience of Fort McMurray as a city working 

to integrate and naturalize corporate power: “We came to contemplate oil, the future, and our 

complicity in it…. I think the project of mediating what happens here goes beyond the self-referential 

corporate rhetoric we normally conceive as greenwashing. Fort McMurray has been set up as a 

museum of the future, for the benefit of all North Americans.”20 Thus, as a tourist, my experience, 

expectations, and understanding of the visibility of oil was grounded in the visual culture of the oil 

sands found from the Fort McMurray International Airport to my daily experience of the city. 

 

Scale and Perspective 

Arguably, the oil sands have become publicly known through visual representations while the physical 

sites remain hidden in plain view. Debra Davidson and Michael Gismondi draw attention to the fact 

that the Alberta oil sands are remote, mediated, and seldom-visited spaces, writing, “Although the 

number of visitors has increased several-fold in the past century, the number of individuals who have 

																																																								
19 On August 20, 2009, Suncor officially opened the “Suncor Community Leisure Centre” in MacDonald Island 
Park, Fort McMurray. This massive community centre is home to the Syncrude Aquatic Centre and Waterpark, a 
public library, the MacDonald Island Community Art Gallery, an indoor running track and playground, fitness and 
dance studios, a climbing wall, an eight-sheet curling rink, four ice surfaces (one NHL-sized), and two multi-
purpose field houses (one, the Nexen Energy Field House). In June 2015, Shell Canada opened an expansion of the 
“Suncor Community Leisure Centre.” Called “Shell Place,” it includes an indoor turf field house, a badminton 
centre, a baseball stadium, an outdoor sport and performance stadium/stage, and conference and hospitality 
facilities. The apparel I mention is largely produced by Canada Action, a volunteer-led movement encouraging 
Canadians to “take action and work together in support of our vital resources sector.” For more information and 
product descriptions see: http://www.canadaaction.ca/about. 
20 Stephanie LeMenager, Living Oil: Petroleum Culture in the American Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 161, 166–67. For further documentation of oil sands and Fort McMurray tourist experiences see Warren 
Cariou, “Tarhands: A Messy Manifesto,” Imaginations 3, no. 2 (September 6, 2012): 17–34; Imre Szeman and 
Maria Whiteman, “Oil Imag(e)inaries: Critical Realism and the Oil Sands,” Imaginations 3, no. 2 (September 6, 
2012); Allison Rowe, “Tar Sands Exploration Station: Self Directed Artist Residency,” in Petrocultures: Oil, 
Politics, Culture, eds. Sheena Wilson, Adam Carlson, and Imre Szeman (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2017), 498–505; and Kirsty Robertson, “Oil Futures/Petrotextiles,” in Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, 
Culture, eds. Sheena Wilson, Adam Carlson, and Imre Szeman (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2017), 242–263.  
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ventured up to northeast Alberta remains relatively small, particularly in juxtaposition to the number of 

people who have expressed views of the Athabasca tar sands enterprise.”21 Video artist Ursula 

Biemann points out that the oil sands are a “remote and inaccessible entity, supposedly too big and 

complex to grasp for the average citizen.”22 The physical and metaphorical distance of the oil sands 

works in favour of industrial pursuits because it effectively limits the “average citizen’s” encounter 

with and view of the social and environmental damage caused by industry. Moreover, this distancing is 

no less complex even when people do visit. Suncor’s “Experience the Energy” tour strategically frames 

and curates onsite destinations in a manner that maintains a distancing of the view from the viewer. 

 The “Experience the Energy” tour begins at the Fort McMurray Oil Sands Discovery Centre. 

The Centre is a provincially-funded, industry-sponsored facility operated jointly by Alberta Culture and 

Tourism and the province’s Historic Sites and Museum Branch. The Centre opened on September 2, 

1985 (the updated Exhibit Gallery opened in September 2002) with a stated mandate is to serve as an 

educational facility “committed to increasing public awareness and knowledge about the oil sands,” in 

a place where visitors can come and “experience the history, science, and technology of the oil 

sands.”23 The Centre’s central focus is education and, to enhance this focus, it incorporates 

entertainment and interactive exhibitions throughout that help to communicate its representation of the 

histories of the oil sands. For example, visitors have the opportunity to view Pay Dirt: Alberta’s Oil 

Sands, Centuries in the Making, a forty-five minute documentary recounting the discovery and 

development of the oil sands.24 Additionally, in both the Robert Fitzsimmons Theatre and the Exhibit 

																																																								
21 Debra J. Davidson and Michael Gismondi, Challenging Legitimacy at the Precipice of Energy Calamity (New 
York: Springer, 2011), 29.  
22 Ursula Biemann and Andrew Pendakis, “This is Not a Pipeline: Thoughts on the Politco-Aesthetics of Oil,” in 
Energy Humanities: An Anthology, eds. Imre Szeman and Dominic Boyer (Baltimore: John Hopkins University 
Press, 2017), 505.  
23 Alberta Culture and Tourism, “Oil Sands Discovery Centre,” http://history.alberta.ca/oilsands/. Accessed 
September 22, 2017. 
24 Carolyn McMaster, Margot McMaster, Matt Palmer, Douglas Munro, and Fred Stenson, Pay Dirt: Alberta’s Oil 
Sands, Centuries in the Making (Calgary: Pay Dirt Pictures Inc., 2005), DVD.  
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Gallery, visitors are offered multiple opportunities to witness a “Hot Water Extraction” demonstration 

in which samples of bitumen are passed around in beakers while a guide explains how oil is separated 

from sand in a seemingly benign, even environmentally-friendly, process involving hot water and 

steam. 

 The design of the Exhibit Gallery (fig. 28) reinforces this industrial focus by means of what 

visual culture scholar Kirsty Robertson calls “corporate-friendly display strategies.”25 The corporate-

friendly effects of the display techniques become clear when considered in relation to the content of 

those displays. For instance, while viewing a display dedicated to the technological achievements of 

extraction (“From Oil Sand to Oil”), the visitor may note that the explanatory panel is formatted onto 

an oil drum, and samples demonstrating the extraction and upgrading process (from bitumen to 

synthetic crude oil) rest on a surface covered in industrial sheet metal. At the same time, the 

surrounding walls and floors of the gallery space consist, in part, of rubber tire treads—a petroleum 

byproduct made possible through the processing of synthetic crude oil—which in turn are crucial to the 

extraction process as a key component of the celebrated heavy hauler trucks. Yellow “pipelines” guide 

the visitor from the technological achievements in extraction to the industry’s dedication to reclamation 

efforts in the “Environment” display.26  These constant reminders of the significance of industry help to 

tell the story of the oil sands, which is, in fact, the story of industrial development as a product of 

technological innovation.  

 In short, then, the display strategies narrativize the idea of “progress.” They also introduce the 

Sublime as an aesthetic response to the site, which is further developed in the “Experience the Energy” 

tour that follows—a corporate-friendly strategy to be sure. Throughout the gallery, immersive “play” 

displays help to establish the awe-inspiring scale of the oil sands. For instance, visitors can climb a 

																																																								
25 Robertson, “Oil Futures/Petrotextiles,” 254. 
26 For other detailed accounts of the Discovery Centre see LeMenager, Living Oil, 157–67; Szeman and Whiteman, 
“Oil Imag(e)inagries.”  



	134	

staircase into the cab of a truck to become an oil sands operator, or they can gauge the immensity of a 

heavy hauler tire as they stand, dwarfed, beside it. They can explore the J. Howard Pew Industrial 

Equipment Garden—an outdoor exhibition of historical and retired machinery used in the development 

of the oil sands, to better understand the sheer size of the equipment. In the background, a looped 

recording plays the sounds of extraction (primarily, truck engines and mechanical digging), and the 

gallery is dimly lit so as to evoke the foreboding of the Sublime. 

Figure 28: Oil Sands Discovery Centre, Fort McMurray, Alberta. Installation view(s), 
photographs by the author. August 21, 2015.  
 

 After ample time devoted to exploring the Oil Sands Discovery Centre, my fellow 

tourists and I were asked sign a safety waiver, which specified that images taken during the tour 

on Suncor property were for personal use only and could not be shared publicly. We were given 

security passes for the Suncor properties and were loaded onto a chartered tour bus.27 The Oil 

																																																								
27 The paradox of encouraging tourists to take photographs while at the same time prohibiting them from sharing the 
results should not go unnoted here. Suncor’s management and control of popular imagery aids in the “hidden-in-
plain sight” practices of the oil sands. Andrew Nikiforuk describes the encounter of Liz Moore, an eighty-five-year-
old Colorado tourist, with the tourist-photographs contract: “Moore took lots of pictures and set up a website 
documenting her stay … Syncrude’s legal department and the Alberta government didn’t like Moore’s online 
travelogue. They demanded that she remove her photographs, because she had taken them while on a Syncrude tour 
and had signed a form saying the images belonged to the company.” Andrew Nikiforuk, Tar Sands: Dirty Oil and 
the Future of a Continent (Vancouver: Greystone Books, 2010): 53. Syncrude no longer offers public tours of their 
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Sands Discovery Centre and Suncor made available visual culture (exhibition displays, 

pamphlets, films, demonstrations, and the tour) for the tourist to consume, while being sensitive 

to the opportunities it had at hand (given the private ownership of the site) to control the use of 

images and the potential for visitors to advance damaging narratives supported by the perceived 

truth of photography. Historian David Crouch explains that this process of regulating visual 

culture is an example of controlling the spread of visual material that may not conform to the 

visual culture that already exists.28 In this instance, Suncor was taking care to ensure that “seeing 

is believing” would not be used to substantiate an unfavourable perception of the industry or its 

activities. 

 After we arrived on the Suncor property and passed through security clearance, our tour 

guide highlighted points of interest as we passed them on the way to our first destination, 

including industrial plants, product tanks, coker towers, refinery facilities, and pipelines. Popular 

culture scholar Kenneth Little’s notion of the “civilized vantage point” is relevant here. Little 

explains that the tourist experience is mediated by civilization: “Tourists are never left without a 

place from which to look and record.”29 He describes how the civilized vantage point is often 

positioned above and beyond the object of view and that the vantage point can function within 

the confines of a tour bus. This is because the tour bus creates a perception of protection and 

safety; it is familiar and comfortable, while at the same time it enables the enforcement of 

corporate rules since the tourist is prohibited from leaving the bus except at predetermined sites, 

where gazing is constructed as easy and safe.30 Further, signing a safety waiver in advance aids 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
facilities. After I arrived home from Fort McMurray, I requested a copy of the script and consent form and was 
notified that “this information is not readily available for the public.” I have yet to receive the requested documents.   
28 Crouch and Lübbren, Visual Culture and Tourism, 11. 
29 Kenneth Little, “On Safari: The Visual Politics of a Tourist Representation,” in The Variety of Sensory 
Experience: A Sourcebook in the Anthology of the Senses, ed. David Howes (Toronto: University of Toronto, 1991): 
153. 
30 Ibid., 153–154.  
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in the notion of safe gazing by signalling the potential danger of these extractive sites—to be 

clear, a Sublime encounter.  

 The first physical site we visited, that is, the first site where we were invited to exit the 

bus and encouraged to have our cameras ready, was the recently opened North Steepbank Mine 

(fig. 29), a secure site just north of Suncor’s older Millennium Mine.  

 
Figure 29: North Steepbank Mine Viewpoint, Suncor Fort McMurray. Photograph by the 
author (magnified view), August 21, 2015. 
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Our tour bus parked a great—and safe—distance away, elevated from the active mine. Our tour 

guide suggested key vantage points from which to take photographs and emphasized the sheer 

scale of the achievement below. Not unlike Burtynsky and Cariou, discussed in the previous 

chapter, our guide utilized the heavy hauler truck as a tool of measurement. She mentioned how 

heavy hauler trucks are larger than two-story homes—the largest of their kind ever made—an 

impressive industrial feat. Aided by vantage point and commentary, we tourists were able to 

better conceptualize the scale of the active mine—the trucks were miniscule in comparison to the 

mine itself. Furthermore, the guide drew our attention to a white pickup truck driving along the 

same road, almost unnoticeable in comparison to the magnitude of the heavy haulers. Through 

comparison with a familiar object, the Northern Steepbank Mine was rendered a spectacle; we 

were meant to be in awe at both the Sublime scale of technological achievements and 

industrialized extraction. Crouch suggests that the “seeing-is-believing” approach strategically 

relies on the personal visual experience of the tourist in order to avoid the issue of visual 

mediation.31 After we left the Northern Steepbank Mine, we were driven through a parking lot 

full of ordinary pickup trucks, which further enhanced our perception of scale, and then had an 

opportunity to take photographs alongside one of the heavy hauler tires. Although the guide had 

in fact directed our visual consumption the entire time, we were left with the idea that we had 

been afforded the opportunity to draw our own conclusions about the operation’s sheer scale.   

 Before visiting Suncor, I had studied numerous, apocalyptic, Sublime images of oil sands 

extraction sites near Fort McMurray. As a result, I expected to see a devastated landscape—the 

nonhuman world exploited in the name of the human world—and my experience of the site 

confirmed these expectations. Mills posits that visiting tourists “see only what they want to see, 

																																																								
31 Crouch and Lübbren, Visual Culture and Tourism, 14. 
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expectations overwhelming all other facets.”32 Sensorially, I found the experience of the site to 

be almost overwhelming: small hints of the remaining green landscape disappeared into the 

periphery of darkened and barren nature;33 sound cannons boomed in the distance to deter birds 

from landing on tailings ponds; the layered harsh noises of engines and digging rang in my ear; 

and acrid fumes of sulphur and diesel filled my nostrils. Though my sensorial experience (as 

influenced in part by my expectations) aligned with the foreboding, Sublime Mordor-inspired 

landscape, the tour guide worked hard to counter my expectations by keeping the focus on both 

the sheer spectacle of scale and on the necessity of oil in our current culture, alluding to the idea 

that oil extraction is required and sustainable. Ultimately, she was able to provide a narrative to 

correspond with the visual focus of an active open-pit mine, which worked to normalize 

environmental degradation, while for the moment avoiding the concept of wilderness that would 

be called upon only at the climax of the tour.   

 The tour’s narrative is replicated in the visual language of oil sands media campaigns. 

For instance, in a recent social media (Twitter) campaign, Syncrude compared the same model 

heavy hauler truck I viewed at Suncor’s Northern Steepbank mine, again, with a two-story house 

(fig. 30). The tweet reads, “Operators compare running a heavy hauler to driving a two-story 

house. We’ll take their word for it. #oilsands,” and includes a photograph comparing the size of 

two parked vehicles—an earth-filled heavy hauler and a red pick-up truck. It is important to note 

that Suncor currently owns a majority share of Syncrude Canada, and the Syncrude oil sands 

operation is a neighbouring project to the Suncor oil sands operation (both forty kilometres north 

																																																								
32 Mills, “Open-Air Museums and the Tourist Gaze,” 85. 
33 During the tour, our guide informed us that Suncor must legally maintain “environmental buffer zones,” which are 
200-1200 meter zones between industrial sites and the environment.  
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of Fort McMurray).34 The intent of the tweet, similar to our stop at the Northern Steepbank 

Mine, was to conjure notions of the Sublime, effectively displacing the immensity of 

environmental destruction with the perception of human technological, scientific, and industrial 

development. This approach is not new, as Davidson and Gismondi explain. “Government and 

commercial promoters of the tar sands industry in the 1960s would celebrate this immensity, and 

images like the bucket-wheel…dwarfing human figures, became a selling feature to the public…. 

Today, the bucket-wheel has been retired…. But it served its purpose.”35 Currently, the scale of the 

heavy hauler is marketed as a source of wonder—an awesome element of the industrial Sublime.  

 
Figure 30: Syncrude Canada Ltd., oil sands tweet accessed online via twitter February 20, 
2016. 
																																																								
34 Suncor Energy Inc. currently owns a majority share (53.74%) of Syncrude Canada (held as 36.74% Canadian Oil 
Sands Partnership and 17% Suncor Energy Ventures Partnership, both fully owned affiliates of Suncor Energy Inc.). 
Information accessed through Syncrude Canada online: http://www.syncrude.ca/our-company/ownership-and-
investors/. 
35 Davidson and Gismondi, Challenging Legitimacy, 64–65. For further discussion of the discourse of immensity 
and the visual culture of scale see T. J. Lecain, Mass Destruction: The Men and Giant Mines that Wired America 
and Scarred the Planet (New Jersey: Rutgers University, 2009).   
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 This social media communication provided the same controlled visual information as the 

tour but in a more accessible manner and to different niche publics. Media specialists Stuart 

Allan, Barbara Adam, and Cynthia Carter observe that “we are inescapably dependent on the 

media to comprehend the ‘world out there’ beyond our immediate experience.”36 And, journalist 

Kris M. Wilson argues that images used in the media are not generally “carefully worded 

scientific findings, but rather dramatic, eye-catching, entertaining stories that attract audiences 

but do little to enlighten them.”37 In short, for people unable to travel to Fort McMurray to 

“Experience the Energy,” Syncrude will bring the industrial Sublime to them. Syncrude’s 

utilization of Twitter offers another mode of visual communication and serves as a direct line to 

“stakeholders, decision makers, and the public more broadly.”38 Further, Syncrude offers Twitter 

users the opportunity to connect to a larger community of individuals through their inclusion of 

the hash-tag “oil sands.” The process of producing and controlling the visual culture of the oil 

sands through scale and perspective provides a surrogate experience of travel to the site because, 

for Suncor and Syncrude, the “see it to believe it” mentality enables the physical site to remain 

and operate behind the scenes. The tour, just like the media message, offers a surrogate 

experience for the viewer because it is a highly controlled encounter—the viewer is not seeing 

the “real” nonhuman environment, but rather a representation of it.   

 

Visibility 

 In the last chapter, I discussed the priority that contemporary photographers place on 

visualizing the invisible, inaccessible, and hidden sites of oil sands extraction. I suggested that 

																																																								
36 Allan, Adam and Carter, “Introduction,” 15. 
37 Kris M. Wilson, “Communicating Climate Change Through the Media: Predictions, Politics, and Perceptions of 
Risk,” in Environmental Risks and the Media, eds. S. Allan, B. Adam, and C. Carter (London: Routledge, 2000), 
201. 
38 Libby Lester, Media & Environment (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010), 97.  
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the visual culture of the oil sands can reveal the often-unseen practices and infrastructures used 

to produce and sustain our broader culture of oil. Although Suncor may benefit from hiding its 

operations in plain sight, that invisibility is challenged when it invites tourists onto its property. 

Consequently, Suncor curates an experience that reframes wilderness in a manner that supports 

the industry. While on the “Experience the Energy” tour, for example, I noted that Suncor utilizes 

the visual language of environmentalism and the concept of wilderness as a mode of  “green” 

communications.39 In doing so, Suncor alternates between the seen and the unseen and as a result is 

able to present wilderness as an extractable resource that can be replenished and that will prosper again. 

 Suncor’s tour separates the human world from the nonhuman environment, whether through 

physical barriers or by directing the tourist gaze. The tour offers distinct, mediated zones for visual 

consumption, and this separation aids in the tour guide’s ability to focus on one aspect of the property 

at a time, without having to address relationships between the industrial and the environmental. 

