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The exhibition, The Map of the Empire (30 March – 6 May, 2016), featured 
photography, video, and installation works by Toronto-based artist, Brad 
Isaacs (Mohawk | mixed heritage). The majority of the artworks within the 
exhibition were produced from the Canadian Museum of Nature’s research 
and collections facility (Gatineau, Québec). The Canadian Museum of 
Nature (CMN), is the national natural history museum of (what is now 
called) Canada, with its galleries located in Ottawa, Ontario. The exhibition 
was the first to open at the Centre for Indigenous Research Creation at 
Queen’s University under the supervision of Dr. Dylan Robinson. Through 
the installment of The Map of the Empire, Isaacs effectively claimed 
space on campus grounds – within the geopolitical space of Katarokwi | 
Kingston – and pushed back against settler colonial imaginings of natural 
history. The Map of the Empire explored the capacity of Brad’s artistic 
practice in challenging the general belief under which natural history 
museums operate: that the experience of collecting/witnessing/interacting 
with a deceased and curated more-than-human animal will increase 
conservation awareness and facilitate human care towards nature. The 
exhibition also featured original poetry by Cecily Nicholson, author of 
Triage (2011) and From the Poplars (2014), as a response to Brad’s artwork. 
I locate the work of The Map of the Empire within the broader context of 
curatorship as a political practice engaging with conceptual and actualized 
forms of slow violence, both inside of and beyond the museum space. 
By unmapping the structures of slow, showcased and archived violence 
within the natural history museum, we can begin to radically transform 
and reimagine our connections with more-than-humans and encourage 
these relations to be reciprocal rather than hyper-curated or preserved.

ABSTRACT
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SECTION 1.
INTRODUCTION 
(why this thesis matters) 
The Words That Come Before All Else

We thank everyone, all the races of the world for gathering and 
coming together to acknowledge the natural world. When we come 
together we are following our original instructions Creator gave us, 
and that is to give thanks and give acknowledgement to the natural 
world. 

We as humans are the weakest ones in nature, there is nothing in this 
world that needs us to survive. Humans depend on all of the natural 
world for their survival here on Mother Earth. So we give greetings 
and thanks to all the living beings and hope they will follow the 
original instructions given to them by Creator.

We give greetings and thanks to Mother Earth for all that she provides 
for us. We must conduct ourselves in a good way and walk softly upon 
her as the faces of our unborn children are present in the Earth. She 
provides us with sustenance and helps with our survival here upon 
this Turtle Island. We send her thanks and hope she will continue to 
follow the instructions given to her by Creator.

We give greetings and thanks to the water of the world. From the 
greatest bodies like oceans and lakes to the small creeks and streams 
and aqua fur that go through our Mother Earth. The water brings 
about cleansing and purification for our Mother – without water there 
would be no life. If you look at the largest mammal, like the whale, to 
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the smallest micro-organism, everything has a goal and responsibility to do for the water, for 
the purification of the water. So we put our minds together and we thank all them, all that 
fish life, and all that they continue to do that for us. So we say, thank you.

As we look on the Earth, all the plant life and all of the grasses that grow on this planet, all 
the medicine plants, all the berries, all of those things that are awakening now...they’re there 
to help us with our health and to survive for better days. So we give our thanks to all those 
medicines and plants in hopes that they will continue to help us as humans and make us 
stronger. 

We also give thanks to the land…to our four-legged animals, the bears, coyotes, and wolves, 
everything...We know that, without those spiritual beings, we wouldn’t be able to survive 
in this life. And we know that those beings will create that spiritual belonging for us. And 
everything that the deer eat is now within us and all of our nutritional needs are met. So we 
give thanks to all of those four-legged animals.

We also see in this world, those beautiful trees growing all around us, and just like us as 
humans, they need that acknowledgement, as well; and they have that beautiful spirit, as well. 
And we need a better understanding of the trees – that as we breathe out, the trees breathe 
back in. And as the trees breathe out, we breathe back in. So we always have that...that love 
for those that created this breath. And we need those trees to supply our world, to create the 
shade for us, and also to bring medicine to our hearts, and to provide fruit, all the beautiful 
things. So we give our minds now over to thanking those trees and hope that they continue 
to follow the original instructions given to them by Creator. 

And also we know that the trees are homes to other life, those winged animals that fly 
around. And they say that those winged animals are the messengers, that those winged 
animals, they bring the messages of Creator. And now we are starting to hear them, they are 
coming back...and we hear that beautiful song. And that song is for you. It lifts your heart. 
So that you can go about your day, you can be happy and fulfilled knowing that you were 
sent a song by Creator, and that fills your heart, and that fills your mind, and you can be 
happy and carry on. And you know that there’s that one bird that can wake you up at 4:30 in 
the morning, cuz he’s waking all the other birds up. So we’re giving thanks to those winged 
animals, those messengers. The eagle, the one that is closest to Creator, the one that brings 
those messages from Creator. The one that watches us to make sure that we are doing the 
things that we are supposed to do, who reports back to Creator. All those winged animals, we 
give thanks to. And hope that they will continue on in those original instructions that were 
given to them by Creator. 
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We also see too, those thunder beings…they shook us up a couple days ago. And they say 
that, you know, this time of year is when they shake the waters. And you know, sometimes 
they’ll have that lightning and sometimes they won’t. But it’s a responsibility to bring those 
rains and those winds, right, and to create the replenishing of the water. And to push all 
those negative, unseen forces back into the river. So we give thanks to our Grandfathers and 
hope that they’ll come for those visits and continue to come for those visits. And follow the 
original instructions that were given to them. 

So we also see too, you know, those winds that blow over our Earth and create those changes 
and bring about those seasons, and help our Mother Earth cleanse, as well. And we know 
their strength, right, but we also know the softness of the summer breeze upon our skin 
and that gentle caress. So we give thanks and respect to those winds and hope that they’ll 
continue to follow their original instructions, and hope that they’ll continue to blow on our 
Earth. 

And also, too, we see high in the sky, our Elder Brother, that beautiful sun. You know, he’s 
getting closer to us now. The summer’s coming, you know, and you’re gonna feel that warmth 
now and you’re going to see things that are going to happen; the greening. And he’s calling 
that plant life forth. And you know, our gardens will flourish and those gardens will grow as 
he becomes closer to the Earth. And once again, you’ll feel that beautiful warmth on your 
skin, and you’ll feel that love from your Elder Brother, the sun. And we send our greetings 
and thanks and hope that they’ll continue to come out and repeat that sun and repeat that 
bright light for us, so that we can continue to feel that warmth. 

We also know too that, there’s this beautiful moon in the sky, and she’s the leader of that 
nighttime light, our Grandmother…The one that provides all the teachings for all the 
women, our Grandmother. And she’s the one that has the lessons, and she takes care of all 
the ebb and flow of this world, and all the flows of the women as well. And we give greetings 
and thanks to her, and hope that she’ll shine upon us, and shine the beautiful full moon 
upon us and give us that strength that we need in order to continue on this Earth. So we give 
greetings and thanks to the full moon and hope that she follows the original instructions 
given to her.

And we also see too that there are four corners of this Earth. And that each of those corners 
there are the four directions, and those four beings, that send us messages...the spiritual 
guidance that we need as people. And we have to remember to slow down, and to listen to 
those things, and to be guided by those forces, and to acknowledge that in our world, those 
things exist for us. 
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So we give greetings and thanks to the four spiritual beings in each corner of this Earth. And 
hope that they follow those original instructions that were given to them. 

And as we look higher, still in the sky, we see all those beautiful stars. And the last few nights, 
they have been so beautiful, so clear. And being able to have that relationship with the stars, 
to have them guide you at night, to be able to look up and see those constellations. And they 
say that, you know, when we leave this world, it is those star people that will help us on our 
way, that will guide us, you know, to where we need to go to Sky World. And, you know, that 
beautiful Milky Way is that pathway that we walk when our physical bodies are finished here. 
So they’re our cousins and our relations. And we hope that they’ll continue to follow those 
original instructions that were given to them by Creator.

We also know too that there are spiritual people in our world that guide us and help us, to 
help us understand those things in life. And we give greetings and thanks to all those people 
for the stories that they bring, the insight that they bring, the light that they bring. And we 
hope that they’ll continue to follow those original instructions, as well.

So we also know too that there are unseen forces that exist in this world, and we acknowledge 
those unseen forces that help us and sometimes hinder us. It’s the positive and the negative of 
this life, and sometimes we don’t always seem to know exactly what’s going on but we know 
that there are forces here that we cannot see. So we give greetings and thanks to those unseen 
forces and hope that they’ll follow those original instructions and talk and provide for us the 
way as needed.