Environmental historian William Cronon highlights the danger involved in humans continuing to 

perceive themselves as separate from nature. He notes that such a perception enables 

environmental irresponsibility because humans think “nature is happening somewhere else” 
																																																								
39 Also referred to as “greenwashing,” green communications describes a public relations practice of corporations 
producing a “green” image through tactics that create a perception of environmental commitment (whether or not 
they are in fact committed to environmental reclamation and conservation). For further discussion see Frances 
Bowen, After Greenwashing: Symbolic Corporate Environmentalism and Society (Cambridge: University of 
Cambridge Press, 2014). Alternatively, in some cases, corporate leaders in the oil industry have made substantial 
donations to the fine and the performing arts to promote their brand identity through cultural capital and 
philanthropy. For instance, in early 2011, BP announced in a press release, that the British Museum, the National 
Portrait Gallery, the Royal Opera House, and the Tate Britain would renew and extend their long-standing 
partnerships with the company. Corporate investment in the arts is, of course, not new. A substantial investment in 
the arts, such as BP’s in the Tate Britain, demonstrates the importance that corporations place on the support of 
cultural events as a strategy to generate positive public opinion. Essentially, a portion of BP capital earned from 
extracting natural resources is placed into cultural production, seemingly completing a circular relationship between 
consumer and producer. In the case of BP’s investment in the Tate Britain, both the company and the gallery 
received fierce opposition from the artistic and activist group Liberate Tate. For years, Liberate Tate staged 
unsolicited interventions into the gallery space to protest BP’s investment (its performances included: Licence to 
Spill [2010], Human Cost [2011], The Gift [2012], and Time Piece [2015]). The negative publicity these 
interventions generated for BP largely negated the positive benefit the company would normally have received. In 
early 2016, BP announced that its sponsorship of the Tate Britain would end in 2017. For more see Mel, Artwash: 
Big Oil and the Arts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015); and Liberate Tate, “Performances,” 
http://www.liberatetate.org.uk/performances/. Accessed September 22, 2017. 
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rather than in their own backyards, and so they neglect the nature of which they are always 

already a part.40 The “Experience the Energy” tour is an example of Cronon’s concern insofar as 

it emphasizes the immense scale of the industry, which has the effect of distancing visitors from 

an immediate, intimate experience of the nature of which they are a part, and therefore from 

considering the environmental effect of human industry on the site. And if this effect is not 

enough, then in the last portion of the tour, an environmentally-friendly wilderness narrative 

provides reassurance that all is (still) as it was—and this is the final impression with which 

visitors are left.  

Crouch suggests that an image has the ability to conjure up an entire site or experience by 

representing only a fragment of it.41 Suncor offers tourists the opportunity to depart the bus with their 

cameras at four different sites: Northern Steepbank Mine Viewpoint, Wapisiw Lookout, Giants of 

Mining Viewpoint, and Bison Viewpoint.42 The Northern Steepbank Mine Viewpoint, however, is the 

only stop that offers an opportunity to document active extraction, and then only from a distance. The 

Giants of Mining Viewpoint (fig. 31) provides a photo-op with massive retired industrial equipment 

that now rest offsite. In both cases, visitors rely on their sight to assess scale; the industrial zones are 

therefore reliant on the visual. On the other hand, at Wapisiw Lookout and Bison Viewpoint, both of 

which focus on reclamation, visitors are invited to have a more immersive sensorial encounter.   

																																																								
40 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” in Uncommon Ground: 
Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, ed., William Cronon (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996), 78–80. 
41 David Crouch, “Introduction,” in Visual Culture and Tourism, eds. David Crouch and Nina Lübbren (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003): 3–5.  
42 Northern Steepbank Mine and Wapisiw Lookout are on Suncor’s private property, whereas Giants of Mining 
Viewpoint and the Bison Viewpoint are publically accessible via highway 63.  
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Figure 31: Giants of Mining Viewpoint (photo-op, Suncor “Experience the Energy” Tour), 
Fort McMurray. Photograph by the author, August 22, 2015.43 
  

 The tour celebrates Wapisiw (“swan” in the Cree language) Lookout (fig. 32) as the first 

tailings pond to be reclaimed by any oil sands operation in order to signify beauty and transformation. 

It is important to note, however, that Syncrude (not Suncor) is the first and only oil sands operator to 

have received government certification for its reclamation of land (Gateway Hill).44 According to 

Suncor, few lands have been certified as “reclaimed” in part because, under current federal regulations, 
																																																								
43 In the days following my official Suncor “Experience the Energy” tour, being now somewhat familiar with the 
route, I travelled along Highway 63 stopping periodically to document tailings ponds, sulphur stockpiles, 
reclamation sites, pipelines, the Woodbison Gateway, and hiking trails from a public vantage point, on my own 
terms and schedule (although controlled and mediated by physical barriers, private property restrictions, and 
highway safety). Figures 28, 31, and 33 were taken on these days.  
44 In the early 1980s, a 104 hectare area of land, now called “Gateway Hill,” received government certification of 
reclamation. As part of the certification process, several wildlife surveys were conducted that, according to 
Syncrude, “revealed the presence of a number of species, including snowshoe hare, marten, deer, squirrel, beaver, 
coyote, and various songbirds, raptors, and grouse.” See Syncrude, “Our Progress,” syncrude.ca, 
http://www.syncrude.ca/environment/land-reclamation/our-progress/. Accessed September 22, 2017, 
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oil sands operators are only able to apply for reclamation certification when the land in question has 

become a fully functioning ecosystem, which takes many years to achieve. Suncor writes: “Even after 

the completion of surface reclamation and re-vegetation at Wapisiw Lookout in 2010, it will take at 

least a decade for the seedlings to become tall forest and to confirm the area is self-sustaining and 

reflective of locally common boreal forest.”45 Wapisiw Lookout was formerly Suncor’s “Pond 1,” and 

served as a tailings pond from 1967 until 1997, after which Suncor took steps toward reclamation, a 

process that includes covering the pond with a fifty-centimetre-deep layer of soil, planting oats and 

native grasses collected from local greenhouses, and planting seedlings.  

At Wapisiw Lookout, the tour follows a prescribed route, which lead from one didactic panel to 

another, overlooking cropped and mediated views.46 The overall landscape at the “lookout” comprises 

relatively flat grassland with young seedlings and human constructions that mimic natural formations, 

meant to encourage the return of wildlife (such as rock piles for small, ground-dwelling animals). 

LeMenager poignantly notes that “scientists disagree about whether or not the boreal wetlands that are 

destroyed by bitumen mining can ever be restored; nonetheless Suncor offers tourists a model 

‘reclaimed’ tailings ponds.”47 This, of course, is not the lush wilderness tourists are used to seeing; 

however, Wapisiw Lookout is located in relative close proximity to the boreal forest and Suncor’s 

representation of it suggests that, in the future, this site will become that seemingly pristine landscape 

once again.   

																																																								
45 Suncor Energy, “Wapisiw Lookout: A Reclamation Milestone,” Report on Sustainability (2015): 
http://sustainability.suncor.com/2015/en/environment/reclamation.aspx#expand-630. 
46 Wood-framed panels include: “Welcome to Wapisiw: A Behind-the-Scenery Look at Reclamation in Action;” 
“The History of Wapisiw Lookout;” “Renewing the Landscape;” “Covering Ground;” and “Planting By and For the 
People.”  
47 LeMenager, Living Oil, 162. 
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Figure 32: Wapisiw Lookout, Suncor Fort McMurray. Photographs by the author, August 
21, 2015.  
 

 For now, Wapisiw Lookout is positioned in such a way that Suncor’s industrial plants, 

pipelines, and mining operations are easily visible in the background. Indeed, it functions as a rest stop 

for Suncor’s employees.48 Although we had just visited and consumed these industrial sites on the bus, 

our guide did not refer to their visual juxtaposition with the Lookout. Instead, she invited us tourists to 

spend time in this reclaimed natural world—a landscape made possible by industry. As tourists, we 

walked the trails and read about Suncor’s environmental and community achievements on didactic 

panels, and—for the first time on the tour—had an interactive experience with the nonhuman 

environment.  

																																																								
48 While I visited Wapisiw Lookout, I noted several workers coming from and going on breaks. The site includes a 
small parking lot, which allowed access for our tour bus and several trucks (which included one Petro-Canada fuel 
transport truck). A picnic table implied that workers could come and have their break while overlooking the 
reclamation site. However, I also noticed an abundance of litter and trash (plastic, paper, cigarette butts) along the 
perimeter of the parking lot and reclamation land.  
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Art historians Elizabeth Edwards, Chris Gosden, and Ruth B. Phillips argue that broader 

consideration of the sensorial encounter can provide a more holistic view of the role of material culture 

in human [and nonhuman] relations and extend our understanding of the field of the material as 

phenomenologically experienced.49 Here, I am referencing the phenomenology of experience as a 

mode of understanding, one that accounts for the senses, space, place, and time.50 By focusing on a 

sensory approach to visibility, I highlight the important relational qualities for understanding the site, 

and tease out some of the larger issues related to the human and nonhuman relationships evident there.  

 Perception is informed by, if not dependent upon, sensory experiences, and cultural ideologies 

can often be conveyed through sensorial encounters. Furthermore, how we value the senses and 

account for sensorial interactions aid in our understanding of place. If we consider cultural 

institutions—art galleries and museums, for instance—we find a clear privileging of the visual. 

Curatorial choices, such as lighting and hanging techniques, guide our viewing experience and establish 

visual points of interest. At the same time, physical barriers and sociocultural etiquette discourage any 

close proximity to the objects of visual interest, ultimately restricting our sensorial experience. Wapisiw 

Lookout functions in a compellingly similar manner. The walking trail and didactic panels, along with 

the guide’s script, direct the tourist’s gaze and elevate the importance of sight. However, at Wapisiw 

Lookout, sound and touch are also called upon in service of visuality and the wilderness reclamation 

narrative. In one instance, our guide referred to the return of local songbirds and birds of prey to 

Wapisiw Lookout; however, when it became evident we would not see these animals, our guide turned 

to sound. Although we could not hear any songbirds, we were directed by the guide to listen to the 

																																																								
49 Elizabeth Edwards, Chris Gosden, and Ruth B. Phillips, “Introduction,” in Sensible Objects: Colonialism, 
Museums and Material Culture (New York: Berg Publishers, 2006): 4.  
50 For further reading on phenomenology see Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin 
Smith (London: Routledge, 1962). Merleau-Ponty writes: “Vision is already inhabited by a meaning (sens) which 
gives it a function in the spectacle of the world and in our existence.… Sense experience, on the other hand, invests 
the quality with vital value, grasping it first in its meaning for us, for that heavy mass which is our body, whence it 
comes about that it always involves a reference to the body” (46). 
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frequency of the alarmingly loud “boom” of nearby tailings-pond sound cannons. The shotgun 

vibration of the cannons seemingly contradicts the wilderness ideology, but in Suncor’s curation, they 

are tools toward the recovery and protection of the pristine. And since the cannons go off when they 

sense movement, we were to understand them as indicators of the presence of birds. 

 At this point in the tour, in addition to addressing sound, our guide introduced the element of 

touch. The didactic panels have gnarled wooden frames that mimic the planted seedlings we were not 

allowed to touch, and we could feel the muddy and rocky surface of the ground beneath our feet, which 

reminded us that we are, seemingly, in nature, despite not being able to touch or climb the “natural” 

formations. The reclamation site, then, acts as an exhibition display, and the human constructions 

that mimic natural formations (fig. 33) not only signify the nonhuman world but also work as a 

strategic display technique for the viewing pleasure of the human world. Our tour guide was 

quick to point out that the branchless and leafless trees we encountered were “snags,” and they 

were placed there, in that condition, on purpose. A snag refers to a dead or dying tree that has 

lost the majority of its branches, but can serve as a nesting or resting point for larger birds of 

prey. Our guide noted that these snags were placed there to encourage the return of raptors, a 

bird of prey not known to return to flat plains. Suncor’s ecologists planted the snags, some 

upside down so that their roots mimicked natural nesting spots, to encourage birds to 

permanently return to the site. Thus, decay (or, more broadly, nature in a state of degradation) 

was mobilized as a signifier of regenerative growth. Perhaps more to the point, the reclamation 

solution offered by Suncor suggests to tourists that the extractive culture of oil is in fact 

sustainable because, as evidenced by the overall sensorial experience at Wapisiw Lookout, the 

wild of the boreal forest that surrounds the oil sands will return and flourish on former sites of 

extraction. 
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Figure 33: Suncor Energy, Wildlife Trees Were Placed on Pond 1. Official Suncor 
photograph, accessed January, 2017: http://www.suncor.com/en 
CA/Newsroom/Photos/PhotoResults?searchQuery=&id=6be21286-127e-424d-93db-
5bb1822b1c0f 
 

 The “Experience the Energy” tour’s use of the sensorial to aid in its representation of the 

Sublime and a reclaimed wilderness narrative is interrupted and complicated, however, by the olfactory 

sense. Take for instance, one account by Warren Cariou of his sensorial experience on public access 

roads near the oil sands. Cariou writes: 

What I remember most about the tar sands is the stink. We stood there 
with our cameras, trying to capture a record of that obliterated 
landscape, but I could hardly even see. The fumes were like hammers: 
sulfur and benzene and diesel and something else—a dead smell, a 
charnel residue on the back of my tongue. I had a migraine in half a 
dozen breaths. I breathed into my shirtsleeve, trying not to retch. How 
could people work in this, day after day?....“Oh I used to smell it, too” 
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one security guard laughed, after warning us to stay off Company 
property. “But after a week or two you don’t notice a thing.”51 
 

The visceral quality of the hammer-like sulphur fumes and the charnel residue on his 

tongue that Cariou describes demonstrates both how the unseen or invisible are at work in the oil 

sands, and how olfaction is arguably one of the more personal and intimate senses. Sociologist 

John Urry stresses the sensory immediacy of olfaction and defines “smellscapes” as those that 

can organize and mobilize feelings about a particular place. Urry highlights the ability of smell to 

evoke memory of place and argues that, “olfaction seems to provide a more direct and less 

premeditated encounter with the environment that cannot be turned on and off.”52 Writer Victor 

Carl Friesen echoes Urry’s argument in his discussion of the American naturalist Henry David 

Thoreau, who, according to Friesen, held that “the sense of smell is the most reliable of the 

senses. And there are odors enough in nature to remind [us] of everything even if [we] had no 

other senses.”53 In the case of the oil sands, the unmediated scent of the extractive process poses 

a challenge to the “Experience the Energy” tour. The worker Cariou met needed a week or two to 

acclimatize to the “stink;” tourists do not have such time to within the three-hour frame of the 

tour.  

 Perhaps ironically, the smell-taste was most evident at Wapisiw Lookout, a place where 

the “fresh” air of the wilderness might be most expected (unlike the industrial sites, such as the 

open pit mine, where the smell-taste overwhelms the visitor as a component of the Sublime 

experience). For Suncor, scent is a liability because it disrupts the wilderness and reclamation 

narratives; it suggests that something “unnatural,” something normally unfamiliar in the 

																																																								
51 Cariou, “Tarhands: A Messy Manifesto.” 
52 John Urry, “Sensing Leisure Space,” in Leisure/Tourism: Practices and Geographical Knowledge, ed. David 
Crouch (London: Routledge, 1999): 41. 
53 Victor Carl Friesen, “A Tonic of Wilderness: Sensuousness in Henry David Thoreau,” in Empire of the Senses: A 
Sensual Culture Reader, ed. David Howes (New York: Berg Publications, 2005): 258.   
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experience of nature, is happening. Thus, the smell-taste in fact creates a full sensorial 

experience, however Suncor contains this experience. I would argue that Suncor’s lack of 

accounting for the overwhelming olfaction of the oil sands reflects an inability to link offensive 

scents to the nonhuman environment, and therefore to the larger wilderness reclamation narrative 

being told at Wapisiw Lookout. Suncor utilizes sensorial experience in pursuit of the concept of 

wilderness, and when the expected pristine nonhuman world fails to appear, conjures it through 

an appeal to visuality, and to a lesser extent, hearing and feeling. Even when we cannot see birds 

flying overhead, their presence in the environment is signalled by snag nesting trees and sound 

cannons. This tactic of visualizing the unseen is familiar when we think back to discussions of 

photographic practices in Chapter 4. In place of the unseen and inaccessible sites of oil sands 

industrialization, the oil sands industry conjures the nonhuman environment for visitors through 

a thoroughly curated tour.54  

 The suggestion of thriving (unseen) wildlife was further perpetuated by cautionary 

signage found throughout Suncor’s property. In several instances, I saw signs reading  

“CAUTION: WILDLIFE SEEN IN THE AREA” zip by the windows of the tour bus. Similar 

signs can be found on the nearby public-access Gateway Hill and the Matcheetawin Discovery 

Trails. The Matcheetawin Discovery Trails are a four-and-a-half-kilometre hiking trail system 

created by Sycrude to celebrate its Gateway Hill reclamation site. Hikers are welcome to explore 

the ecological achievements, but are forewarned (and perhaps dissuaded) by cautionary signage 

that reads “CAUTION: BEAR SEEN IN THE AREA,” “Beware of Wildlife,” and “Use at Own 

																																																								
54Art historian Amanda Boetzkes relates this practice to Suncor’s publicity and its attempt to condition public vision. 
She writes: “Visibility, it would seem, is a moot point, for there is nothing to hide. The issue, however, is not simply 
about the availability of information but, rather, the terms by which the public is capable of interpreting and 
responding to what it sees.” “Plastic Vision and the Sight of Petroculture,” in Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, Culture, 
eds. Sheena Wilson, Adam Carlson, and Imre Szeman (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2017): 222–23.  
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Risk” (fig. 34). During the Suncor tour, our bus drove past the Matcheetawin Discovery Trails 

and our guide drew attention to the site, recommending that we return to hike the trails, yet 

advising us not to do so alone because of safety risks from wildlife. Despite the fact that I did not 

encounter bears, wolves, coyotes, or other threatening wildlife on my visit, I do not deny their 

presence or their very real threat to human safety.  

 While Suncor’s cautionary signage may serve as a safety reminder to its workers, it also 

creates an anticipation of wilderness and wildlife for tourists. Moreover, the signage highlights 

the nearby “healthy” environment of Gateway Hill and the Matcheetawin Discovery Trails, 

suggesting that the nonhuman wildlife found in the lush boreal forests can also be found in the 

less pristine but soon to be reclaimed sites of the oil sands. Further, if visualizing unseen wildlife 

through suggestion is not enough, Suncor and Syncrude also call upon their media outlets to aid 

in the task of producing wilderness. For instance, Syncrude recently tweeted (fig. 35): “Wolves 

are among the many animals captured on motion-detection cameras set-up on our reclaimed 

land.” Included was a photo of a single wolf, seemingly staring back at the camera as it walks 

through a woodland. The image serves as evidence of wildlife, while the corresponding text 

implies a plethora of other animals inhabiting the oil sands landscape.    
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Figure 34: Gateway Hill and the Matcheetawin Discovery Trails, entrance to the trails, 
Fort McMurray. Photograph by the author. August 22, 2015.  

 
Figure 35: Syncrude Canada Ltd., oil sands tweet accessed online via twitter, May 29, 2016.  
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 In addition to social media campaigns, the oil sands industry has utilized the visual 

language of the wilderness landscape in other advertising campaigns and public relations 

projects. In an attempt to create a stronger and more positive representation of the oil sands, the 

Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP) created an ad campaign that premiered in 

2011 on television and in print media. The goal of these advertisements was to make visible to 

the viewer “innovation and new technologies described by community leaders and real oil sands 

industry employees from our [oil sands] operations, across a wide-range of professions.”55 The 

advertisements included testimonials, videos, photographic works, interviews, and tours of the 

oil sands and their surrounding natural environments, as well as information on new 

technological pursuits. At the end of every advertisement, the tagline “New Ideas are Making a 

Difference” or “What Yes Can Do” appeared. The CAPP advertisements included speakers from 

the University of Alberta, Suncor Energy, and the Canadian Natural Resources Council, among 

others. The speakers addressed a variety of environmental concerns caused by the development 

of the oil sands, conveying the appearance that the industry is open and responsive to criticism. 