So now we come to the end and we say this is the great mystery, the Creator…he has given us 
everything here because of his great love for us. He has a hand in everything for us because 
of his great love for wanting us to survive and wanting us to be here on this Earth and fulfill 
our purpose in life. So we give greetings and thanks to our Creator in hopes that he will still 
be there for us when we need him. 

So it comes again now when it’s time to, you know, put your mind to those things that 
maybe I haven’t said, and maybe you want in your minds to thank those things that I forgot 
to acknowledge in this world. And so we say now that our business here is over and we can 
continue on. So I say Nya:wen to you, and have a wonderful night. Thank you for listening to 
me. Thank you.
– Mary Ann Spencer1 

1  Mary Ann Spencer, “Thanksgiving Address,” (opening address, Responding to Brad Isaacs: The Map of the 
Empire, Agnes Etherington Art Centre, Queen’s University, Kingston, ON, March 29, 2016).
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 She:kon, I begin my departure into this catalogue | thesis | reflection with 
the thoughtful and grounding words of Mary Ann Spencer, delivering the Ohenton 
Karikwatekwen. Mary Ann is Kaienkehaka from Tyendinaga Mohawk Territory. In March 
2016, she had just entered her role as the newest Elder in Residence at the Four Directions 
Aboriginal Student Centre at Queen’s University. Mary Ann was kind enough to provide 
this opening on the evening of March 29, 2016, to introduce the public response to the 
exhibition, Brad Isaacs: The Map of the Empire. During my time at Queen’s, and in attending 
social events and public functions on campus, I have been fortunate enough to receive 
similar words to Mary Ann’s address at the beginning of almost every gathering. For the 
most part, these words have been delivered by the always kind-hearted and patient presence 
of Kanonhsyonni/Janice Hill.2 These words of thanks are commonly referred to as the 
Thanksgiving Address. They have followed me to this moment and I hope to carry them with 
me in all of the relations that I make, and throughout all of the work that I do.
 In hearing these words echo off the walls of the Agnes Etherington Art Centre’s 
Atrium, I was reminded of their importance in considering the work within the exhibition, 
The Map of the Empire. In placing this message of thanks at the beginning of the catalogue 
– unedited, uncurated, uncontextualized – I propose that Mary Ann’s words be taken for 
exactly what they are, the words that come before all else. They remind us that we are one 
relation among many. I hope to draw on these words throughout this catalogue and address 
how our relationships with our more-than-human kin can be articulated within the natural 
history museum to reimagine a condition of care.
 

2  Kanonhsyonni/Janice Hill is a member of the Turtle Clan, Mohawk Nation and is the current Director of Four 
Directions Aboriginal Student Centre at Queen’s University. Her laughter always manages to enter a room before 
her, and linger after she leaves.
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 In considering how we begin the conversations that will unfold throughout this 
catalogue, I would like to take time here to address and situate my use of terms. This is of 
great importance especially when reflecting on what it means to be an active participant on 
and with the Earth. Under the advisement of my supervisor, Dylan Robinson, I look towards 
a Cree worldview and language, nêhiyawêwin. From my understanding, Cree words stem 
from the elements of the environment and can be described as a way of living based on 
community relationships. Cree journalist, Ken Noskiye, states that “everything made by the 
Creator is alive and anything made by man is dead. An example: A tree is alive but when it 
gets cut down and made into a rocking chair it has no spirit.”3 Mistoos, a tree, is referred to 
as a singular person – “If I were to be talking with a Cree speaker of a tree, I would point to 
that tree as a third person. And if it were a forest I was talking about, then I would refer to 
them as a group of living spirits.”4 It is imperative to be reminded that the words we select, 
speak, and write have intent and meaning behind them,5 and perhaps a reflection on our use 
of language can inspire notions of ethical relationality.
 Within my research surrounding human-animal relations, I originally used the 
critical animal studies term, “non-human,” in reference to animals. I had never questioned or 
reflected on what I was really saying when using this term, mostly because I had ignorantly 
assumed that its acceptance within critical animal studies defined it as a sufficient term. 
However, when my supervisor asked why I repeatedly used this term in my work, I had 
no real answer. By reflecting on the Thanksgiving Address, and Mary Ann’s reminder that, 
“We as humans are the weakest ones in nature, there is nothing in this world that needs us 
to survive. Humans depend on all of the natural world for their survival here on Mother 
Earth,”6 it becomes clear that “non-human” is a very anthropocentric way of viewing animals. 
Noskiye’s description of mistoos further encourages me to move away from this critical 

3  Ken Noskiye, “Cree language connects to soul of earth,” Saskatoon Sun (Saskatoon, SK), June 2, 2002.
4  Noskiye, “Preserving the richness of Cree language,” Saskatoon Sun (Saskatoon, SK), August 10, 2003.
5  I am mindful of the fact that language and the use of terms/words cannot be referred to as a straightforward 
“choice.” Language is intrinsically and violently tied up in colonialism. Therefore, those who are speakers, 
teachers, and learners of Indigenous languages are actively resisting the removal and loss of languages that have 
occurred and continue to occur through generational traumas. The loss of Indigenous languages can be attributed 
to colonial laws of assimilation, including the Residential School system, the neglectful underfunding of 
Indigenous languages by the government, and the continued implementation of assimilationist policies that strip 
cultures of their language through the dispossession of land.
6  Spencer, “Thanksgiving Address.”

The Importance of Words and Terms
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animal studies term. To say “non-human,” is to say that nature is subpar to humans – it is 
to say that it is “Other.” If I am to consider and reflect on my relationships with animals, the 
land, and the waters thoughtfully and with care, then I must shift my language to use the 
term “more-than-human.”
 Throughout the process of my curatorial work and research, I am also reminded of 
Zoe Todd’s fish stories and reflections on expanding “reconciliation” discourses in Canada 
“beyond-the-human.”7 Todd emphasizes the consideration of care as a reciprocal tool, and 
how this act of reciprocity must be extended by treating animals as kin, as “more-than-
human” relations, and thereby reorienting our relationships to land. Her work addresses the 
importance of using the term “more-than-human” when referring to our messengers, the 
birds, to our four-legged animal kin and all other animate beings on Mother Earth. Erica 
Violet Lee addresses this idea of the “more-than-human” in her article, “Reconciling in the 
Apocalypse,” where she gestures towards the importance of consent in thinking and acting 
through reconciliation:  

The use of “more-than-human” is therefore not simply the latest term in the evolving lexicon 
of “post-humanist discourse,” but it is a humbled and thoughtful reminder that we as 
humans are not alone. We are in a dependent, and what must be a respectful and reciprocal 
relationship with all of the more-than-human beings with whom we share this Earth.
 In thinking through the power that terms hold, I am caused to consider the way 
that institutions, such as natural history museums, are ascribed a level of agency and 
“personhood” through the rhetoric that surrounds them. For example, on the Canadian 
Museum of Nature’s website, the museum is repeatedly referred to as an entity with agentic 
qualities or referenced as a collective being. This can be witnessed in the museum’s “About 
Us” section: “Our museum is proud to reside in the first building in Canada created to 
house a national museum. It’s a national historic site and the birthplace of Canada’s national 
7  Zoe Todd, “Fish pluralities: Human-animal relations and sites of engagement in Paulatuuq, Arctic Canada,” 
Études/Inuit/Studies 38, no. 1-2 (2014): 217-238.
8  Erica Violet Lee, “Reconciling in the Apocalypse,” Monitor 22, no. 6 (March/April 2016): 19.