 One of the advertisements included Patrick Moore, a proclaimed environmentalist and 

co-founder of Greenpeace, supporting oil sands development. At the time, Moore was well 

known for his ties to Greenpeace, even though he was no longer a member of the organization, 

and had even criticized the sensationalism of the environmental movement.56 His inclusion 

enabled the CAPP advertisement to project the idea that environmentalists are changing their 

position on the oil sands. The overall message of these advertisements was one of reclamation 

and hope, in which the environment and the oil sands co-exist in harmony. Yet, while the 

																																																								
55 Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers. Environment-Innovation: TV & Print Ads, (November, 2011): 
http://www.capp.ca/oilsands/Pages/default.aspx#C9gTE9bHLems. 
56 For further discussion of Moore’s time at Greenpeace and opinions on the environmental movement see Patrick 
Moore, Confessions of a Greenpeace Dropout: The Making of a Sensible Environmentalist (Vancouver: Beatty 
Street Publishing, 2010).  
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advertisement featuring Moore (fig. 36) referred only to Syncrude’s certified “Gateway Hill” 

reclamation site, this limitation was not made clear to the viewer, and so the testimonial seemed 

to “speak” for all reclamation sites in the oil sands. The advertisement read: 

Environmentalists like me recognize [that] the world needs oil. When 
you open up the earth and extract oil, it’s not a pretty sight, but the 
disturbance is temporary. This whole area used to be an active mining 
operation in Canada’s oil sands. But look at it now. Native alder, 
spruce, aspen…it’s a beautiful, healthy landscape again. As an 
environmentalist, I’ve toured mining reclamation projects around the 
world. This Canadian oil sands reclamation site is the best I’ve ever 
seen. 
 

This message was printed onto an image of lush, rolling, green hillsides, a setting sun, and a 

shimmering body of water. The advertising strategy drew on a vocabulary of wilderness and 

appealed to the romantic gaze, while also evoking the “seeing-is-believing” mentality of the oil 

sands. In doing so, it represented the coexistence of the human and the nonhuman worlds in a 

manner that implies that people need not sacrifice their current way of life (or feel guilty about 

it) because, for CAPP, Suncor, and Syncrude, the visualization of ecological reclamation proves 

that industrial growth and environmental stewardship are one. 
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Figure 36: Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP), Testimonial-Print 
Advertisement featuring Dr. Patrick Moore, from “Oil Sands Today” Campaign. First 
published September 25, 2011.    
 
   

  I conclude my discussion of industrial visibility with an expansion of my analysis of the 

“unseen” elements of the oil sands landscapes. As I discussed in preceding chapters, the ideology 

of wilderness involves the disavowal of human presence in the landscape; the absence of humans 

is key to the definition of a “wilderness.” Visual culture historian Keri J. Cronin describes 

“empty landscapes” as “scenic views appearing to be devoid of human presence or influence.” 

She goes on to discuss J. G. Nelson’s definition of the wilderness ideal as a “sense of pristine 
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environment largely undisturbed by human actions.”57 While the landscape of oil sands 

extractivism necessarily includes a human presence, in its tour and media campaigns, Suncor 

nevertheless accesses the vocabulary of wilderness to project a positive image of itself. But at the 

same time, Suncor tries to suppress visitor interest in the human aspect of the landscape, whether 

industrial or reclaimed. For instance, as visitors to Suncor’s private property, tourists frequently 

encounter employees at work, yet their attention is always drawn to natural or technological 

evidence of human achievement and away from physical bodies. As in Burtynsky’s photographs 

(discussed in Chapter 4), human bodies become naturalized in the industrial landscape, and the 

nonhuman world is represented through industrialization.  

  More significantly, through its use of the wilderness vocabulary, the industry effectively 

reproduces the colonialist practices that have enabled oil sands development from the outset. In 

particular, both Suncor and Syncrude actively reference Indigenous peoples to imply industrial 

and cultural cohabitation and cooperation but on (private) property owned by industry, while at 

the same time (and apparently paradoxically), they call upon the wilderness language that 

suggests an uninhabited landscape. Consider, for example, Suncor’s use of the Cree language to 

name Wapisiw Lookout or Syncrude’s utilization of Cree words such as Matcheetawin (beginning 

place) and Sagow Pematosowin (living in peaceful co-existence with the land) to name their hiking 

trails on the Gateway Hill reclamation site.  “Aboriginal people become equated with the land and with 

nature,” argues Eva Mackey.58 Here, Mackey gestures toward the history of settler-colonial practices of 

taking possession of the nonhuman environment, understood as wilderness—unoccupied. In this 

																																																								
57 Keri J. Cronin, Manufacturing National Park Nature: Photography, Ecology, and the Wilderness of Jasper 
(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2011), 38. See also J. G. Nelson, “Parks and Protected Areas and 
Sustainable Development,” in Changing Parks: The History, Future, and Cultural Context of Parks and Heritage 
Landscapes, eds. John S. Marash and Bruce W. Hodgins (Toronto: Natural History/Natural Heritage, 1998), 291.   
58 Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and National Identity in Canada (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2002 [1998]), 77. 
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historical-colonial narrative, Indigenous peoples inhabiting the land do not disrupt the perception of 

wilderness because they are understood as staffage, or as fauna, and as part of the landscape. The 

“Experience the Energy” tour thus represents both of these seemingly opposed ideas to convey the 

notion that Indigenous populations co-operate with and support the industry. 

 This practice of equating Indigenous peoples with the land and with nature is evident in 

Syncrude’s re-introduction of buffalo on the Gateway Hill reclamation site. In 1993, as part of its 

reclamation project, Syncrude established a small buffalo herd on the acreage (now Beaver Creek 

Wood Bison Ranch).59 Currently, there are approximately 300 wood buffalo living on the ranch, and 

the herd is managed with the help of Fort McKay First Nation. Writer and scholar Jon Gordon explains 

that since 1993, “the herd has expanded and the company has for several years ‘assisted the Fort 

McKay First Nation in arranging a traditional [buffalo] harvest.’”60 The buffalo, however, are the 

property of Syncrude and therefore a product of “capitalist accumulation” rather than wilderness 

reclamation, and the predictable buffalo harvest (not hunt) “only occurs because of the benevolence of 

Syncrude’s donation.”61 I would argue further that, for Syncrude, the presence of the buffalo represents 

the presence of Indigenous peoples on the land and a cooperative, mutually beneficial relationship 

between oil sands operators and Indigenous communities. Gordon writes: 

																																																								
59 The Gateway Hill Wood Bison Viewpoint and Beaver Creek Wood Bison Ranch are also destinations on the 
“Experience the Energy” tour. However, during my time in Fort McMurray, the Beaver Creek Wood Bison Ranch 
was closed due to an anthrax exposure that caused the death of four of the buffalo and infected others, and I failed to 
see buffalo during my visits. Via media outlets, Syncrude explained that this was the first time buffalo had 
succumbed to anthrax since the site opened, and they believed that a larger anthrax outbreak in July 2015 at Wood 
Buffalo National Park may have been a contributing factor. Journalist Garrett Barry stated: “Anthrax is a naturally 
occurring bacteria found throughout the world. It can survive as a spore for decades underneath soil. Combined 
changes in soil moisture, from flooding and drying, can lead to a spore build-up on pastures. It is believed that after 
hot and dry periods, heavy rain can carry the spores into low-lying areas that have bodies of water. The anthrax 
would then concentrate in the water, a fatal scenario for thirsty animals frequenting the area.” “Anthrax Claims 
Three Bison at Syncrude Ranch,” Fort McMurray Today, August 22, 2015: 
http://www.fortmcmurraytoday.com/2015/08/23/anthrax-found-in-dead-bison-at-syncrude. 
60 Jon Gordon, Unsustainable Oil: Facts, Counterfacts and Fictions (Alberta: University of Alberta Press, 2015), 
49–50. See also Syncrude Canada Ltd. “Sustainability Report: Canadians Want Responsible Development of the Oil 
Sands,” (Fort McMurray: Syncrude Canada Ltd., 2007), 35.  
61 Gordon, Unsustainable Oil, 50. 
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The bison serve as the only necessary evidence of reclamation. Further, 
because of the associations of First Nations’ culture and bison in the cultural 
imaginary, which Syncrude has strategically exploited, [the company’s] use 
of bison as a monument and as a “mascot” for the industry establishes the 
idea that bison and Native culture can be preserved and recovered under the 
direction and control of transnational capital. Nothing need be sacrificed to 
extract bitumen. 62    

 

 Another compelling example of Syncrude’s use of buffalo as a tool to call up the unseen, 

or to symbolize the presence of Indigenous peoples in the oil sands landscape is its Bison 

Gateway project (fig. 37). The Bison Gateway, marking the entrance to the Syncrude mine site, 

consists of seven massive siltstone buffalo sculptures overlooking reclaimed lands.63 The 

sculptures measure four meters tall and average thirty-five tonnes,64 playing into the discourse of 

immensity even as they gesture toward the significance of bison to the landscape. The sculptor, 

Fort-McMurray-born, Cree artist Brian Clark, writes that the project began in 1993 when one of 

his small drawings managed to make its way to then Syncrude President and CEO Jim Carter. 

The original design was for a two-dimensional sign that would be placed at the entrance to the 

Syncrude mine site. However, Clark explains that in a run of meetings throughout 1994, the 

project developed and grew into a series of three-dimensional sculptures of a herd of seven 

																																																								
62 Ibid., 51.  
63 The choice of material considers the relationship between buffalo and rock in this territory. Historian Liz Bryan 
explains that buffalo are known to rub themselves on massive rocks during the summer months when they are 
shedding their fur and vulnerable to insect attacks. Bryan writes: “Centuries of use have rubbed these rocks smooth, 
and centuries of stamping hooves have formed deep depressions or craters around these ‘buffalo rub’ rocks.” Stone 
by Stone: Exploring Ancient Sites on the Canadian Plains (Vancouver: Heritage House Publishing, 2000), 43. 
Tourists are able to touch the smooth surface of the siltstone at The Bison Gateway and as they walk around each 
sculpture, they are gradually creating imprinted depressions into the earth, effectively becoming the buffalo before 
them. Bryan also recounts the historical importance of stone effigies for Indigenous communities, (48, 141). Warren 
Cariou comments on these stone works: “European explorers and settlers who encountered these Aboriginal 
stoneworks often considered them a source of wonder, partly because of their enormous scale; but especially 
because they gesture toward an unexpected perspective: they almost beg to be seen from above.” Quoted in Lance 
Blomgren, “The Prairies: Upon, Above, Within,” in Oh, Canada: Contemporary Art from North North America, ed. 
Denise Markonish (Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2012), 104. Another connection between the rock and buffalo 
can be traced to the near extinction of the animal. Buffalo jumps were carefully organized hunting sites where herds 
of buffalo were corralled and sent “stampeding over high cliffs to their deaths” (Bryan, Stone by Stone, 47–49).  
64 Measurements and further didactic information can be accessed through the artist’s website. Brian Clark “The 
Syncrude Bison Gateway Project,” http://www.brianclarkartist.com/Bison.htm. Accessed September 22, 2017. 
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buffalo. He goes on to describe the sculpting process. The siltstone materials were brought in 

from the Syncrude mine site and the initial sculpting began in May of 1995 with two workers 

from the Fort McKay community. Brian’s brother Randy joined the project in June, along with 

ten more workers from the Fort McKay community. The workers used sandblasting equipment 

as part of the sculpting process in order to manage the short timeline, with the majority of the 

work being completed during June and July of 1995. The Bison Gateway opened on September 

3, 1995 with Alberta Premier Ralph Klein unveiling the sculpture to a crowd of over 3400 

people.65 

At The Bison Gateway, unlike many other sites on the tour, visitors are able to have an 

interactive experience: they are allowed to touch the stone buffalo, photograph them (and once 

again, compare their own dwarfed size), rest on them, and sit with them while taking in the view 

of the reclaimed lands. In such landscapes, Cronin notes, Indigenous cultures tend to be 

represented in a “generalized and simplified manner, often a single figure or cultural object 

symbolizing European and Euro-Canadian mythologies about the lives and histories of First 

Nations peoples.”66 The buffalo at Syncrude’s Gateway Hill reclamation site (whether real or 

stone) act as visual and cultural references to the Indigenous peoples of the region. 

																																																								
65 There has been little art historical scholarship about Brian Clark’s Bison Gateway project. This is a rich area for 
future research.  
66 Cronin, Manufacturing National Park Nature, 30. Cronin is discussing representations of Indigenous peoples in 
National Park imagery. However, I find the argument t fitting for reclamation sites. Furthermore, the Bison Gateway 
is close to Wood Buffalo National Park and shares many visual strategies with the park.  
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Figure 37: Brian Clark, The (Syncrude) Bison Gateway Project. Syncrude Canada Minesite, 
Fort McMurray. Siltstone sculpture, 1993-1995. Photograph by the author. August 22, 
2015. 
 

 The contemporary visual language of the oil sands relies on traditions of landscape 

representation in Canada. Suncor’s “Experience the Energy” tour demonstrates how sensorial 

experiences can contribute to the ways places and objects are understood. Furthermore, the tour 

and recent advertising campaigns evince the continuing viability of the wilderness concept as a 

cultural resource. The living buffalo on Syncrude’s land serves not only to visualize the idea of 



	161	

reclamation, but also to symbolize Indigenous peoples—a practice characteristic of the 

wilderness narrative. When viewed together, the tour, media campaigns, and reclamation sites 

mobilize the visual languages of wilderness and the Sublime, perpetuating narratives that, for oil 

sands operators, tell the prosperous story of the oil sands to contemporary publics.  
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Chapter 6 
Lived Oil:  

Visual Storytelling as Resistance 
 

Tarhands rose up out of the swamp wearing a nation on his back. He 
was hungry. The people fed him whatever they could. They had 
wakened him, after all, and they knew he was going to go far, so they 
shovelled all kinds of everything at him: trucks, roads, steam, pipes, 
trains, muskeg, lives, methamphetamines, rivers, pastahowin, laws, 
futures. He ate as fast as they could shovel, and sometimes he was 
almost satisfied. But everything he touched turned the opposite of 
gold. He wanted more than anything to have that gleaming metal for 
himself, to fold it in his sticky embrace, but every time he tried, the 
tarnish spread in seconds. It wasn’t fair he thought. Someone else got 
all the gold and he couldn’t touch a bit of it. 
                -Warren Cariou1 
 
All energy issues are moral ones. 
                     -Andrew Nikiforuk2 

 

 

The central focus of this chapter is what Imre Szeman refers to as the “social life of oil.”3 

Drawing on Szeman, I use the social life of oil to describe both the contemporary dependence on 

oil and, more importantly, the social contradictions generated by oil. I employ Szeman’s turn of 

phrase to frame the visual culture of oil beyond the environmental, industrial, and spatial 

representations offered so far; that is, as a means to focus on the lived realities of local 

Indigenous communities in the oil sands region (Fort McMurray, Fort McKay, and Fort 

Chipewyan). My analysis here draws on the visual culture produced by the Indigenous peoples 

whose lives, to varying degrees, have been altered by extraction in Alberta and the visual culture 

that has been produced by artists and filmmakers in partnership with these communities. In 

focusing primarily on these three communities in northern Alberta (as well as La Loche and the 

																																																								
1 Warren Cariou, “Tarhands: A Messy Manifesto,” in Imaginations 3.2 (September, 2012): 18.  
2 Andrew Nikiforuk, The Energy Slaves: Oil and the New Servitude (Vancouver: Greystone Books, 2012), 235. 
3 Imre Szeman, “Crude Aesthetics: The Politics of Oil Documentaries,” in Journal of American Studies, 46 (2012): 
423–439. 
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nearby community of Buffalo Narrows in northern Saskatchewan), I address Treaty Eight 

because it is a key means by which to situate these contemporary case studies as it demonstrates 

ongoing colonial struggles over land rights—which include extraction rights—in this specific oil 

sands region. The case studies selected for analysis include works of contemporary art and one 

documentary film. Art works by artists including Terrance Houle, Rebecca Belmore, and Robert 

Houle address the culture of oil in relation to Indigenous land rights, while the documentary film 

by Cariou and McArthur explores Indigenous livelihoods in the Alberta oil sands and northern 

Saskatchewan.  

I argue that these works of art and film do important work to intervene in dominant 

narratives of the visual culture of oil. Further, I suggest that their importance lies in the fact that 

they enact a form of resistance to the colonialism inherent in the wilderness narrative. This 

functions through the art and film encapsulating and promoting alternative stories, namely, the 

insertion of Indigenous peoples’ perspectives into popular narratives of, and perceptions of, the 

oil sands. In each example employed in this chapter, I argue that creative production is being 

used to generate knowledge about the social and environmental damage occurring as a result of 

continuing capitalist-colonial practices of the culture of oil. 

 I begin this chapter as I concluded the last: with an exploration of the symbolic 

representation of the buffalo in the wilderness narrative of oil sands visual culture. This offers an 

entry point into both the historic and the current lived realities of Indigenous inhabitants of the 

greater oil sands region (the Cree, Métis, and Dene peoples residing in Fort McMurray, Fort 

McKay, and Fort Chipewyan). In some instances, as discussed in Chapter 5, buffalo serve as an 

approachable image or symbol that deflects from the uncomfortable history and reality of 
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Indigenous communities. In others, however, the reference of the buffalo disrupts the erasure and 

naturalizing imagery of the concept of wilderness in Canadian landscape.  

 

Terrance Houle, Iiniiwahkiimah: Buffalo Herder 

Consider, for instance, Iiniiwahkiimah, an installation and performance piece by Calgary-born 

interdisciplinary artist Terrance Houle of the Kainai Nation (Blood Tribe). The title means 

buffalo herder in Blackfoot, and is also Houle’s Blackfoot name. “I was given this name because 

of the spirit of what my people used to do,” Houle stated in a 2011 interview with art historian 

Murray Whyte. “I don’t want to talk about the decimation of the buffalo, or lay blame. I’m just 

trying to embody this, and honour it, in the best way I can, now, with what I have, with the world 

being what it is.”4 Elsewhere, Houle has emphasized the significance of the buffalo to 

Indigenous peoples and highlighted a tragic history: 

The buffalo supplied virtually everything that Aboriginal peoples of the 
plains needed to survive—food, clothing, housing, and spiritual 
sustenance. For millennia, they lived nomadic and migratory lives 
following buffalo herds. The slaughter of buffalo was a colonial joint 
tactic co-engineered by settlers, government, the military, railroads, and 
bankers to rid the plains of buffalo and its first peoples.5     
 

In the performance, Houle enters the gallery space, upon whose walls have been placed 

multiple graffiti-stencilled black vinyl buffalo. The buffalo are covered and adhered to the walls 

with tape. Houle proceeds to remove his jeans, shirt, and shoes to reveal a breechcloth and 

wooden breastplate, and he fastens feathers in his hair. In the background, as Houle begins to 

chant and dance, Iron Maiden’s “Run Through the Hills” plays, which includes the lyrics: 

“White man came across the sea, he brought us pain and misery, he killed our tribes, he killed 

																																																								
4 Terrance Houle quoted in Murray Whyte, “Terrance Houle: Road Warrior,” in Canadian Art (September 15, 
2011).  
5 Terrance Houle as quoted in Denise Markintosh, ed. Oh Canada: Contemporary Art from North North America 
(Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2012), 24. 
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our creed, he took our game for his own need.” Then, Anthrax’s “Indians” plays, which includes 

the lyrics: “Territory, it’s just the body of the nation, the people that inhabit it make its 

configuration.”6 As the music plays, Houle continues to dance, chant, and “herd,” approaching 

the buffalo on the wall and removing the green painters tape to reveal the entirety of the animals. 

During the performance, audience members have to shift their positions and ultimately crowd 

together in order to avoid Houle’s path, and thus become substitutes for the buffalo that Houle 

intends to herd.  

 The lasting object, which becomes the final art installation, is the graffiti inspired vinyl 

prints of the buffalo on the gallery wall (fig. 38). The black silhouettes drip thick, saturated, dark 

lines down to the floor; the oozing and tactile quality of the drips mimics oil. The symbolism is 

advanced when we think back to nineteenth and early-twentieth century accounts of oil dripping 

from the rocks along the Athabasca River (Chapter 2). Alternatively, the drippings might be 

blood departing the buffalo’s body, which, when linked to oil, represents the buffalo’s life 

sacrificed to enable the culture of oil. The black drippings seep down the wall and onto the floor 

where they collect into discarded black plastic oil bottles. Plastic, of course, is a petrochemical 

product and, as curator Denise Markonish notes, vinyl is also a by-product of petroleum: “a 

highly contested material in the artist’s home of Alberta.”7 Unlike references to petroleum by-

products found at the Oil Sands Discovery Centre (Chapter 5) that link oil to progress, here 

Houle links plastics to the decline of the human and nonhuman worlds.  