No person can sit at a table and claim to give consent to fracking, mines 
or pipelines on behalf of the lands, waters and more-than-human lives 
that make up Indigenous territories…Reconciliation includes the land. 
Reconciliation includes not only humans, but “more-than-human” creatures.8 
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museums.”9 It is the museum who is proud, not the curators, directors, and administrators 
who run its operations. As Mats Alvesson has argued, the level of rhetorical institutionalism 
to which the Canadian Museum of Nature and others alike deploy, enables a sense of 
agency that allows them to construct “perceptions of reputation, prestige, and expertise 
within a field in order to construct and share institutionalized myths within and across 
organizational boundaries.”10 This is often how institutions are spoken of, as Sara Ahmed 
contends, using rhetorical language to describe themselves with non-performative (and 
positive) characteristics.11 Therefore, my use of the singular term, “the natural history 
museum,” is done so intentionally to reflect on how this institutional space, however varied 
in size and holdings it may be across locations, can be reduced to a single idea. This single 
idea is a “simulated spectacle of nature,”12 and can take shape in various forms, such as, 
taxidermy displayed in a curated glass case, or specimens preserved in neatly, tissue-packed 
drawers. This spectacle is maintained and achieved through non-performative and rhetorical 
institutionalism. Within the context of this catalogue, however, I am mostly referring to the 
Canadian Museum of Nature (CMN) as “the” natural history museum.
 I am aware of the need to situate the terms “we,” “us,” and “our” in my writing. My 
experience, as a white settler from the Niagara Region, is of course limited to the little bit that 
I know. I am indebted to those who have shared their knowledge with me. I am thankful for 
the close friends, colleagues, mentors, and academic writers, thinkers, and artistic producers 
from whom I have learned so, so much. I would not, and could not, speak for any one of 
those individuals who may resist being collectively called upon in my use of the terms “we,” 
“us,” and “our,” due to my positionality as a white settler. The intent behind this use of terms 
is to operate under a broad and collective calling of humans. This calling can be understood 
as an invitation or opportunity to view the exhibition as a reimagining of our collective 
futures in relation to the ecologies that we, human and more-than-human, share. It is also 
a reflection on Todd’s call to consider ethical relationality across all relations. I endeavour 
to do this work carefully and thoughtfully, while understanding and acknowledging my 
implication within settler colonialism.

9  “History and Buildings,” Canadian Museum of Nature, last modified February 2, 2016, https://nature.ca/en/
about-us/history-buildings. (Emphasis added).
10  Mats Alvesson, “Organizations as rhetoric: knowledge-intensive firms and the struggle with ambiguity,” 
Journal of Management Studies 30 (1993): 1004.
11  Sara Ahmed, “Doing Diversity Work in Higher Education in Australia,” Educational Philosophy and Theory 38, 
no. 6 (2006): 745-768.
12  Pauline Wakeham, Taxidermic Signs: Reconstructing Aboriginality (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2008), 3.
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The Project
 Beginning in April 2015 and extending into mid-May 2016, the groundwork for 
the exhibition, The Map of the Empire, began with the idea of disruption – disruption of 
the natural history museum. While the project initially had the intent to physically and 
literally disrupt the CMN’s gallery spaces, with the exhibition occurring in their Stone Wall 
Gallery, the end result focused on their research and collections facility and its ideologies 
and practices. The Map of the Empire was installed at the Centre for Indigenous Research 
Creation, Queen’s University from 30 March – 6 May, 2016. The inception of the project 
came about through the objective of examining the complex and shifting notions of settler 
colonial imaginings of natural history through contemporary art practice. The featured artist 
in this case, Brad Isaacs (Mohawk | mixed heritage), was the key agent, with the exhibition 
functioning as a forum to expand research and present ongoing investigations into the 
natural history museum. The exhibition set out to function as a method of revealing fraught 
human-animal relationships within the politicized space of the natural history museum, 
while questioning the collecting/archiving practices of more-than-human beings. 
 The guiding research questions throughout the project were: What can we learn 
from visiting our more-than-human kin in these spaces? How can the contained and 
manipulated dioramic scenes become undone by opening a drawer of unstuffed, dormant, 
and deceased fruit bats? Can a process of mourning, healing, and perhaps, an influence 
of care become instilled into these collection spaces? Or are they beyond redress, the 
relationships too severely fractured, the museological traditions too out-dated? 
 I locate the work of The Map of the Empire within the broader context of curatorship 
as a political practice engaging with conceptual and actualized forms of slow violence, both 
inside of and beyond the museum space. By reconsidering and reimagining the structures 
of slow, showcased and archived violence within the natural history museum, the exhibition 
sought to radically transform our connections with more-than-humans to be reciprocal 
rather than hyper-curated or preserved. 
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Knowing more about nature gives us the tools to make better decisions about 
resources. It provides the basis for new technologies and developments and promotes 
a better understanding of how we affect, and are affected by, the natural world.

At the museum, we use the past to prepare for the future. Our specimens provide the 
backbone for our many special exhibitions and signature galleries, and they greatly 
enhance our educational programmes, designed for adults, teens and children, about 
the natural world.
– The Canadian Museum of Nature, “Mission and Mandate”13

13  “Mission and Mandate,” Canadian Museum of Nature, last modified January 19, 2015, http://nature.ca/en/
about-us/museum-corporation/mission-mandate.

Natural History in|on|of Canada 
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 The more-than-human animal body has consistently been a tantalizing component 
within the Western imagining of wilderness, nature, and colonial Otherness, and continues 
to be one of the most heavily exhibited cultural objects. In the specific case of the natural 
history museum, the museological consumption and display of the more-than-human 
only occurs upon the animal’s actual death, or impending disappearance, through the 
immortalization of taxidermy. The sourcing of taxidermy can vary – from a hunting 
expedition, to road kill, or a deceased zoo animal – yet the purpose of taxidermy’s presence 
within the natural history museum remains an “educational tool” for nature conservation 
and preservation. 
 One can perhaps begin by looking at the mandate behind the natural history 
museum, behind taxidermy, both in its original and current state. Taxidermy’s development, 
as Pauline Wakeham confirms in “Second Skins,”14 is a decisively European and Euro-North 
American technology of representation and imperial intimidation. In its material practice, 
taxidermy is the “dissection, hollowing out, and restuffing of a corpse’s epidermal shell.”15 The 
earliest taxidermic specimens on record were “exotic” species taken from colonized lands, 
and thus importantly linked to the Western desire to master the unknown and to impose 
a colonial (taxonomic) order of things upon the world.16 Currently, the natural history 
museum’s mandate is governed by the idea that the more we know about nature, the more we 
can protect and preserve it – therefore, under this mindset, the more we collect, taxonomize, 
and display more-than-human beings, the more we are supposedly caring for the natural 
world. 
 The pursuit of natural history began in the cabinets of curiosities of the Renaissance 
and early Enlightenment periods, through the practice of collecting and displaying absurd, 
curious, or monstrous natural specimens. A shift occurred from the seventeenth to the 
nineteenth century, when naturalists started to make a distinction between curious artifacts 
and typical objects. Cabinets of curiosities were abandoned for the more traditional natural 
history museum which chose not to preoccupy itself with “extraordinary” objects typical to 
cabinets of curiosities (e.g. mugs made from ostrich eggs, unicorn horns); but rather, factual 
objects considered to be more serious in nature (e.g. taxidermy habitat groups, skeletons).  
This transition of display can be attributed to the enthusiasm for natural theology.  This 
constructed museum vision called for natural objects to be displayed as examples of “God’s 

14  Pauline Wakeham, “Second Skins: semiotic readings in taxidermic reconstruction” (PhD dissertation, 
Department of English and Film Studies, University of Alberta, 2007), 7.
15  Wakeham, Taxidermic Signs, 5.
16  Wakeham, “Second Skins,” 9.
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work.” As such, curious artifacts that were not explicative of the nature of God were no longer 
considered to be relevant or worthy of natural history museums, which had to reflect this 
sense of seriousness in their displays and in their architectural presentation.17 This practice 
was supported by taxonomy – naturalists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries studied, 
classified, and analyzed natural objects in order to increase human knowledge.18 With the 
publication of Carolus Linnaeus’s Systema Naturae in 1732, taxidermy was elevated to the 
position of a preservation method integral to the emerging field of natural history studies. 
Mary Louise Pratt describes taxonomy as a human interventionary method of composing 
order over nature:

Taxidermy therefore became a vital technology implicated within taxonomy, not only 
through its representation of nature but also as a tool of classification and systemization. Its 
existence is motivated by the settler colonial project of removing “chaos” from and enforcing 
an imperial “order” on the natural world.
 Since the rise of taxidermic innovation in the early twentieth century, during which 
time the championing of this preservation technique by conservationists and elite white 
sportsmen gained high altitude,20 taxidermy’s culturally specific meanings become intimately 
bound up with narratives of death and disappearance. The threat of the receding frontier 
and the disappearance of wildlife, as explored by William Cronon and Mark Simpson,21 
functioned as a motivation to further collect and display the more-than-human animal body 
in “natural” tableaux. The missionary archetype inherent of Western conservation efforts 

17  Carla Yanni, Nature’s Museums: Victorian science and the architecture of display (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 2005), 14.
18  Carolus Linnaeus published his work Systema Naturae in 1735, scientifically classifying animals, vegetables, 
and minerals and subdividing them into classes, orders, genera, species, and varieties.
19  Wakeham, Taxidermic Signs, 10.
20  Wakeham, “Second Skins,” 24.
21  William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” in Uncommon 
Ground: Toward Reinventing Nature (New York: W.W. Norton, 1995): 7-28; Mark Simpson, “Immaculate 
Trophies,” Essays on Canadian Writing 68 (1999): 77-106.