																																																								
6 These songs reflect the music selected for the performance at Gallery 101 on October 29, 2010. The final 
installation was exhibited at Gallery 101 from October 28, 2010 to November 27, 2010.    
7 Markonish, Oh Canada, 24. 
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Figure 38: Terrance Houle, Iiniiwahkiimah: Buffalo Herder (vinyl buffalo). Installation and 
performance. Video, vinyl, spray paint. 2010-(ongoing).  
 

 Houle’s layered and thoughtful critique of the colonial history of the culture of oil hinges 

on the buffalo,8 which connects an acknowledged colonial past (the near extinction of the herds) 

																																																								
8 Cree-Canadian interdisciplinary artist Kent Monkman’s recent installation, The Rise and Fall of Civilization 
(October 2015–January 2016) at the Gardiner Museum in Toronto is another affective installation focusing on the 
buffalo. For the exhibition, which explored the near extinction of buffalo during the nineteenth century, Monkman 
worked closely with Gardiner executive director and CEO Kelvin Browne, who wrote: “The settlers killed the bison 
for their pelts, wastefully leaving the meat to rot on the bone. Bison bones were then collected and used for fertilizer 
and bone china.” Browne acknowledges that the Gardiner Museum holds over 300 pieces of nineteenth-century 
ceramic bone china. “The smashed ceramics at the base of the cliff [in Monkman’s installation] reference the build 
up of bones often found at buffalo jumps…the layers of sediment in the rock face and the compacted bone and 
ceramics at the foot of the cliff allude to the layers of civilization, from the ancient to the present.” See Kelvin 
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with a current, but seemingly invisible colonial reality as evidenced by Indigenous land claims in 

the oil sands region. Environmental historian Karl Jacoby points out that during the period of 

settler contact, Indigenous peoples began to see “the transformation of previously acceptable 

practices into illegal acts: hunting or fishing redefined as poaching, foraging as trespassing, the 

setting of fires as arson, and the cutting of trees as timber theft.”9 Jacoby explains that local and 

informal customs related to the nonhuman environment were replaced with a formal code of law 

that was created, administered, and policed by a governmental state.10 In Alberta, during the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, this “transformation” in land rights was ultimately 

solidified by the creation and implementation of treaties—Treaty Eight in northern Alberta. 

Treaty Eight encompasses the boreal forest region of Canada, which includes most of northern 

Alberta, as well as portions of northeastern British Columbia, the Northwest Territories, and the 

extreme northwestern corner of Saskatchewan. Historian Richard T. Price explains that the treaty 

negotiations (1899) had to be carried out in many different locations because the people residing 

in these areas tended to live in small, isolated groups and came from one of two major language 

groups: Cree and Dene (or Athapaskan).11 In the opinion of the government, Price writes, the 

Indigenous peoples of northern Alberta “had agreed upon land surrender and the maintenance of 

peace. In return, the government was to provide [them] with a small cash annuity, reserves of 

land, schools, agricultural assistance, and hunting and fishing supplies.”12  

																																																																																																																																																																																			
Browne, Kent Monkman: The Rise and Fall of Civilization (Toronto: Gardiner Museum, 2015): 
https://www.gardinermuseum.on.ca/event/kent-monkman-the-rise-and-fall-of-civilization/. Similarly, see Dana 
Claxton, Buffalo Bone China, (1997), video and mixed media installation (Regina: MacKenzie Art Gallery); Adrian 
Stimson, The Herd (2010), interdisciplinary, hydro-stone sculpture.  
9 Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the Hidden History of American 
Conservation (California: University of California Press, 2001), 2.   
10 Ibid., 195. 
11 Richard T. Price, The Spirit of the Alberta Indian Treaties (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 1999), 48, 
106. 
12 Ibid., 3.  
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 Under the terms of the treaty, land and wild animals became property (to be owned by the 

government),13 whereas, Price argues, before, Indigenous peoples “had no direct experience with 

land as commodity to be bought and sold.”14 Historians Donald G. Wetherell and Irene R. A. 

Kmet further explain that Indigenous peoples sought to protect their way of life, and since they 

did not have experience with the concept of land ownership, they sought to protect their access to 

natural resources and their freedom of mobility rather than be bound by predetermined land 

rights as defined under Canadian law. Wetherell and Kmet write: 

From the vantage point of Euro-Canadians, the text of Treaty [Eight] 
was clear—it asserted that the “Indians DO HEREBY CEDE, 
RELEASE, SURRENDER AND YIELD UP to the Government of the 
Dominion of Canada, for Her Majesty the Queen and her successors 
forever, all their rights, titles, and privileges whatsoever” in the lands 
dealt with by the treaty…. With respect to the freedom to hunt, fish and 
trap, the text of the treaty provided that Indians would “have the right to 
pursue their usual vocations of hunting, trapping and fishing throughout 
the tract surrendered…subject to such regulations as may from time to 
time be made by the Government of the country…and saving and 
excepting such tracts as may be required or taken up from time to time 
for settlement, mining, trading or other purposes.”15 
 

Although the treaty acknowledged Indigenous rights to hunting, trapping, and fishing on the 

land,16 the key phrase, “saving and excepting such tracts as may be required or taken up from 

																																																								
13 For instance, a provision in the treaty included “game conservation,” which made certain animals the property of 
the government. Conservation measures at this time included efforts to end the use of poison baits in 1899, which 
was generally welcomed by local populations because, as Wetherell and Kmet argue, “people likely saw wildlife 
protection measures as benefitting and promoting their lifestyles.” Yet, the provision also had negative effects such 
as prohibiting the hunting of wood buffalo from Fort McMurray north to Fort Smith (geographical limits were 
extended in 1902). Wetherell and Kmet note that wood buffalo protection remained a federal responsibility until in 
1911, when it transferred from the NWMP to the Department of the Interior (relying on police patrol to prevent 
illegal hunting). Donald G. Wetherell and Irene R. A. Kmet, Alberta’s North: A History, 1890-1950 (Edmonton: 
University of Alberta Press, 2000), 68–69; 104–105. 
14 Ibid., 55. 
15 Wetherell and Kmet, Alberta’s North, 65–67. For a full text of Treaty Eight see Rene Fumoleau, As Long As This 
Land Shall Last: A History of Treaty 8 and Treaty 11, 1870-1939 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, [1975] 2004), 
16 Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith note, “First Nation Tribes in Canada did not 
have aboriginal rights recognized in law until the Constitution Act of 1982.” They go on to argue that 
“pedagogically, these treaties inscribed and prescribed only one way of being Indigenous—that is, as a person 
subservient to the colonial powers-to-be,” but also highlight the importance of the treaties to Indigenous peoples in 
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time to time for settlement, mining [my emphasis], trading or other purposes,” seems to 

undermine that provision. In terms of rights to resources found beneath the ground, the treaty is, 

in fact, rather vague. Price argues that what was agreed upon in the treaty involved a 

surrendering of land, “though few people express[ed] this as an agreement to share land or 

surrender the surface only,” and that the land was the only thing given up, since Indigenous 

peoples were assured that doing so would not interfere with their livelihoods. Yet, as Price goes 

on to explain, minerals and “other resource rights are mentioned [in the treaty] as things that the 

government never bought from the [Indigenous peoples], nor was agreement made on them.”17 

Therefore, Alberta’s vast bitumen reserves discovered in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 

centuries became an increasingly contentious topic—meaning, that the question of who had 

rights to these resources was up for debate. 

 Price references interviews Richard Lightning, a field researcher for the Treaty and 

Aboriginal Rights Research (TARR) unit of the Indian Association of Alberta and a member of 

the Ermineskin Band, conducted with many community elders in Treaty Eight territory. For 

example, in an interview on February 5, 1974, Lightning asked Felix Gibot, a member of the 

Cree Band from Fort Chipewyan, “Did the Indians of long ago ever imagine or think that 

anything valuable would be found underground?” Gibot responds:  

You mean the elders of long ago? No, they never mentioned anything 
about money [gold or minerals] to be found underground or even 
petroleum to be found below the surface. I never heard my grandfather, 
although he was intelligent, mention anything. Even after my 
grandfather died, I never heard anything mentioned.  

 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
order to establish new harmonious relationships rooted in respect and cooperation. See Denzin, Lincoln, and Smith 
eds., Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies (Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2014), 16–17.  
17 Price. The Spirit of the Alberta Indian Treaties, 106–107. 
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Lightning continues: “They never told stories of the commissioner discussing these 

things?” Gibot responds: “No, the commissioner never mentioned them. The only thing he 

mentioned was how the people would be cared for by the government as promised by the treaty. 

That is all that was mentioned.”18  

Alternatively, in an interview with Jean-Marie Mustus of Joussard, Alberta on March 26, 

1975, Lightning heard a different account of resource rights in the treaty: 

Lightning: Did he [the commissioner] ever tell you anything about 
underground minerals or oil? 
Mustus: Yes, these things were mentioned, as was the timber within 
the reserve; the Indians had a right to anything underground. 
Lightning: Was that the agreement they made? 
Mustus: Yes, it was the agreement.19  
 

This apparent discrepancy over Indigenous rights to both land and natural resources remains an 

issue to this day. The historical context of Treaty Eight provides the foundation for 

understanding the current lived realities of Indigenous peoples (the social life of oil) residing 

today in the oil sands region and deepens one’s understanding of the visual culture of oil.  

 For instance, Houle’s Iiniiwahkiimah: Buffalo Herder affectively draws connections 

between the past and the present. As Whyte notes, during the colonial period “settlers were 

encouraged to hunt buffalo to extinction…. Their motivation was the skin trade; buffalo hides 

paid well…. A darker suggestion about the colonialists’ motivation persists to this day: eliminate 

the buffalo, and you eliminate the ‘Indian problem.’”20 Whyte’s suggestion about colonial 

motivation speaks to the argument that the extermination of the buffalo effectively forced 

Indigenous communities to agree to the treaty in order to receive government support—an 

argument taken up by Houle. Within such a historical context, Iiniiwahkiimah: Buffalo Herder is 

																																																								
18 Ibid., 159.  
19 Ibid., 146. 
20 Whyte, “Terrance Houle.” 
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as much about identity as it is about reclaiming place and history. The human and nonhuman 

players in this work become interchangeable. According to Whyte a “postcolonial role-

reversal”21 takes place that operates on many levels. Houle seemingly herds the buffalo plastered 

on the wall, representations of the real animals that were ultimately sacrificed in the name of 

industrial and capital pursuits. Yet, the spectacle and momentum of his performance actually 

results in herding the audience in a manner that alludes to the colonial history of place and its 

persistence in the culture of oil. Furthermore, Houle’s herding of the audience underscores the 

potential complicity found in the act of spectatorship and ultimately mobilizes a colonial 

narrative toward his own affective end.  

 Warren Cariou has described the oil sands as a space that does not register in the colonial 

mindset—a condition, I would argue, aided by the history of place, industry, and the perpetuation 

of the wilderness narrative. The buffalo discussed in Chapter 5 (that is, both the living and the 

non-living), provide evidence of the persistence of the concept of wilderness in Canada, a 

narrative that functions in part through the erasure of human (Indigenous) bodies. Houle 

strategically reinserts the Indigenous body into the culture of oil. For Cariou, art and visual 

culture rooted in an Indigenous context helps to “decolonize the imagination by bridging the 

ideological boundaries that often separate the beneficiaries of colonialism from those who are 

often objectified and impoverished by it.”22 Cariou stresses the need for an “edgewalker,” who 

“infiltrates the colonial aesthetic,” travelling these hardened ideological boundaries and raising 

awareness of an alternative story “that lurks outside of the colonial discourse,” and 

“juxtapose[es] the received mainstream perception of colonial reality with a perception that is 

																																																								
21 Ibid. 
22 Warren Cariou, “Edgework: Indigenous Poetics as Re-Placement,” in Indigenous Poetics in Canada, ed., Neal 
McLeod (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier Press, 2014), 32.  
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rooted in Aboriginal experience.”23 I argue that Terrance Houle, as well as Anishinabe 

interdisciplinary artist Rebecca Belmore, Anishinabe Saulteaux interdisciplinary artist Robert 

Houle, and documentarians Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur are all “edgewalkers.” Their 

creative production serves as a mode of inquiry and challenges dominant and recurring colonial 

aesthetics by presenting viewers with an alternative narrative of the culture of oil, one that is 

based in the lived realities of Indigenous communities. I argue that Houle’s Iiniiwahkiimah: 

Buffalo Herder effectively contributes to a larger body of work that disrupts the colonial 

aesthetic and also counters popular perceptions of the culture of oil through the representation of 

Indigenous experience. 

 

Rebecca Belmore, Artifact 671B 

Rebecca Belmore’s Artifact 671B (fig. 39) does something similar. Performed outside of the 

Thunder Bay Art Gallery in 1988, Artifact 671B expressed solidarity with the Lubicon Cree’s 

boycott of The Spirt Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples exhibition held at the 

Glenbow Museum in Calgary from January 15, 1988 to May 1, 1988 in conjunction with the 

Calgary Winter Olympic Games. Before analyzing Belmore’s performance, it is important to 

provide the necessary context. Reporter and writer John Goddard explains that during Treaty 

Eight negotiaions in 1899, the Lubicon Cree (and many other bands living between the 

Athabasca River and the Peace River) were overlooked and ultimately not included in the treaty. 

Only in 1939 did two government officials formally recognized the band; but then, in the 1950s, 

extensive oil exploration began in Lubicon territory, and by the 1970s, the Alberta government 

had passed a law that halted the Lubicon people (and the several other bands) from declaring 

																																																								
23 Ibid., 32–34. Cariou uses and expands upon Marvin Francis’s definition of “edgewalker.” See: Marvin Francis, 
“Edgewalker,” in City Treaty: A Long Poem (Winnipeg: Turnstone, 2002), 1, 18.  
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their interest (land claim) in the region. By 1979, oil development had reached an all-time high 

with more than one hundred resource companies entering the territory. Goddard writes:  

Seismic crews cut a spiderweb pattern through the bush. Wagon 
routes became roads busy with tractor trailer units. ‘No Trespassing’ 
signs went up. Bulldozers buried traps and blocked animal trails, 
sometimes deliberately; other traps were looted. Fires raged out of 
control: in 1980 alone, fire destroyed much of the Lubicon hunting 
area as in the previous twenty years. Animal numbers plummeted. The 
oil companies were soon pruducing revenues of $1.2 million a day, 
while the Lubicon hunting and trapping economy was for all practical 
purposes destroyed.24  
 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the Alberta Government approved many land leases for 

oil-exploration in Lubicon region.25 Both the Glenbow Museum and many organizers of the 1988 

Olympic Games were stakeholders in the oil industry. For instance, the Glenbow was founded by 

Eric Lafferty Harvie, a man who earned his considerable fortune through ventures in the oil 

industry (Imperial Oil), which allowed him to begin collecting cultural artifacts that would later 

form the origins of the Glenbow Museum.26 Additionally, Goddard reveals, during the 1980s, 56 

of the Glenbow’s donors were listed in the Canadian Oil Register.27 Chief of the Lubicon Cree 

people, Bernard Ominayak, stated, “the Calgary Olympic Games are being organized by 

basically the same interests that are committing genocide against the Lubicon Lake Indian 

people.”28 Although Ominayak refers solely to the Olympic Games, the sentiment could extend 

to the exhibition, which recieved financial assistance from the Shell Oil Company—one of the 

larger oil companies operating on Lubicon territory.  

																																																								
24 John Goddard, The Last Stand of the Lubicon Cree (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 1991), 2–3. 
25 For further information on land leases and rights to land see James G. E. Smith, “Canada: The Lubicon Lake 
Cree,” in Cultural Survival Quarterly (September, 1987). 
26 For more information see Glenbow Museum Archives, Eric Lafferty Harvie Fonds: 
http://www.glenbow.org/collections/search/findingAids/archhtm/harvie.cfm. 
27 The Canadian Oil Register lists all active companies involved in exploration, extraction, and production of oil 
(energy) in Canada.    
28 Bernard Ominayak as quoted in Goddard, The Last Stand of the Lubicon Cree, 142. 
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Figure 39: Rebecca Belmore, Artifact 671B. Performance still, January 12, 1988. 
Multimedia performance, Thunder Bay Art Gallery.  
  

 The Spirit Sings consisted of a collection of controversial Indigenous artifacts borrowed 

from across the country, and ultimately, the Lubicon Cree called for an international boycott of 

both the exhibition and the Games.29 Museum studies specialist Kelsey R. Wrightson argues that 

																																																								
29 One of the central goals of the exhibition was to “make a selection of representative artefacts to be borrowed that 
would illustrate three themes: The diversity of cultures among Canada’s native peoples; the commonality of a 
world-view…based on the quintessential necessity of harmony between man and nature; and the continuity and 
resilience of native culture in spite of overwhelming European influence, oppression, and suppression.” Duncan F. 
Cameron, The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, co-
published with The Glenbow Museum, 1987), 7. The larger implications, however, highlight the problems of 
collecting and representing “otherness.” Two central critiques of the exhibition were its lack of consultation with 
Indigenous communities and its representation of these communities as history. Indigenous scholar Deborah 
Doxtator explains that collections and exhibitions such as The Spirit Sings demonstrate how, “just as Canada 
asserted sovereignty over Aboriginal lands, Canada was to assert sovereignty over Native peoples’ separate 
identities and cultures.”  “The Implication of Canadian Nationalism for Aboriginal Cultural Autonomy,” in 
Curatorship: Indigenous Perspectives in Post-Colonial Societies (Quebec: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1996), 
61. For more on the implications of The Spirit Sings see Greg McManus, “The Crisis in Representation in Museums: 
The Exhibition ‘The Spirit Sings,’ Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada,” in Museum Economics and the 
Community, ed. Susan Pearce (London: Athlone Press, 1991), 202–6; Charlotte Townsend-Gault, “Having Voices 
and Using Them: First Nations Artists and ‘Native Art,’” in Arts Magazine 65 (1991): 65–70; and Ruth B. Phillips, 
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a “key reason behind this boycott was the decision to allow Shell Oil, which has been drilling 

since the 1950s in Lubicon territory, to be the sole corporate sponsor of the exhibition.”30 Three 

months prior to the opening ceremonies of the 1988 Olympic Games, the ritualistic lighting of 

the relay torch took place in Newfoundland. The torch would be carried across the country, 

ending in McMahon Stadium in Calgary. The cross-country relay was sponsored by Petro-

Canada, the federally owned oil company active in the Lubicon area.31 As part of the Lubicon 

Cree’s boycott, protestors were active throughout the relay route, and in Thunder Bay, Ontario, 

one of these protestors was Belmore. 

  In Artifact 671B, Belmore poignantly critiqued Shell Oil’s corporate sponsorship,32 as 

well as museum practices more generally, by presenting her body as an object of display, resting 

within a museum case. Throughout the two-hour performance, Belmore sat outside, immobile on 

the ground in the frigid Thunder Bay winter with the Shell logo pinned to the front of her jacket 

and a Canadian flagged pinned to her back. Belmore’s handmade didatic panel identified herself 

as “ARTIFACT 671B-1988.” By assigning herself to a museum collection number and 

presenting her living body as a collected and displayed artifact, she effectively challenged 

museum ownership and display practices—like Houle, underscoring the complicity in the act of 

spectatorship. Art Historian Ruth Phillips notes that the boycott started as a way to focus 

international attention on Indigenous land claims and on the industrial and governmental 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
“Disrupting Past Paradigms: The National Museum of the American Indian and the First Peoples Hall at the 
Canadian Museum of Civilization,” in The Public Historian 28.2 (2006): 75–80. One result of the Lubicon Cree’s 
boycott of The Spirit Sings was the creation of a task force on museums and First Peoples (1989). Kelsey R. 
Wrightson explains that the task force included more than twenty-five museum professionals and members of 
Indigenous communities from across Canada. “There were three key areas identified by the task force for targeted 
improvements: increased involvement of Aboriginal people in the interpretation of their cultures, repatriation of 
artifacts and human remains, and improved access to museum collections.” “The Limits of Recognition: The Spirit 
Sings, Canadian Museums and the Colonial Politics of Recognition,” in Museum Anthropology 40.1 (March 7, 
2017): 40–41.  
30 Wrightson, “The Limits of Recognition,” 39. 
31 Goddard, The Last Stand of the Lubicon Cree, 156.  
32 See Chapter 5, note 42 for more on “Artwashing,” cultural capital, and corporate sponsorship in the arts.  
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violations of those claims, but the performance became a critique of museum practices, 

especially the practice of exhibiting living cultures as artifacts of the past.33  

 Belmore’s critique of Shell in Artifact 671B cannot be overstated. The act of pinning the 

company’s logo to the front of her jacket put the issue of oil sponsorship front and centre—on a 

national and international platform. Belmore implicated the company in the destruction of 

Indigenous territory—and in turn, the violent practice of displacing Indigenous peoples from 

their lands. Her intervention brought awareness to coroporate and government exploitations of 

the Lubicon Cree people and land. In reflecting on the work, Belmore wrote: “This call to action 

was a significant moment for me. I could not ignore the reality that objects made by our 

ancestors were vastly more desirable to the world than dealing with our present-day existence.”34 

Belmore, similar to Houle, connected the past with the present, showing that colonialism is not 

only a historical problem but also a contemporary reality. Art Historian Charlotte Townsend-

Gault argues that Belmore “maintains a keen eye for the traditions of contact, including language 

loss, [and] radical stereotyping…. She shows zero tolerance for the ludicrous or lethal 

compromises made between authority and those who a paternalistic colonialism entrusted to their 

‘care.’”35 As such, I would suggest that Belmore’s Artifact 671B can be defined as an early 

intervention into the visual culture of oil.   

 

 

 
																																																								
33 Ruth B. Phillips, “Show Times: De-Celebrating the Canadian Nation, De-Colonising the Canadian Museum, 
1967–92,” in Rethinking Settler Colonialism: History and Memory in Australia, Canada, Aotearoa New Zealand 
and South Africa, ed. Annie E. Coombes (New York: Manchester University Press, 2006), 130. 
34 Rebecca Belmore in conversation with Lee-Ann Martin, “Out in the Cold: An Interview with Rebecca Belmore,” 
Canadian Art, March 6, 2012: http://canadianart.ca/features/rebecca-belmore-out-in-the-cold/. Accessed September 
29, 2017. 
35 Charlotte Townsend-Gault, “Have We Ever Been Good?” in Rebecca Belmore: The Named and the Unnamed 
(Vancouver: Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery, 2003), 12. 
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Robert Houle, Shield for the Lubicon 

Belmore’s performance and intervention was continued by another early work of resistance, 

Robert Houle’s 1989 Warrior Shield for the Lubicon (fig. 40). This work appropriated an oil 

drum lid upon which the artist painted an abstract landscape including a single photographed 

eagle feather hanging from the horizon and extending beyond the frame of the drum. Houle made 

the shield in support of the Lubicon Cree’s boycott of The Spirit Sings and the 1988 Olympics, 

and their struggle for rights to their land against Shell and the development of the oil industry in 

their region. Art historian Ruth B. Phillips explains that the drum lid’s pre-existing patina was 

the result of acid rain, and it was “reworked by the artist to produce an elusive image of the 

land.”36 Generally, the term “shield” offers associations of protection and safety, while the term 

“warrior” conjures imagery of confrontation and battle. Houle’s Warrior Shield for the Lubicon, 

therefore, offered symbolic strength and protection for the Lubicon Cree during their boycott. 

Phillips notes the eagle feather hanging from the shield’s edge references the spiritual 

significance of both eagle feathers and historic shields, but argues that Houle’s use of a 

photograph rather than an actual feather, “avoids transgressing the boundary that separates the 

sacred and the secular.”37   

																																																								
36 Ruth B. Phillips, “What is ‘Huron Art’?: Native American Art and the New Art History,” The Canadian Journal 
of Native Studies 9.2 (1989): 178–179.  
37 Ibid.  
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Figure 40: Robert Houle, Warrior Shield for the Lubicon. Multimedia, ink on scrap metal 
with photograph (79cm diameter). 1989. 
 

 In Houle’s Warrior Shield we find a reversal of colonial appropriation—the use of 

capitalist and colonial resources for his political ends. By repurposing an oil drum, Houle made 

colonial tensions visible and reclaimed Indigenous space. The gold and brown toned patina 

caused by acid rain (a larger commentary on environmental concern) on the lid of the oil drum 

creates the appearance of an oil-soaked surface, which in turn, represents an oil-soaked 

landscape. Similar to Cariou’s petrographs (discussed in Chapter 4), Houle presents his abstract 

landscape as oil. Additionally, the violence evoked by the imagery of a warrior shield 

symbolizes the violent activity of displacing Indigenous peoples from their ancestorial lands in 

the Lubicon territory. Although Houle’s interrogation of the colonialism within the culture of oil 
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is perhaps more subtle and less known than Belmore’s, the objectives of the two artists were the 

same—using the power of visual and cultural narratives to reimagine space and identity. Houle 

stated, “it is one of the saddest realisations of human history to know that … others have been 

annihilated because the land which had nurtured them, and with which they had developed a 

spiritual connection, was wanted by another.”38 It is to this seizure of land, violation of rights, 

and erasure of populations that Houle’s Warrior Shield draws attention.39  

 

Rebecca Belmore, Eagle Drum 

Although the significance of appropriating an oil drum may seem self-evident, the result serves 

as an approachable visual symbol of the history and culture of oil—a visual tactic picked up 

again by Belmore in her 2012 Eagle Drum installation (fig. 41). Eagle Drum consists of a 

discarded industrial oil drum painted in the identifiable green of British Petroleum (BP) and 

stamped with BP’s “Helios” logo.40 In the installation, the oil drum is inverted on an angle (as if 

the barrel is being emptied), propped up by its lid. A looped video projection of an eagle plays on 

the flat circular surface of the exposed bottom of the drum. Eagle Drum is a response to the 2010 

BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. On April 20, 2010, a gas release and explosion occurred on 

the Deepwater Horizon oilrig, which was working on a BP exploration well. The explosion 

created a substantial fire that burned for an estimated thirty-six hours before the rig sank. As a 

																																																								
38 Robert Houle, “The Spiritual Legacy of the Ancient Ones,” in Land, Spirit, Power, ed. Diana Nemiroff, Robert 
Houle, and Charlotte Townsend-Gault (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1992), 56.  
39 Houle’s act of repurposing discarded industrial waste and inserting an Indigenous presence into the culture of oil 
also has compelling similarities to Cariou’s current repurposing of bitumen and assertation of Indigenous stories into 
the Alberta oil sands landscape (Chapter 4). 
40 BP explains that their Helios logo symbolizes their values: safety, respect, excellence, courage, and community. 
“Named after the Greek sun god, Helios represents energy in its many forms…. The colours of the Helios…suggest 
heat, light, and nature.” British Petroleum, The BP Brand: http://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/about-bp/our-
brands/the-bp-brand.html. Accessed June 28, 2016. The overturned BP oil drum also includes company safety and 
information labels, such as “Energol SHF-HV 32,” which lists the hydraulic oil range of premium high viscosity 
index lubricants.  
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result, oil leaked into the Gulf of Mexico for a total of eighty-seven days before BP was able to 

confirm that the well had been closed and sealed, and was effectively dead. The oil spill is the 

largest documented marine oil spill in history. 

 

 
Figure 41: Rebecca Belmore, Eagle Drum. Multimedia, looped video, oil drum. 2012. 
 

 In this work, Belmore relies on the symbolic value of the materiality of the oil drum, the 

projection of the eagle, and BP’s colours and logo, to communicate and heighten the moral and 

ethical dimensions of the culture of oil in relation to human and nonhuman loss. In her broader 

discussion of Belmore’s minimalist art, Townsend-Gault explains that “components are not 

disposed in space; they are disposed in what they, the colours, the materials and forms, mark out 
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as moral space.”41 The moral space of Eagle Drum is enhanced through the presence of the 

eagle. Similar to Terrance Houle’s reclaiming of the buffalo and Robert Houle’s reference to the 

eagle, Belmore utilizes the imagery and symbolism of the eagle to state an alternative 

perspective rooted in Indigenous experience. In doing so, she connects the BP oil spill to the 

longer colonial history of the oil industry’s violation of the rights and health of the human and 

nonhuman worlds. In the context of this long history of the culture of oil, Eagle Drum draws 

important connections with Terrance Houle’s Iiniiwahkiimah: Buffalo Herder, Robert Houle’s 

Warrior Shield for the Lubicon, and Belmore’s earlier work, Artifact 671B. Considered together, 

these works comment publicly on the social life of oil—on the fraught relationship between the 

culture of oil, Indigenous rights and livelihoods, and the health of the nonhuman environment 

from the Indigenous perspective. Industrial and governmental infringement and violations of 

these rights has allowed corporations and governments to evade responsibility for the health of 

the human and nonhuman worlds. 

 

Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur,  
Land of Oil and Water: Aboriginal Voices on Life in the Oil Sands 
 
 In the last section of this chapter, I turn my attention to a documentary film that focuses 

on the Indigenous communities of the Alberta oil sands. I am interested in both exploring 

alternative visual modes of resistance and examining the ability of documentary film to 

meaningful intervention into the visual culture of oil.42 Previously (see Chapter 2), I discussed 

what communications expert Kevin Michael DeLuca calls the “image event.” For DeLuca, an 

“activist event,” the physical manifestation of resistance, may succeed or fail in the moment of 

																																																								
41 Charlotte Townsend-Gault, “Rebecca Belmore and James Luna on Location at Venice: The Allegorical Indian 
Redux,” in Art History 29.4 (2006): 731. 
42 My approach is inspired by Imre Szeman’s investigation of documentary film and our dependence on oil. See 
Szeman, “Crude Aesthetics: The Politics of Oil Documentaries,” Journal of American Studies 46 (2012): 423–439. 
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practice, but will exist over time as an “image event,” that is as documentation of the resistance 

that attempted to deconstruct and/or articulate identities, ideologies, and consciousness.43 In this 

regard, the photographic documentation of Belmore’s Artifact 671B could be categorized as an 

image event. Further, the concept of an image event may conjure radical or typical 

understandings of environmental and social activism. For example, on July 24, 2008, Greenpeace 

activists broke into Syncrude’s “Aurora North” tailings pond and suspended a large-scale banner 

over the pipeline that dispenses the tailings. The banner read: “World’s Dirtiest Oil: Stop the Tar 

Sands” (fig. 42). The image event, that is the photograph that documented the protest, relies on 

scale and perspective to aid in the delivery of Greenpeace’s anti oil sands message. Greenpeace’s 

use of the term “dirtiest” provides direct commentary on the filthy and exploitative physical 

process of extracting resources from the nonhuman world.  

 Moreover, the banner’s phrasing gestures toward the dishonest and grim social practices 

associated with industrial exploration but without explicitly revealing what these entail. Art 

historian Claudia Mesch suggests that visual culture fixed in the political seeks both to comment 

on and elicit a reaction to issues that have current concern to a social group.44 The protest by 

Greenpeace commented on then current social and environmental concerns about oil sands 

extraction, and the event did elicit a relative wide reaction from the public in its exposure of 

private property, which helps to define the image event as effective. However, an image event is 

limited in its ability to move beyond the realm of spectacle because, this popular form of 

resistance is often unable to incorporate an exchange of knowledge and stories (lived 

experience—such as Belmore’s protest), key elements in Melanie Kramer’s account of visual 

																																																								
43 Kevin Michael DeLuca, Image Politics: The New Rhetoric of Environmental Activism (New York: The Guilford 
Press, 1999).  
44 Claudia Mesch, Art and Politics: A Small History of Art for Social Change Since 1945 (London: I. B. Tauris & 
Co., 2013), 12. 
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culture’s ability to effect change.45 Greenpeace’s intervention created a commanding spectacle, a 

momentary intervention into the oil sands site, yet, due to the limitations of such an intervention, 

did not include an important encounter with the social life of oil ingrained in that space. I suggest 

that where activist and image events (such as Greenpeace’s protest at the Aurora North mine) are 

limited, documentary film is able to excel. Although these mediums in visual culture are 

arguably trying to achieve different things, they share in their positions as interventions into the 

visual culture of oil.   

   
Figure 42: Greenpeace. World’s Dirtiest Oil: Stop the Tar Sands. Activist protest banner at 
Syncrude’s “Aurora North” mine and tailings pond. July 24, 2008.  
 

 In Land of Oil and Water: Aboriginal Voices on Life in the Oil Sands a documentary film 

by Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur, viewers are presented with a mode of inquiry into the 
																																																								
45 Melanie Kramer, “Garden then City: Activism Through Interventionist Art,” in Wildfire: Art as Activism, ed. 
Deborah Barndt (Toronto: Sumach Press, 2006), 121. 
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social life of oil. Land of Oil and Water is an alternative mode of resistance that provides a direct 

encounter with the lived realities of the Indigenous inhabitants of the oil sands region. I suggest 

that both the film and the acts of storytelling from its participants are a mode of resistance. In 

recent years, there have been a plethora of documentary films addressing the culture of oil and 

the Alberta oil sands. I selected Cariou and McArthur’s documentary for its intimate and 

personal approach to Indigenous storytelling, carried out from the perspective of an Indigenous 

artist with roots in northern Saskatchewan.  

 Other noteworthy films include Shannon Walsh’s H2Oil (2009), in which Walsh explores 

the social and environmental effects of extraction in the Alberta oil sands. She includes a detailed 

account of the significance of water to the production of oil extraction and to the nearby 

Indigenous communities. In her account, emphasis is placed on the health and security of 

freshwater and larger impacts on the health of the Dene communities of Fort Chipewyan (such as 

arsenic and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons [PAH] levels found in the water and deceased 

wildlife).  

 Additionally, artist Brenda Longfellow’s “hybrid-documentary-opera,” Dead Ducks, 

2012 (fig. 43), offers a thoughtful inquiry into the social and environmental climate of the oil 

sands. In it, Longfellow presents the true story of the deaths of 1,606 mallard and bufflehead 

ducks that landed on a Syncrude tailings pond in 2008. She uses satire as she follows the 

migration of the ducks, and includes perspectives from an Indigenous oil sands worker and an 

activist veterinarian. The oil sands worker expresses conflict between his employment and a 

desire to maintain his traditional way of life (a feeling emphasized by his horror and sadness 

regarding the ducks that perished on the Syncrude tailings pond, which may have otherwise been 

hunted respectfully by his people). Longfellow questions the “over-identification with animal 
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victims,” that sparked such emotional and public outcry, and notes that “Syncrude was 

eventually convicted on two counts, one under the Alberta Environmental Protection and 

Enhancement Act and the other under the federal Migratory Birds Convention Act, for allegedly 

depositing a substance harmful to migratory birds.”46 Longfellow’s creative account of the death 

of 1,606 ducks represents the very real environmental and health threats to the human and 

nonhuman worlds caused by the oil sands industry—particularly, she is working to visualize the 

seemingly invisible corporate and colonial practices putting these marginalized communities at 

risk.      

 
Figure 43: Brenda Longfellow, Photo-still from hybrid-documentary-opera (short film) 
Dead Ducks. 2012.  
 
 
 In Land of Oil and Water (fig. 44), viewers follow Cariou as he returns to his home in 

northern Saskatchewan after discovering that Albertan oil companies are expanding their 

																																																								
46 Brenda Longfellow, “Extreme Oil and the Perils of Cinematic Practice,” in Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, Culture, 
ed. Sheena Wilson, Adam Carlson, and Imre Szeman (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2017), 30–31.  
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extractive practices into this territory.47 The documentary divides its time between communities 

in Saskatchewan—La Loche (Cree and Dene) and the nearby community of Buffalo Narrows 

(Métis)—and communities in Alberta—Fort McKay and Fort Chipewyan (Métis). The 

documentary’s priority is to share the stories and experiences of local inhabitants in order to 

communicate their hopes and fears in relation to rapid oil development. 

 Cariou and McArthur juxtapose conversations with Indigenous community members in 

northern Saskatchewan (such as Bobby Woods, the Mayor of Buffalo Narrows; Jonny 

Cheecham, a business manager in La Loche First Nation; Howard Thompson, a Buffalo Narrows 

resident; and Leonard Montgrand, the Director of La Loche First Nation’s Friendship Centre), 

who have not yet fully encountered oil development, with conversations with people in the 

Alberta communities (such as Ron Quintal, President of Fort McKay Métis Nation; Miranda 

Beaton, a Human Resources Coordinator for the Fort McKay Métis Nation; Blair Faichney [Rezz 

Dawgz], a musician and resident of Fort McKay; Roxanne Marcel, Chief of the Mikisew Cree 

First Nation; Steve Courtoreille, a councillor for the Mikisew Cree First Nation; and Lionel 

Lepine, a resident of the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation), who have been living with the 

consequences of the culture of extractivism for more than thirty years. This juxtaposition 

provides insight into relationships between oil sands inhabitants, oil infrastructure, and the land, 

thus effectively visualizing relations that have been made seemingly invisible in more popular 

forms of oil sands visual culture, such as the Greenpeace protest discussed above or Burtynsky’s 

photographs discussed in Chapter 4.  

 Cariou and McArthur’s approach give both agency and a platform to those who have 

historically been made invisible within dominant colonial narratives of the culture of oil. During 

																																																								
47 Oilsands Quest submitted a proposal to produce 30,000 barrels of oil per day in Saskatchewan over three decades. 
The company was later sold to Cenovus Energy (2012).   
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the making of the film, Cariou and McArthur admitted that they needed to curb their personal 

convictions about the environmental and cultural politics ingrained in these spaces, to not “pre-

judge the situation.” They wrote: “Fundamentally, we wanted our documentary to be an exercise 

in listening [my emphasis] to the people who are the real experts on their own land and their own 

culture.”48   

 
Figure 44: Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur, Photo-Stills from Documentary Land of Oil 
and Water: Aboriginal Voices on Life in the Oil Sands. 2009. (Left): Ken Roth, La Loche; 
(Centre): Johnny Cheecham, La Loche; (Right): Buffalo Narrows Mayor Bobby Woods in 
conversation with Warren Cariou.    
  

 The communities Cariou and McArthur visit in the film are located downstream of the 

Athabasca River and the Alberta oil sands, and therefore, also downstream of industrial waste—

namely, the industrial tailings ponds—and downwind of industrial greenhouse gas emissions. 

Investigative journalist Andrew Nikiforuk explains that 90 percent of the Athabasca River 

freshwater used in the extraction of oil ends up in tailings ponds (see fig. 45): After the process 

																																																								
48 Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur, “Why We Made Land of Oil and Water,” 2009:  
http://landofoil.com/Statement.html. Accessed September 29, 2017. 



	188	

of separating the bitumen from the sand is complete, industry pumps the leftover messy mixture 

into the ponds. 49 Nikiforuk writes:    

The ponds are truly a wonder of geotechnical engineering. Made from 
earth stripped off the top of open-pit mines, they rise an average of 
270 feet above the forest floor like strange flat-topped pyramids. By 
now, the ponds hold more than four decades’ worth of contaminated 
water, sand, and bitumen. Amazingly, regulators have allowed 
industry to build nearly a dozen of them on either side of the 
Athabasca River…. They now cover fifty square miles of forest and 
muskeg.50 
 

Although the magnitude of the tailings ponds is often made visible in popular media (as 

well as the fine arts, such as Longfellow’s Dead Ducks), the health risks they pose remain less 

well known. For instance, the tailings ponds have high levels of PAHs and arsenic, which 

commonly seep and leak into the surrounding tributaries of the Athabasca River, from there 

flowing downstream to northern communities. Dr. Jeff Short, oil spill specialist for the United 

States National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), once compared the level of 

PAHs in the Athabasca River to the trauma of a “slow-moving oil spill.”51 Further, in 2009, the 

Alberta Cancer Board released a peer-reviewed report that confirmed that PAHs can, in fact, 

cause cancer, and therefore people living in close proximity to the oil sands will have much 

higher rates of the disease.52 The health risks posed by tailings ponds are further communicated 

by the concerns of community members featured in Land of Oil and Water. For instance, Jonny 

Cheecham (Business Manager, La Loche First Nation) expresses his unwillingness to eat the fish 

that come from the Athabasca River (which flows downstream and into tributaries of the La 

																																																								
49 Andrew Nikiforuk, Tar Sands: Dirty Oil and the Future of a Continent (Vancouver: Greystone Books, 2010), 84. 
50 Ibid., 83–84. 
51 This information comes from Ibid., 99–102. For a longer discussion on the Alberta oil sands tailings ponds and 
toxic waste see pages 82–101.  
52 Ibid., 100. Nikiforuk notes rate increases of as high as 30 per cent.  
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Loche First Nation): “I just couldn’t get myself to eat a fish out of the Athabasca River, I’d just 

say no.”53  

 
Figure 45: Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur, Ariel View of Tailings Pond. Photo-Still 
from Documentary Land of Oil and Water: Aboriginal Voices on Life in the Oil Sands. 2009. 

 

Communications expert Mark Neuzil’s argues that to aid popular understanding of these 

environmental risks, media outlets and visual culture often employ a strategy of packaging these 

issues as equally both human and nonhuman ones. He notes that popular media have struggled 

with the transition from environmental stories that were once clearly visible—such as mining 

disasters, oil spills, polluted lakes, and a river catching fire—to environmental issues that are 

often conceptual complex, highly contentious, and generally much less visible—such as 

																																																								
53 Jonny Cheecham, quoted in Warren Cariou and Neil McArthur dirs., Land of Oil and Water: Aboriginal Voices on 
Life in the Oil  Sands (Winnipeg: Winnipeg Film Group, 2009) DVD: 44 minutes.  
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greenhouse gas emissions and the effects of global warming.54 To meet this challenge, Cariou 

and McArthur prioritize the important act of sharing stories in their documentary, but, they also 

use a medium—film—that visualizes the effects of the lesser-represented elements of 

environmental risk—the pressing health concerns for the human and nonhuman world as told by 

members of Indigenous communities witnessing change. 

 In the interviews Cariou conducts in the film, members of the La Loche, Buffalo 

Narrows, Fort McKay, and Fort Chipewyan communities exhibit a wide range of emotional 

responses to the expansion of oil sands extraction, ranging from ambivalence and acceptance to 

denial and anger. Cariou’s conversations document the personal and collective negotiations of 

community members, without passing judgement, as they sort through their desire to stay on 

their land and maintain their traditional way of life in the face of imminent threats from 

industrial growth. In some instances—in La Loche and Buffalo Narrows—community members 

reveal they have accepted the expansion of oil sands development because they believe 

extraction would occur with or without their permission, and there might be an opportunity to 

maintain pride in the work they do, even if it is for the oil industry. Howard Thompson (Buffalo 

Narrows President) states, “I think we’ve lost a bit of our pride, with too many of our youth on 

welfare, and if we could get them working and get the pride back…”55 Consider also Jonny 

Cheecham’s reflections, which encapsulate the struggle of negotiating opportunity and risk: 

In terms of job seekers, and more employment and more contracts, I 
think it will only be better for the area … we’re not against 
development, its going to happen anyway, so lets be a part of it, and 
lets get some real benefit out of it … we just want development that 
enriches and benefits the region, and also takes a look at the water and 

																																																								
54 Mark Neuzil, The Environment and the Press: From Adventure Writing to Advocacy (Illinois: Northwestern 
University Press, 2008), 207. 
55 Howard Thompson quoted in Cariou and McArthur dirs., Land of Oil and Water.  
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the air in our area … you can have all the money in the world but you 
can’t buy water or clean air.56 

 
Further, participants in the documentary discuss their desire to be involved in negotiations with 

industry and governmental agencies so that their communities can contribute to policymaking, 

which might help protect their rights to hunting, trapping, and fishing.  

 As the conversations progress, however, Cariou and McArthur complicate the plausibility 

of what the community members say. For instance, Cariou notes that sixty percent of traditional 

land has been lost in the northern regions of Saskatchewan and Alberta. Many community 

members are concerned about rapidly lowering water levels in the Athabasca River, the toxic 

quality of freshwater, and the decreased availability and presence of animals (whether through 

changing migratory patterns or their increased signs of disease). An emotional moment occurs in 

the film when Cariou speaks with Margie Wood, a Métis resident of Fort McKay, Alberta. Wood 

presents a detailed account of the industry’s destruction of the land, including the constant stench 

and the visible residue left on her lands from emissions. She expresses concern about the 

decreasing number of animals in the region for hunting and trapping. Moreover, she includes a 

personal account of the loss of Indigenous rights to the land. She explains that the oil companies 

now require Indigenous community members to have a company-approved escort with them in 

order to access their own traplines.57  

 Wood’s fears are parallel to Lionel Lepine’s (Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation) 

concern that ventures in the oil sands are assisting with the destruction of their traditional way of 

life, or Roxanne Marcel’s (Chief, Mikisew Cree First Nation) observation that once industry is 

finished with extraction and moves on there may be nothing left of the nonhuman world to 
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57 Margie Wood in Cariou and McArthur dirs., Land of Oil and Water  



	192	

sustain the existence of her community.58 Furthermore, Steve Courtoreille (councillor for the 

Mikisew Cree First Nation) questions what happens to the land after oil sands plants are 

decommissioned—will the apparatuses of industry be buried beneath the soil like the toxins they 

exude, beneath and within the “reclaimed” landscapes.59 Wood’s story, alongside Lepine’s, 

Marcel’s, and Courtoreille’s present an intimate perspective on oil sands development, a 

perspective that ultimately questions what may qualify as a traditional way of life moving 

forward within the colonial-capital practices of the oil industry.  

  Cariou and McArthur’s contribution to the social life of oil, through this documentary 

film comes in their exploration of the struggles and negotiations that Indigenous communities 

near the oil sands engage in to preserve their traditional way of life, while having to reconcile the 

presence and increased expansion of industry. The film offers an exploration of Indigenous 

collective experience, exemplifying artist Deborah Barndt’s argument that a holistic form of 

resistance and action recovers repressed histories and builds community.60 Furthermore, 

philosopher Jacques Rancière explains that activism seeks to build public awareness of the 

social, cultural, and political devices at play in situations of domination, as well as to turn the 

audience or even a single spectator into a conscious agent of transformation.61 I contend that 

Land of Oil and Water subverts dominant colonial narratives of the visual culture of the oil sands 

by presenting the experiences of those marginalized by such narratives. Cariou and McArthur 

present new and alternative stories that advance the visual culture of the oil sands. 

Environmental sociologist Rick Scarce posits that change is motivated by lived experience, and 

that the potential to motivate occurs when the practice of sharing experiences and stories take 

																																																								
58 Lionel Lepine and Roxanne Marcel in Cariou and McArthur dirs., Land of Oil and Water 
59 Steve Courtoreille in Cariou and McArthur dirs., Land of Oil and Water 
60 Deborah Barndt, ed., Wildfire: Art as Activism (Toronto: Sumach Press, 2006), 18. 
61 Jacques Rancière, Aesthetics and its Discontents, trans. Steven Corcoran (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2009), 
45–46. 
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place. For Scarce, environmental and social resistance is linked to lived experience with the 

nonhuman environment compelled by affective moral awareness.62 Land of Oil and Water 

affectively heightens the viewer’s moral awareness by visualizing often-silenced perspectives 

that resist the perpetuation of dominant narratives rooted in colonial practices. 

 The case studies selected for this chapter exemplify a reimagining of Indigenous 

identities within the culture of oil and reflect the mobilization of dominant colonial narratives to 

be repurposed to meet Indigenous social, political, and environmental ends. In this chapter, I had 

a number of aims. First, I aimed to present Indigenous perspectives on the culture of oil as told 

through visual culture. I included examples that speak to the culture of oil in both a broader 

context and in Alberta’s oil sands. In doing so, I secondly sought to demonstrate the continued 

negotiations made by Indigenous communities of northern Alberta and northern Saskatchewan in 

the face of perpetual industrial and governmental violation. My third aim was to show how 

visual culture can serve as a tool of political resistance. Compared to case studies from previous 

chapters (such as Burtynsky or Suncor), those presented here offer multiple histories of the oil 

sands side-by-side, effectively shifting and making visible alternative stories and understandings 

of the culture of oil. As argued in previous chapters, the visual culture of oil often works to 

expose or make visible the seemingly invisible. However, at times, this process calls upon 

traditions rooted in colonial practices that have erased the lived histories and current realities of 

Indigenous communities in the oil sands region—a process that ultimately protects the troubling 

concept of an unchanged and unchanging landscape.63 Thus, my forth objective in this chapter 

was to further complicate such histories. The case studies here reverse expectations and 

																																																								
62 Rick Scarce, Eco-Warriors: Understanding the Radical Environmental Movement (California: Left Coast Press, 
2006), 30–31.  
63 For further discussion of protecting the unchanged landscape in terms of American conservation practices, see 
Jacoby, Crime Against Nature, 197.  
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challenge visual tropes in their representation of the oil sands. Indigenous studies scholar Carla 

Taunton argues that a key element to the “decolonization project is the sharing of Indigenous 

stories, a strategy that foregrounds (re)memory and resistance.”64 I maintain that the artists and 

filmmakers presented in this chapter are “edgewalkers;” their interventions raise awareness of an 

alternative story that juxtaposes dominant colonial narratives and perceptions of the oil sands 

with an understanding that is rooted in Indigenous experience—the social life of oil. 

 

																																																								
64 Taunton is discussing the video installation works of artist Dana Claxton. For more see Carla Taunton, 
“Indigenous (Re)Memory and Resistance: Video Works by Dana Claxton,” in Post Script 29.3 (Summer, 2010): 44. 
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Chapter 7 
Conclusion  

 
Nature is only the raw material of culture, appropriated, preserved, 
enslaved, exalted, or otherwise made flexible for disposal by 
culture in the logic of capitalist colonialism. 
        -Donna J. Haraway1 
 
Loving oil to the extent that we have done in the twentieth century 
sets up the conditions of grief as conventional oil resources 
dwindle. 
                        -Stephanie LeMenager2 

 

 

Recently, I co-chaired a panel (with Dr. Sarah E.K. Smith) titled “Pipedreams: Contemporary 

Art, Activism, and the Culture of Oil” at the seventy-first annual meeting of the Southeastern 

College Art Conference. During our session, Dr. Elizabeth Barrios discussed a 1950s advertising 

campaign for the Shell Oil Company, which had been printed in various issues of LIFE 

Magazine (fig. 46). The advertisement under examination was “B is for Baby,” just one of the 

twenty-six letters of the alphabet used in the campaign to promote the importance of oil in daily 

life.3 It read: “Baby at the tender age of three minutes, he was bathed in a soothing petroleum 

product. Soon after, he used baby lotions, bottle nipples, bibs and a lot of other b’s that could 

come from petroleum. These started him on his way to the 37,805 gallons of oil he’ll use during 

his life (lots of it from Shell, we hope).” This particular Shell campaign in LIFE offered readers 

the opportunity to contemplate “Shell from A to Z—An Alphabet of Good Things About 

Petroleum.” Upon further investigation, I was able to find the remainder of the advertisements, 

																																																								
1 Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991), 198.  
2 Stephanie LeMenager, Living Oil: Petroleum Culture in the American Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 102. 
3 Dr. Elizabeth Barrios, “Petroleum and its Phantoms: The Scales of Oil Exploitation in the Work of Rolando Peña,” 
unpublished conference paper, Confluence: Southeastern College Art Conference (Pittsburgh: October 21–24, 
2015),		
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which include: “A is for Agriculture: Farmers grow few things without oil. Not just oil and 

gasoline that make cars, trucks and tractors go. Shell research makes possible other farming 

aids—fertilizers, pesticides, ingredients for animal medicine. Oil helps the farmer farm, helps 

bring better foods to your table;” “E is for Engine;” “K is for Kindergarten;” “L is for 

Laboratory;” and “M is for Mother.”  

 With the campaign, Shell highlighted the presence of oil in our everyday objects and 

activities—ultimately, establishing the increasing modern dependency on the natural resource. 

Although today we can see in this campaign how Shell made visible the human relationship to 

the nonhuman world, the company did so in order to heighten public awareness of the 

significance of oil to the sustainability of modern lifestyles, albeit in celebratory terms that work 

to occlude the environmental and social consequences of this growing cultural dependency. I 

draw attention to these advertisements because, however dated the content may appear today, the 

fundamental objective of the advertisements remains strikingly relevant: highlighting 

technological advancement in the process of normalizing the culture of oil to effectively 

maintain industry’s ability to operate—hidden in plain view.  

 

Figure 46: The Shell Companies, Shell From A to Z: An Alphabet of Good Things about 
Petroleum. Left: A is for Agriculture, Right: B is for Baby. Shell Advertisement in LIFE 
Magazine. May 6, 1957: pages 18 and 19. May 13, 1957: pages 170-171. 
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 In this dissertation, I set out to establish the visual culture of the Alberta oil sands as a 

strategic site of understanding that can advance environmental and social knowledge. 

Environmental issues are often also social issues, and visual culture can play a key role in 

bringing environmental and social damage to public awareness. A main objective of this project 

was to explore the environmental and social implications of the visual culture of the oil sands 

within the larger frameworks of hegemonic colonial and capitalistic narratives, such as the 

concept of wilderness. Through this project’s case studies and research, I discovered the 

common visual tropes that have been used to document the oil sands and ultimately contribute to 

the visual language of the broader culture of oil. I found, furthermore, that the visual language of 

the oil sands engages with those dominant narratives, which are simultaneously being reinforced 

and resisted. I examined how a visual culture of the oil sands is used to inform public opinion, 

and the case studies I provided offer perspectives from both opponents and proponents of oil 

sands extractivism, as well as from those who negotiate the boundaries in between. For example, 

in some instances the visual culture of oil conforms to the wilderness narrative in order to 

operate within the familiar colonial, capitalistic realm. Yet, in other instances, cultural producers 

call on or reference visualizations of wilderness in order to both resist and reframe this fraught 

narrative, and to advance alternative ways of seeing and understanding oil sands sites. 

 I include case studies that both document traditional modes of visualizing the oil sands 

and new ways of seeing that hold the potential to alter popular perceptions of place. For instance, 

fundamental elements of the twentieth-century wilderness narrative in Canadian landscape art 

(Chapter 3)—including the naturalization of industrial presence and the erasure of Indigenous 

bodies—are also evident in early oil sands photography. Further, contemporary sites of resource 

extraction likewise align with tropes of the wilderness landscape, contributing to the perceived 
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wealth of the nonhuman environment. The result is that prevailing visual narratives seek to hide, 

normalize, or erase environmental and social degradation—a practice, I suggest, that 

contemporary artists and cultural producers continue to contend with in their depictions of the oil 

sands. As a result, I situate contemporary examples of the visual culture of the oil sands within 

the longer history of landscape art in Canada.  

 Each chapter in this dissertation presents cases study that can be read not only on their 

own but also as key components for understanding the continued environmental and social 

damage of the oil sands. Chapter 4 shows the important role fine art plays in communicating the 

sites of the oil sands to audiences. I question why some visualizations of the oil sands receive 

more widespread attention, such as the photographic work of Edward Burtynsky, than others, 

and I suggest this is, in part, due to artists’ aesthetic choices, which arguably operate within the 

confines of larger and familiar narratives of wilderness landscape. It is not my intent to suggest 

artists deliberately engage with the concept of wilderness, but rather that seeing the nonhuman 

environment as landscape is not something artists can escape. For instance, the aerial 

perspectives Burtynsky offers exemplify common tactics used in the visual culture of the oil 

sands that emphasize the Sublime and the sheer scale of extraction, yet also beautify and 

naturalize scenes of toxicity, removing any reference to the human body. Further, Burtynsky’s 

approach is emblematic of what Warren Cariou defines as a “New Terra Nullius;”4 that is, a site 

presented as an uninhabited wasteland, which ultimately serves as a visual tool or licence to 

continue to accept oil sands operations. Cariou’s cultural production, on the other hand, utilizes 

similar stylistic choices to Burtynsky’s (scale, perspective, and visibility), but with an 

																																																								
4 Warren Cariou, Interview with Elysia French, February 18, 2016. 
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environmental and social ethic that Burtynsky avoids, consciously challenging the dominant 

ideologies of the visual culture of the oil sands.  

 Both Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 rely heavily on field research: specifically, my interview 

and correspondence with Cariou, as well as my time spent in the oil sands (Fort McMurray).5 In 

our conversations, which were formative to the final direction of this project, Cariou expressed 

his belief that there is a form of naturalization happening in our understanding of the oil sands 

and what oil can be used for, a naturalization that he believes began in the twentieth century, and 

that we cannot seem to come back from. Perhaps as a result, Cariou worries that we cannot 

figure out other uses for the substance beyond the basic fuelling of our modern industrialized 

society.6 Therefore, Cariou’s work, much like my project, is an exercise of repurposing and re-

visualizing the physical natural resource of bitumen in order to make visible the human 

relationship with oil. Accordingly, I analyzed how visualizations of the natural resource and the 

process of its extraction can reveal and reframe complex histories. Cariou stated that his practice 

is “an intellectual exercise in seeing if this harmful substance can be used in a way that is, at 

least, less harmful or, at least, can be used to highlight the harmfulness of its other uses.”7 

Cariou’s focus on the hidden (as well as visible) harms of the oil sands resists the colonial 

wilderness narrative that, as I discussed in Chapter 5, industry perpetuates.  

 The Suncor “Experience the Energy” tour, described in Chapter 5, offers a curated, first-

hand encounter with the restricted-access (private property) sites of the oil sands. It is an attempt 

by industry at representation. Alongside the Oil Sands Discovery Centre and the media 

campaigns of CAPP and Syncrude, the tour offers the opportunity to explore the multiple forms 

																																																								
5 It should be noted that for this project (specifically, Chapter 4), I requested an interview with Edward Burtynsky 
but he was not available at the time due to his filming/photographing schedule for the forthcoming documentary, 
Anthropocene.  
6 Warren Cariou, Interview. 
7 Ibid.		
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of visual culture produced by industry. This industrial perspective advances the question of 

visibility and access introduced in Chapter 4, showing how industry enables the persistence of 

dominant colonial and capitalist narratives that aid in a continued industrial “invisibility.” 

 In a recent interview, environmental artist and researcher Susan Schuppli remarked that it 

seems there still exists a need for visual evidence to encourage action based in moral awareness. 

Schuppli asks: “How do we act as ethical agents when there are all kinds of events that don’t 

produce coherent visual evidence?”8 My work raises a slightly different question: How do we 

account for visual evidence produced that obscures environmental loss—that is, renders it 

invisible—by normalizing dominant capitalist-colonial ideologies? In Chapter 6, I addressed this 

question by demonstrating the importance of alternative stories in the narrative of the oil sands, 

stories that are rooted in Indigenous experience. I acknowledged the consequences of the 

ongoing domination of colonial ideologies and practices in relation to extractivism, such as land 

claim violations and health risks. This chapter prioritizes the responses of several Indigenous 

artists and culture producers to the culture of oil as represented and communicated through visual 

culture. Drawing on the fine arts and on documentary film, I argue that these encounters 

affectively defamiliarize and resist established or expected representations of place through the 

sharing of collective experience. Overall, visual storytelling offers a site of resistance and 

alternative ways of seeing and understanding the oil sands. Moreover, visual culture can serve as 

an archive of the continuing environmental loss and social damage to the Indigenous peoples of 

the oil sands region (Fort McMurray, Fort Chipewyan, and Fort McKay).9  

																																																								
8 Susan Schuppli quoted in Lucas van der Velden and Rosa Menkman, “Dark Matters: An Interview with Susan 
Schuppli,” Dark Ecology (2016): http://www.darkecology.net/dark-matters-an-interview-with-susan-schuppli. 
Accessed October 2, 2017. 
9 Stephanie LeMenager offers a compelling argument in support of environmental images as a means of measuring 
loss and as a resource connected to empathy. Her argument is presented in relation to Maggie Nelson and Susan 
Sontag. Nelson argues: “Focusing on the question of whether or not an image retains the capacity to produce a 
strong emotion sidesteps the problem that having a strong emotion is not the same thing as having an understanding, 
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 Read together, these chapters demonstrate the varying levels of environmental and social 

engagement found within the visual culture of the oil sands. The study addresses critical issues in 

the visual culture of oil, contributing to revealing the seemingly invisible oil infrastructures and 

relationships between the human and nonhuman worlds. Visual narratives are modes of inquiry 

and key tools of public engagement for understanding pressing environmental and social 

concerns. By identifying them and drawing them out in the context of the oil sands, this study 

contributes important work to the growing interdisciplinary field of environmental humanities. 

Writer Jon Gordon recognizes the value of reorienting perceptions and countering dominant 

narratives of oil to the process of looking beyond or after oil. He writes: “The challenge, though, 

that we’re left with is not countering government and industry discourse with better facts or 

better interpretations of the facts, but in generating upward, social counterfactuals that we can 

embrace and affirm, given the cultural-ecological crisis that we inhabit.”10 By identifying visual 

tropes, such as wilderness landscapes in Canadian visual culture, my research works to counter 

the tendency to render oil invisible in the age of increasing environmental concern.  

 Furthermore, Sheena Wilson, Adam Carlson, and Imre Szeman identify the growing need 

for an energy transition, concluding that an energy transition “involve[s] not only a change in the 

kinds of energy we use, but also a transition in the values and practices that have been shaped 

around our use of the vast amounts of energy provided by fossil fuels.”11 These observations 

highlight the increasing interconnectedness and dependencies between the human and nonhuman 

worlds during the period of extractivism. Warren Cariou’s thoughtful and timely repurposing of 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
and neither is the same thing as taking an action” (61). See LeMenager, Living Oil, 17–19; Maggie Nelson, The Art 
of Cruelty: A Reckoning (New York: Norton, 2011); and Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: 
Picador, 2003).  
10 Jon Gordon, Unsustainable Oil: Facts, Counterfacts and Fictions (Alberta: University of Alberta Press, 2015), 
171.  
11 Sheena Wilson, Adam Carlson, and Imre Szeman, eds., Petrocultures: Oil, Politics, Culture (Montreal & 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017), 4.  
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bitumen likewise serves as a reminder and visualization of this fragile relationship. He states: “I 

think we can understand that [oil/bitumen] is part of something that is alive … there is something 

beautiful about that, it doesn’t have to be locked away and never thought about. We can maintain 

a relationship with it that can be positive.”12 My project does not attempt to offer solutions to the 

pressing environmental and social problems associated with the continuing development of the 

oil sands. However, it does point to the significance of visual culture in the creation and sharing 

of counter narratives and alternatives to the current culture of oil—necessary perspectives in 

light of increasing political rhetoric, energy crises, climate change, and peak oil.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
12 Warren Cariou, Interview. 
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Appendix A 
Artist Interview: Warren Cariou in Conversation with Elysia French 

February 18, 2016 
 

Sentence structure and grammar do not necessarily transcribe well, as such, subtle changes have 
been made to assist in the overall flow of the document. Changes are marked as the following: 
 
… : denotes pauses or exclusions for clarity  
( ) : denotes Elysia French comments, elaborations, or asides added after the interview 
 

 
Warren Cariou (WC): Hello 
 
Elysia French (EF): Hello, Good morning…Thank you again for agreeing to do this while away 

in Mexico on Sabbatical, it is very generous of you. 

WC: No trouble at all, I have a little slower pace these days so it’s a little easier. 

EF: Excellent, so I guess to start I will briefly introduce myself a bit more and we can go into the 

questions, as I don’t want to use too much of your time, I know you have other meetings and are 

of course, quite busy. My name is Elysia French and I’m here at Queen’s University doing my 

PhD in the Art History Department working with Drs. Lynda Jessup and Sarah E.K. Smith. My 

dissertation is really focused on the visual culture of oil, I do this through a few different case 

studies, specifically with a look at the oil sands—so a fine arts case study, as well as a mass 

media case study, or how industry is representing the oil sands as well, and how we see visual 

culture (here meaning visuals culture of industry) using the same visual language—whether 

through fine art or through mass media. That is, using the same visual tools in different ways and 

how that is tapped into the Canadian narrative of the pristine wilderness and this idea of national 

identity read through the land, and how the oil sands are used to compliment or contradict this. 

Of course when I came across your work I was very excited and the fine art case study is very 

much…focused on that specific work (Cariou’s) in comparison to the more popularized (well 

known) Burtynsky aesthetic and how you’re…problematizing that by using similar techniques 
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and narratives, but in a much more critical way. That is sort of where I’m at and…I was really 

pleased when you were willing to come on board with for this project.  

WC: That sounds like a really great approach that you’re taking, I really like that you are also 

looking at industry representations. 

EF: Yeah, as I said (communication via email) this summer I got to go to the oil sands and do 

the Suncor tour and I am looking at that (tour) as their approach to a museum type aesthetic, 

taking you to specific sites to see these “blockbuster” ideas of what they’re doing and how these 

narratives work with the land and work with the pristine. It was quite a surreal experience, when 

I was reading your “Tar Hands: A Messy Manifesto” I had some great connections with it as 

well—the headaches, the smells, its just a surreal space.  

WC: Yeah, that’s true, I did the tour of Syncrude, they don’t do it anymore, they decided I guess 

the publicity wasn’t as good as they thought, and I did that one years ago and that was…yeah, I 

think you’re really onto something thinking of it as a museum tour, like it is curated in particular 

views that they want you to have and ones they don’t want you to have, I think…fascinating. 

EF: definitely…okay, I think I will jump into some of the questions I sent you (via email), and 

sorry I didn’t get back to you yesterday as I was travelling back to Kingston so I was in and out 

of internet use, but I sent you that longer list knowing we won’t have time for all of them, but 

just you had a sense of what I was after (interested in) today.   

WC: Sure 

EF: I guess I will start with the broader question of why you were interested in addressing 

Petrocultures in your artistic practice 

WC: I mean, the main connection for me is that, you know my hometown is from right near the 

edge of the oil sands development, and when I was growing up there we had no idea, it seemed 
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so remote and it wasn’t really big business at the time, but just as the years went by I became 

more aware of what was going on in Fort McMurray and then I finally just decided to go and see 

it for myself—because…I’m really interested in the local politics of the area and was just so 

shocked when I went there. I guess really the first time I went was 2002, or so, and at that time it 

wasn’t really part of the broad narrative of what was going on in Canada, so it was just that real 

reaction that made me want to write something about oil. I guess maybe it was a little earlier, 

maybe around 2000, so I started writing a novel which lead me in many circles and I’ve never 

finished it yet (laughter), but…and I was really just trying to understand our own local, to my 

mind, our local massive contribution to a lot of the problems that are building up in terms of 

obviously global warming and climate change and things like that, but also the acid rain that was 

happening in my area. Just things that I was unaware of, even though I grew up there and went 

back there a lot. It just seemed to be this very massive visible thing that no one was looking at.  

And the companies did their best to make sure no one was looking at it, and so that was my main 

goal, really since the beginning; you know, say: ‘people really need to be looking at this’ and of 

course over time, since that first sort of discovery of my own of noticing it, maybe more people 

now are very aware of it, and all kinds of projects have been launched in the meantime, but I’ve 

found really interesting things to help think about what we’re doing there. That was sort of just 

me wanting to say: ‘hey what the hell are we doing here’ and needed to have a bigger 

conversation about it.  Then it has led me in different directions, and I think I have been, as I’ve 

written elsewhere, I’ve been very restless in my approach to oil, its just such an enormous 

subject, it effects us so huge that I keep shifting gears. I keep trying different media and different 

genres: I’ve written poetry, non-fiction, fiction, and have done documentary films about the oil 

sands and so visual art just sort of became one of those other things to try (laughter). I have never 
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really thought of myself as a visual artist, I’ve been very interested in photography for a long 

time but, yeah, it was just sort of one of those other things that, as I realized the bitumen was the 

substance of the first photograph…I just thought ‘that’s so interesting,’ and I had to just check it 

out and see if it would actually be possible to make images with that tar from the tar sands. After 

much encouragement from various people and lots of help it actually worked and I was really 

surprised (laughter) that it turned out the way it did.  

EF: Yeah, and its so interesting how it develops in such a unique, historical…manner, which is 

really quite impressive. I really like your discussion in terms of this regionalized and localized 

visibility and this idea of a more personal writing in terms of the local and now it’s become 

national-local in that everyone can relate to oil in very different ways. I really like your approach 

of tackling this through many different mediums…and often times they combine in one form, 

which we can get to a little later on. But maybe if you could describe your intent with the 

petrography series in terms of, perhaps your artistic intent versus some of these other mediums 

you speak of. 

WC: Sure, yeah, as a writer and as a documentary filmmaker…I am representing and telling a 

story and with my documentary, “land of oil and water,” it was about the people. I wanted it to 

be about the people who were living in the areas that were most directly affected by the tar 

sands. But I was also just really, as you mentioned, going in there and you smell the physicality 

of it…I was really interested in the fact of this substance as a thing in the world that had an 

existence, separate from writing, I could do about it or the other representations that I could do of 

it. I wanted to really actually have this material in my hand and do something with it. You know, 

it was when I first picked up a rock, a clump of tar, in the Fort McKay First Nation, I was there 

visiting when we were filming “land of oil and water,” and that was it, I just picked it up and 
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thought: ‘this is just lying here on the ground.’ Its naturally occurring, but also it has this very 

foul smell and I was just really interested in doing something with the actual substance. That lead 

me on a journey I would not have predicted (laughter), but that was the thing, that is still the 

thing, that really interests me in working with the petrographs, because it is a really smelly, you 

know its not a fun project in some ways because of the vapours that come off of it. But just the 

playing in the mud, the pleasure in just doing something like that, has become a real unexpected 

pleasure. So, I’m not really sure, I guess my initial intention though, was to think what could I 

actually do with this stuff, that is different from what is always done with it.  

EF: Right, to see what is possible with it, to repurpose it in different ways? 

WC: Yeah, and then it turned out to be…the images turned out to be more nuanced than I ever 

thought was possible. 

EF: Yeah, they are quite remarkable, I look forward to the opportunity to seeing them in person 

(at this point, I had only seen them online and through pdf.)… 

WC: Yes, I encourage you to get to see some for sure.    

EF: Definitely, I think that leads nicely into…if you could speak a bit about the actual process 

involved in developing the petrographs, and your practice and how you went about doing this 

work…the sort of precariousness of, I believe you said only about 30% of them turn out, this 

trail and error process. 

WC: It was, well it required me to basically do the trail and error process, to try to figure out 

how…having read Niépce’s “Memoir on the Heliograph,” I knew basically what he did. He 

mixed it with lavender oil in a fairly thin mixture, put it on a pewter plate, and heated it. But I 

didn’t know much else than that, and I had read many other histories, and there are many 

historians of early photography who have written about his process, so I tried to read as much of 
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that as possible; the scientific literature. I had to go into, and become more scientific in my 

process than I would ever dreamed possible myself (laughter), because I’m not an organized 

person in that way. But it became clear…actually the first time, the first of images I made, or 

attempted to make, something showed up on the plate and I was so shocked, I didn’t even really 

believe that it would work. And I thought, ‘oh my god this is great, it’s so easy.’ And then I had 

like one hundred of them that didn’t work. So, it was illusive and yet having that initial 

something showing up on the plate, that image that showed up briefly and sort of melted away, 

that was so magical. It reminded me of earlier photography in the darkroom, that images just sort 

of come into being in front of you. But to do it in broad daylight is just even more interesting in a 

way. 

EF: Surprising (or unexpected) in a way.  

WC: Yeah, and basically I had to arrive at the sort of parameters of exposure for my particular 

bitumen and I had great help from Don Stulik, a now retired research scientist at the Getty…and 

he was very excited. When I first thought of this, I phoned him, or I emailed him out of the blue, 

and asked if this could possibly work. And he said, ‘yes this could work and you should 

definitely try it.’ He was super enthusiastic and super supportive all the way through. I think I 

may not have finished, or continued that project, if it were not for him, because I felt like he was 

so excited about it and he knew all of the physics about it; it was going to work, it will work, so I 

kept at it and had to take very meticulous records. I would make a dozen plates with different 

levels of…well I had to control the variables in different ways. When I would try different 

thickness of a mixture on a plate and then expose it for a certain amount of time, different 

amounts of time. And see if that worked, and then I would have to try a thinner mixture, I tried 

different metals for the plates and that was also quite an adventure, because the metals heat 
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differently so just understanding the physical properties of the mediums was a fascinating thing 

for me, because I normally just work with language, which has its own physical properties, or 

video, but this was something that you had to learn by trail and error. That took a long time, that 

was a lot of messy, smelly, work with very little to show for it. I had a couple really great 

research assistance that were helping me, who signed up to work with an English Professor 

(laughter) and had no idea what they were getting into, but they were wonderful. We just 

eventually narrowed down the parameters of how much light was required, how much exposure, 

and you know how thin the mixture would be and what metal to use and then I started to have 

these successes…you wouldn’t know if you had succeeded until you had done the exposure, 

which could be two or three days later, I had to keep really close records to see ‘which one was 

this that worked, what did I do here.’ Those kinds of things really were the experimental side of 

things, they’re much more like what Niépce’s was, a gentleman experimenter in a way. To just 

try things, and I didn’t need a big lab to do this. I really enjoyed that too, going back to that kind 

of science that was very hands on. It was in a way a very scientific thing, or an attempt to 

replicate an experiment of the past, and eventually I dialled in the amount of exposure that I 

needed…and you know next year, who knows, it may not be quite the same, I will probably need 

to start again and get my mixture exactly right. 

EF: I am also thinking of the scents that must be coming out of this process, the horrendousness 

of the bitumen and then you’re using this really lovely, soft lavender oil, and how this is 

blending together. Also, the fragility of the development process and experimentation; it offers a 

nice parallel to the fragility of the ecosystem at the larger scale. As you said, bitumen is very 

much a natural occurring material in this ecosystem, and then it is how you use it that disturbs 

and complicates it, I think the fact that this is such a fragile process is really quite reflective of 
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the larger picture and what is going on. I was really intrigued by some of your discussions of 

how this trial and error takes place, but I was also interested in the challenges you may have 

faced during this process, in terms of accessing sites, or the risks involved: whether its political 

risks or aesthetic risks, or you speak a bit about health concerns in developing and using this 

material. 

WC: Yeah, yeah…In terms of accessing the bitumen itself for this particular project, I didn’t 

have…I wasn’t subject to any harassment by the companies. But I have been before, when we 

were shooting our documentary. We decided we’re not going to do anything illegal, we’re not 

going to go on private land, things like that. But we would always film from the roadsides and 

ditches or from the air, but we were harassed quite a few times by company security guards who 

would come and tell us we really shouldn’t be there, this is not safe for you. That’s when we said 

well that’s why were here (laughter), because this whole thing isn’t safe and the idea that its 

dangerous is actually being employed to deflect attention away from seeing it. At the same time, 

I wasn’t going to take undue risks; I think there is a place for civil disobedience as well, for 

taking those kinds of risks, like being arrested for something that you really believe in. But in 

this case, we stayed within the law. With the bitumen that I gathered for this…well, I guess the 

first time we were there I did bring a big chunk of bitumen home, actually, just because I was so 

amazed that you could just do that. But then my wife was not happy about that (laughter), so I 

ended up just taking it to the landfill. When we went back, it was an area that was not part of a 

lease from one of the companies, that is where we got the oil/the tar from, we didn’t have to 

break in, in anyway. I know people wonder that, you know, you must have stolen it from the 

companies, but its not, the companies don’t own all of that land. We’re just on public land right 

away, on a river, and gathered it, right there. In terms of other kinds of risks, I think I do feel that 
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because the smell is so atrocious once heated, I did feel that I did not want to inhale that stuff and 

I know also what hydrocarbons do to us, in a broad sense, just a human near a highway, or if you 

smell diesel, things like that. I know it’s dangerous in a certain way, but it’s not a massive risk 

I’m taking, it’s slight, it gives me headaches if I don’t wear my respirator, things like that. But 

what that did is just remind me of the massive and much broader risk that we are all taking by 

partaking in this, in some sense, by using this substance as a fuel for our lifestyles, basically. 

And it’s so easy for that risk to become invisible. Risk is an interesting concept, or perceived 

risk. Our perceived risk of say flying, which people consider a fairly high risk, which is actually 

much safer than a lot of other forms of transport. But the risk of what the greenhouse gases are 

doing to the atmosphere is something that we can’t immediately measure, it’s one of these things 

like a ‘hyper object,’ like Tim Morton explains. It’s vague we can’t really understand it. 

Understanding risk on that large temporal and antithetical scale is something that I don’t think 

our human minds are capable in doing very well, in a logical way, but I think we can use the 

imagination to imagine what consequences might happen in a broader way. I think that is one 

way my work is about, in relation to oil, you know petrography, but also my writing and 

filmmaking too, is trying to get a broader perspective on that risk. I guess in a sense a broader 

perspective, but also a really intimate perspective on it. When I have that tar on my hands, I get 

tar on my hands because I forget sometimes to wear my gloves, its not like that is going to kill 

me, its not that toxic that it will act in an immediate way, but I have to be vigilant not to touch 

my eye or get that on my food, so I think in that broader sense what risk is and how we live with 

it all the time…but that blinds us to some enormous things that we are participating in and that 

are contributing massively to our longer term risks. In terms of aesthetic risk, when you’re 

dealing with an issue like climate change, or lands that Indigenous peoples are still trying to live 
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from, I think in a sense the big risk is to not say anything, or else we just forget, then the risk is 

going to balloon, it’s going to get worse, I think taking an aesthetic risk is really necessary. 

Right, to just say something that is upsetting to somebody or certain people, and for me, I know a 

lot of people who work in development industry, I know family members who work in that 

industry, so they’re upset in that regard, in terms of some of the things I say and do, but I think it 

is just too important to let that slide. And then thinking back to the development process, as we 

talked about, and the failure that is there in doing it, each time I try a petrograph there is a kind 

of…I guess a more aesthetic risk, the risk being will this fail or not. It’s not a big risk in a sense, 

but I think the idea of it, what I have really learned in terms of other artistic practice, in my own 

writing as well, by doing petrography, because just by seeing that things can fail…and if you’re 

afraid of that, then you just won’t do anything, and so I think it is really obvious with 

petrography because a petrograph can start out beautifully and then the plates could not be 

prepared very well, heated very well, or something crazy can happen late in the processing. I 

think it’s on a very minor level, but I think that kind of risk that an artist takes every time they 

start something. And that’s about making a connection to people, taking that risk that this might 

be a failure but trying.  

EF: I think that draws really nice connections to larger issues, in terms of what you’re talking 

about, with industry and this idea of being offsite because of safety, as a way from veering you 

away from seeing what is there and what is happening, as the same way of diluting these risks, 

and in your artistic practice you are bringing these issues to the forefront rather than ignoring 

them. Or, as you say, having family members who work there, can be difficult to have those 

intimate discussions because people have become accustomed to these smells, they don’t notice 

them as much, so it really is a process of diluting risk through adaptation to the environment, as 
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it is now, and not physically seeing or understanding these risks any longer is really quite 

concerning, because who knows what this is doing to our health and the fact that we can adapt to 

the smell. I think this a really interesting aspect of the petrographs, bringing the risks to the 

forefront and highlighting these issues on a larger scale. 

WC: Yeah, and I guess in a sense the whole olfactory sense is really most important when I’m 

thinking about oil, and I have written a little bit about that in my ‘Tar hands a messy manifesto,’ 

that yes, the idea that there is, I can’t remember the name but there is a technical term for 

olfactory fatigue, basically that your old factory sense losses the ability to, or it filters out a smell 

after a certain amount of time, it just becomes background, and I think that is one of the jobs of 

the artist, is to play out the stakes, because we’ve all forgotten it because we are surround by it, 

but this is doing something to us and our systems, our perception…perceptual apparatus is 

switching that off. So we need to see it, in a sense, going back to the modernist idea…if you can 

make people see or hear or smell something, then they’ll be able to see it again, hear it again, 

smell it again and then maybe they are more likely to act on it or do something about it. They 

recognize it, they can’t just push it back into the unconscious, because really so much of it, oil, is 

about, to me, is about the unconscious. We know it’s bad for us, we know it has bigger effects, 

but on a daily level we just push that into the background. Because, it is just too inconvenient to 

deal with that on a constant basis, and I have that too, it’s not that I’m immune to that by any 

means, but what would that be…if you only had to focus on that at all times, to be aware that our 

unconsciousness…we are prone to do that to push something into the unconscious so that it is 

more convenient for us.  
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EF: Especially when its something we rely on…we are an oil culture, we rely on it so heavily in 

every single thing we do day-to-day, and I think that’s why I am drawn to your choice of 

photography as well, and access, because…well, everyone has their camera phone, these are 

things we don’t really think about or consider on a day-to-day basis, how much oil is actually in 

every single thing we use and to develop a photograph in such a unique way, using the bitumen, 

really draws attention to it. I also wanted to talk a bit about…as someone who studies visual 

culture, I am intrigued by how tar sands visual culture is always very much about scale and 

perspective, and the idea of spectacle versus reality. How industry uses that same visual language 

and techniques to frame the tar sands in terms of progress and economic growth and stability. 

Whereas, perhaps more on the activist side, the language is used to show environmental 

devastation and how some operate in the middle, someone like Burtynsky, who can use the 

language to capitalize from both sides. I was wondering how you feel about tackling a visual 

approach in terms of these conventions; scale and perspective, and reality versus spectacle.  

WC: That’s a really great subject, and vague in the ways in which one can approach it. I have 

been fascinated by Burtynsky’s work in a lot of ways, from early on in his career, and I think 

you’re right, as you mentioned, he rides that line in a really interesting way. But, of course, his 

work is also about scale, and his works are enormous, or at least when you see the ones in a 

gallery setting and that scale is a part of the image in a major way I would say more than any 

other photographer that I’m familiar with. But, I think that is another subject, you know how 

there is a kind of monumentalizing of the image there and the kind of aestheticizing is interesting 

and attractive, but also there is a little bit of desensitizing going on there. I do find his work 

really interesting, but for me in terms of scale, one of the things that is difficult to get at, no 

matter how big you make your photograph, is just the enormity of the tar sands themselves. I 
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write a little bit about that in that new article with Jon Gordon, and deciding that what I needed 

to use was some aerial photos, even though those have become almost a cliché of the tar sands 

now, because it is the only way to give you a clearer, larger sense of how big they are. But 

they’re also, what I was immediately taken with when I first flew over the tar sands, was this is 

beautiful, this is aesthetically arresting. This was well before Burtynsky, before the Greenpeace 

film, but anyway, being able to apprehend that scale…within the way the human brain works, it 

becomes aestheticized when you try to approach that scale, I think. And so that’s a problem, you 

want to be able to have the viewer moving, not just sort of arresting in awe in front of the image, 

you want them to be alerted about something, that was my whole influence: people need to know 

about this, people need to do something about this. Not just step back and say wow that’s 

beautiful. Beauty is an issue for me, as a difficult thing, in fact the way the petrographs turned 

out to be much more beautiful than I thought, and I was disturbed by that in a way. With scale, 

one of the things that I think has been interesting…with the petrography process, is that I haven’t 

been able to make them on a large scale, at least yet. That was one of the things, you know 

talking to some visual artists and friends, was that they were saying you need to scale these 

things up if you want to have a gallery show....But, there are some technical things that make that 

extremely difficult. When I pour the kerosene developer over the plate it develops in momentum 

as it flows down the plate and so far I haven’t been able to do larger than 8x10, although I may 

experiment with some bigger ones this summer. Really, I had to, just in terms of the amount of 

energy and time invested, I wanted to make them smaller at first, and so maybe I can scale them 

up a bit later, but I actually really don’t mind…I sort of like them on a relatively small scale. The 

4x6 ones I do are a little too small, I find, to get enough detail, there’s not enough resolution in 

my medium, but my 8x10 ones do give enough resolution, I think. And I think there is something 
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much more intimate about them, which gestures back toward the daguerreotype and the early 

history photography where a photograph couldn’t be very big, and the 8x10 was sort of the 

standard large size. Right now, I am happy with doing 8x10s because that gestures toward that 

history as well, and you can just hold it in your hand, which is an important thing with a 

petrograph because of the way the external ambient light, you know you need to move the plate 

around in order to see things. I think the smaller scale, for me, just makes it more intimate and it 

makes more obvious the metaphor, or the literalized metaphor of the mirror. The handheld mirror 

that you’re looking at yourself in, I quite like that smaller scale about them, at the same time I 

imagine it would be pretty cool to make a pretty big one, see what that would do, like how it 

would look and how the process would effect it.    

EF: Right, it would have a pretty interesting impact on the viewing experience, but as you said, I 

am quite taken with this juxtaposition of the huge scale of the physical tar sands and then being 

able to sort of hold it in your hand and have this really personal reflection with it, it becomes 

much more intimate and I think has a unique insight or power in that…this reflexive property in 

the smaller scale.  

WC: Yeah, and I am experimenting with other ways of framing them so that they are more 

readily picked up and looked at, because I find actually when I hang them the ambient lighting is 

crucial, if the light in the room is in the wrong place you can see almost nothing on a 

petrograph…if I could find a way to frame them sort of like a hand mirror then I could try that. 

I’ve also tried, and it’s technically possible and I’ve done a couple of these, petrographs on glass. 

I am experimenting with projecting through them, and I’ll experiment this summer to see what 

that would look like, because that may be a way to have a larger scale. But for now I am pretty 

happy with the smaller scale and I think I will mostly stay with that because unless I am able to 
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maintain my success rate on the larger ones, because with the larger ones I’ve tried that was an 

issue just the amount of liquid as it flows down the plate, it starts to dissolve further down. So 

yeah, those are some reflections on scale and there is a lot more to be said about it and the 

intimacy of it. For me, petrography, or the petrographs, are more about, in a sense, you know, the 

viewers own connection. 

EF: Definitely, very much so, and I think that leads in so nicely to…I was interested in the 

concept of visibility and how visual culture of the tar sands are often about making visible the 

‘unseen’ and making visible these things that are sort of meant to be unseen. Everything is done 

in a particular way, it is removed from society for a reason and you have to make these special 

trips to it, if you want to see it. And yet, the idea that oil is engrained in everything we do in a 

day is highly visible and yet forgotten or pushed back, so I was really curious about how 

visibility played into your work and I think this discussion of the mirror is really sort of spot on, 

but if you wanted to speak a bit about the idea of the visible and invisible, or making visible. 

WC: That is something I have thought a lot about in relation to Indigenous culture as well and 

Indigenous people and Indigenous space. Because it seems to me, that within a lot of urbanized 

settler-colonial spaces in Canada, I don’t know about all of Canada, but certainly in urbanized 

space, Indigenous space is almost entirely invisible. I teach Indigenous literature and I ask my 

students, have you been to an Indigenous community, unless they are from that community 

almost none of them have been to a Native community that they know of. And I think the idea 

that settler-colonialism is really mapped right onto this sort of petro-state, in a sense that, that 

same kind of avoidance, that same kind of inability or unwillingness to see something, to see that 

places are still indigenous spaces. So when I ask my students that question, I have written about 

that in an article in an anthology called ‘Indigenous Poetics’ where I talk about the invisibility of 
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Indigenous space now. I think the tar sands, what’s interesting, is that overlaps there because 

that, is of course Indigenous space as well. There is no accident that these mines, tar sands 

mines…happen almost entirely, it seems, in Indigenous areas and in areas that are still traditional 

land of Indigenous people or that have native communities near by, because the Native 

communities are already invisible. So, adding these developments, or destruction to that land, 

within the colonial imagination, its like it is already empty. In that article I was just mentioning, I 

talked about what I called the “New Terra Nullius,” I talk about that as Indigenous space as 

something that is thought to be empty, not in the sense of colonialism in the early era of thought 

to be empty so that we could take it, but it is thought to be empty because it is wasteland, it is 

already destroyed, it is already worthless and so it is okay to wreck it even more. And I really 

think that’s operating in the tar sands in a major way, it has become kind of symbol of the 

destruction of the land, but it is also Indigenous, people are still living off that land, people are 

still trying to have a traditional life on that land, and they can’t just move away like everyone 

else in Fort McMurray does, they are committed to that land, and they have been told ‘hey, we 

will move you,’ I explore that in my film ‘Land of Oil and Water,’ but they say ‘nope, we’re not 

moving, this is who we are.’ And so that is something, I think there is a connection there that I 

find sort of disturbing, so it is really about environmental racism and I think the two are 

overlapping really interestingly and powerfully in the way in which corporations, aided by the 

state, chose certain locations, of course, geology has a lot to do with it as well, but there are other 

locations that are not developed because they are too close to a suburb or something like that. I 

think that is a very troubling element of Canadian society that is really deeply embedded in 

our…in Canada’s role sort of as extractive nation. It is that same kind of willed blindness to 

some damage that is happening. 
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EF: Yeah, and I think you do an excellent job highlighting how the tar sands operate as this very 

interesting case study of practices that have been going on for centuries. Just sort of thinking of 

my experience there this past summer, on site, they are very strategic in how they visualize 

Indigenous communities. On the tour, you’re sure to stop at the site where they commissioned an 

Indigenous artist (Brian Clark) to do the wood bison carving along the highway, and so they are 

highlighting in very strategic ways, the idea of how they are working with these communities. 

And speaking back to the land, at the time when I was there, the wood bison site actually…the 

wood bison were actually dying from anthrax and not visible [WC: wow] which was just such a 

powerful experience because the guides then focus on the carving due to the absence of lived 

animals, but at the same time, again, choosing what is visible and what is invisible, here in terms 

of disease and community. I think that is a really interesting analysis of the situation there [WC: 

Absolutely, yeah]…I don’t want to use up too much more of your time, so I would like to get to 

a final set of questions if that is okay? [WC: Sure, yeah] So the first being the idea of 

repurposing or reimagining the bitumen, which I think ties in so nicely to this idea of visibility, 

and sort of the extension of the larger discussion of remediation and what you think the 

significance is in repurposing and reimagining bitumen. 

WC: Yeah, I think part of it is, I guess, just an intellectual exercise in seeing if this harmful 

substance can be used in a way that is at least less harmful, or at least can be used to highlight the 

harmfulness of its other uses. There is a kind of naturalization that has happened really from the 

beginning of the twentieth century, I would say, in our understanding of what oil is for. It doesn’t 

really figure in having any other uses other than basically fuelling what our modern 

industrialized society has become. Just sort of thinking, taking a step back to think what else 

could this have been used for. Of course, for me, that began with my early on learning about the 
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tar being used to seal canoes, and that just amazed me, and that was early on when I went to Fort 

McMurray, and I thought, ‘this stuff can be used for something else.’ You know, maybe in that 

process, and I write about it a little bit in that article with Jon Gordon, we’ve lost those teachings 

around that, as far as I know, maybe some people still have them, but I don’t have them. But, 

there are ways in which you just have a relationship with that substance, that’s obvious, because 

you have to pick it up with a stick, you smear it on, and so with petrography you have a 

relationship to the substance as well, which is obvious because of the smell and because of the 

stickiness of it, etcetera. I think the idea of finding a way to repurpose it so that my relationship 

to it remains visible, because with energy of all kinds, but certainly with oil, right now in the 

modern way in which our energy regime works, we do have a relationship with this stuff but we 

don’t know that, or we are separated from it—you put it in your car, and you have a slight whiff 

of if, but you don’t really think of having connected in a direct way with it.  That was a thing that 

I found very interesting, was to use it in a way that doesn’t make it disappear, that in fact just 

keeps it there in front of you. With the petrography, not everyone is going to be there while I’m 

making it to smell it and stuff like that, but looking at the image, when they understand a little bit 

about what it is, they know that they are actually looking at oil—they’re in a relationship with 

that stuff and hopefully that will make them reflect on other ways they are in a relationship with 

it. That is what I was trying to do, thinking about…and I did think quite a bit about tobacco and 

that relation to oil as something that has a sacred meaning in Indigenous culture, and yet its been 

taken by this particular capital/corporate ideology and turned it into something that is very toxic 

and addictive. The metaphor is very similar but I think you can still go to ceremony and tobacco 

will always be part of the ceremony and its something where I don’t feel like its toxic in that 

situation at all, right, I feel like it is healing, and I thought about…I guess the conundrum of that 
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in a way. I think that is something similar we are facing now in our relationship to oil, it’s 

effecting us all kinds of ways but we’re…it’s so distant from us, it’s been so compartmentalized 

away from us that we…it’s so easy to repress that.   

EF: and I think your discussion of the tar sands paradise really highlights that conundrum, that 

sort of contradiction of what oil is and this idea of it being beautiful and toxic, natural and 

unnatural…we forget that this was once something else or still could be something different, 

when used in different ways. But, because of globalization, industrialization, capitalism, it has 

become this addiction and something that…the alternative isn’t clear. In a way, things are made 

visible and invisible because of willingness to compromise and acknowledge.  

WC: Yeah, and in terms of that idea of addiction, which obviously lots of people have written 

about, others are working toward this idea of leave it in the ground, which I think is really 

powerful and important work, but that is sort of a ‘cold turkey’ mentality, right, and we know in 

our studies of addiction, that doesn’t actually work very well for a lot of people. I think maybe, 

for me, with petrography and wanting to maintain a relationship with it, to repurpose it, do 

something else with it is not saying ‘cold turkey,’ like we are never going to use this stuff or 

pretend that it is not there anymore, we’re just going to leave it in the ground. I think we can 

understand that it is part of something that is alive, the way it is now is, as I talk about with the 

tar sands paradise, there is something beautiful about that, it doesn’t have to be locked away and 

never thought about. We can maintain a relationship with it that can be positive. Rather than…I 

think the ‘leave it in the ground’ folks maybe could nuance that maybe a little bit more, thinking 

about, you know ‘leave it in the ground’ but ‘lets visit’ [laughter] lets continue to have a 

relationship with this stuff that’s powerful. Maybe there is something positive that we can have 
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develop from our relationship to it as well, rather than just trying to sever our relationship to it, 

because I think that’s not really going to be healthy in the long run.  

EF: Right, adaptive over the likely less effective….Okay, so I think because of time, and I know 

you have another meeting, if I could squeeze one more question in [WC: sure], I wanted to ask 

you a bit about the concept of time as well as the concept of labour. I think, again, having not 

seen them in person yet, but from the images I have seen and from descriptions of experiences, 

there is labour involved in not only producing the petrographs, but also in viewing them. This 

idea that you really have to look, you really have to engage in this relationship with the 

petrograph, as well as this idea that they do look very much so like historical photographs. So 

time, the concept of time combined with sort of the fading quality of the image, and having to 

move the petrograph around to see the image and your reflection. I interpreted this as a nice sort 

of suggestion of relevance—you’re looking at dated practices of the tar sands, or perhaps 

suggestions of future uses and what we could be doing looking forward. I think that is very much 

related to the labour intensive properties of the petrographs. If you could talk a bit about time or 

labour… 

WC: Yeah, that, you know in the contemporary world especially, with the recent digital media 

landscape, consumption of images is incredibly easy. I think that, in a sense, devalues the images 

a lot of the time, to me digital photographs become devalued just because they are so easily 

consumed and then on to the next one. I think there is something about the fact that you have to 

work at it to find the image in a petrograph, or to find the different possibilities that are in that 

image is quite a different thing. And I think, in a sense, there is a danger in that the viewer 

doesn’t have look, they can say ‘well that’s nothing, it’s a blank plate,’ so for me I worry about 

that. Thinking about potential shows, how will it enlighten people that there is something there, 
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rather than walk by, what they think, is a blank plate. But I think once people get a quick glimpse 

of it, then hopefully, they will be willing to do the work, if you want to call it work, to find the 

image in there. I have certainly seen shows of daguerreotypes where it is actually quite fun, and 

in fact when I was in the Niépce’s museum in France, they had a bunch of daguerreotypes there 

on a wall and there was a side light on both sides, and you would see people go up to the wall 

and they would have to move their heads from side to side. It was so interesting to watch people 

looking at these images and how they had to, I guess there were different rules for understanding 

these types of images, and they were sort of intuitively doing that and I think that’s how people 

always used to look at images with daguerreotypes and other forms of early photography and 

visual culture. I think it’s interesting that people intuitively do that, when they get a sense that 

there is something there.  

EF: Which speaks nicely to the idea of preservation, the idea that this is something delicate that 

has to be conserved properly, yet is meant to be moved and handled in a way.  

WC: For me this sort of process gestures way back in time to Niépce’s process and thinking 

about when Niépce’s used the bitumen, oil was not used for any of the things we use it for now. 

Bitumen of Judea was actually used in varnish for paintings, so that’s the thing that began my 

thinking…basically our twentieth and into the twenty-first century fixation on one particular use 

of oil is a temporal blip really. Maybe it won’t be very long before we can look back at that and 

see it as a blip, but right now it feels naturalized like it is going to be like this always. There is 

that for sure, in terms of the other aspects of temporality and time, in relation to the petrography, 

there is a seasonality to it, because I can only do it when the sun is shining brightly and living in 

Winnipeg [laughter] you can’t do that in the winter because the sun isn’t strong enough, but it is 

also temperature, the process is temperature dependent, so it has to be drastically above zero. So, 
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I can only do it in the summer and I have this whole wintertime where I look and think, ‘I’d like 

to use that petrograph’ but I cant, I have to wait.  

EF: That is really interesting too, in terms of climate change…making a sort of a log of the 

seasons and the weather, and when you can produce petrogaphs and when you can’t. It’s such a 

fascinating connection because it is linked to, as you say, having to develop it outside, with such 

unstable weather patterns and how the tar sands contribute to that.  

WC: Exactly, and also, it’s not just that I can only do it in the summer, but I can only do it on 

certain days in the summer, because, at least the way I have been doing them, if it rains on my 

petrograph while it’s out there then it’s toast. I have to be very vigilant about that, I mean it takes 

like two days of exposure for a petrograph, so the risk of it raining on one is very high [laughter]. 

All of that, being super aware of my environment even while they’re out in the sun, I should be 

able to not think about them, but I have to be, so what I tend to do is make them in the morning 

and then I put them out while I’m writing. But as I am writing I am always looking and listening 

for the sound of rain [laughing] or looking for clouds and wind coming. Another element of 

thinking about what is the right time, I look at the forecast and think ‘okay, is this the right time 

to put the petrographs out today’ because if I am not home I better not, because it might rain.  

EF: I think that is a nice way to sort of talk about when Jon Gordon had mentioned, it is an 

interruption of the status quo, of the modern times. Even in just discussions of weather and risks, 

that is a nice connection back to that… 

WC: Absolutely, yeah. It really is, in a way…I haven’t really written about this or thought about 

this too much, but it is about the weather because you need to have that sunshine and the 

predictability of the weather which is of course still not very accurate, even when you’re talking 

about what may happen this afternoon let alone what will happen in ten-thousand years.  
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EF: Right, such an interesting connection. I don’t want to take too much of your time, so perhaps 

at a later date we could discuss this further (WC: Sure), and hopefully I will be able to make it 

out your way to see the petrographs and their development… 

WC: …I may have some out your direction at some point too, I have been in talking to some 

people in Montreal about an exhibition. 

EF: Excellent, that would be great, we will have to keep in touch. Thank you again for your 

generosity with your time and availability, this has been wonderful, I really appreciate it.  

WC: Much appreciated and all the best with your work, it sounds fascinating. 

EF: Thank you.  

END 
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