The eighteenth-century classificatory systems created the task of locating every 
species on the planet, extracting it from its particular, arbitrary surroundings 
(the chaos), and placing it in its appropriate spot in the system (the order – 
book, collection, or garden) with its new written, secular European name.19 
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was propelled by the future threat of prospective wildlife extinction, whereby “white hunters 
need to protect the future in order to continue to be able to travel back in time and recover 
the ‘frontier virtues’ that ensure racial mastery.”22 
 The status of taxidermy in the West has changed over the past hundred years, 
and particularly in the last few decades, with the rise of environmental movements 
influencing taxidermy’s provocative position as a form of “animal preservation” and “nature 
conservation.” Contemporary taxidermic displays therefore operate under the assumption 
that they will elicit particular emotional responses from museum visitors.23 In the case of 
dioramas constructed during the early decades of the twentieth century and onward, this 
response is one of ecological harmony achieved through the ironic trade of a more-than-
human being’s life under the premise of preserving nature. While the rationales of taxidermy 
as a museological tool have undeniably shifted, they cannot be removed from the matrix 
of colonial, racial, and ecological discourses that are inscribed and embedded within its 
practice. The gallery and archive spaces of the natural history museum cannot be dismissed 
as out-dated or stuffy. By defining the natural history museum’s practices as simply “stuck 
in the past,” there is a risk of overlooking the purist white settler narratives and romantic 
notions of wilderness being constructed within these spaces. It is imperative that we work 
towards deconstructing the benevolent guise of nature conservation and preservation 
inherent within the natural history museum to effectively disrupt settler colonial imaginings 
of nature.   

22  Simpson, “Immaculate Trophies,” 82.
23  It can be argued that there is no such thing as a “contemporary taxidermic display,” regardless of the date(s) 
that the more-than-human beings were collected by the museum or the diorama’s date of installation. In the case 
of the CMN, their collection spans over 150 years, and while they occasionally accept new specimens into their 
collection, they are hesitant to divulge the percentages of their current intake. Artist Clarence Tillenius completed 
landmark dioramas belonging to the CMN in the 1960s, which depict “iconic Canadian mammals” in constructed 
habitats across the country. The dioramas remain on view to this day. Regardless of the dates of collection and 
installation, the passé tradition and colonial legacy of dioramas cannot be debated. The history of habitat groups, 
where Indigenous peoples and people of colour were put on display for Western audiences – both within human 
zoos throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries and later on, as synthetic mannequins alongside animal 
taxidermy – is something that can never be separated from taxidermy’s fetishistic colonial origins.
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The Canadian Museum of Nature 

Blue Dusky Grouse
June 10, 1897
No. 297
Identity, pure
Incubation
– Cecily Nicholson24

24  Cecily Nicholson,“Poetic Response,” (Responding to Brad Isaacs: The Map of the Empire, Agnes Etherington 
Art Centre, Queen’s University, Kingston, ON, March 29, 2016).
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 The Canadian Museum of Nature (CMN) is the (first) national natural history 
museum of (what is now called) Canada. Its galleries are located in Ottawa, Ontario and 
its research and collections facility can be found in Gatineau, Québec. Originating in 1842, 
the CMN came into being through the creation of the Geological Survey of Canada; “In 
the ensuing decades, the survey’s researchers [would] explore not only the geology of the 
former Province of Canada, but also collect specimens of flora and fauna.”25 The museum 
hired botanist John Macoun as the Survey’s first naturalist in 1882 to lead the development 
of its natural history collections. Parliament authorized the commencement of the museum’s 
construction in its original build as the Victoria Memorial Museum to pay tribute to the 
Queen, whose sixty-four-year reign ended that year. In 1912, the museum officially opened 
its doors to the public and within a span of ten years, the federal government formally 
separated its holdings into two distinct entities: The National Museum of Canada and 
the Geological Survey. In 1956, the National Museum of Canada is further split into two 
branches: the National Museum of Natural Sciences, dedicated to natural history, and the 
National Museum of Man, representing human history.26

 The National Museum of Natural Sciences officially became the Canadian Museum 
of Nature in 1990 – this was also the first moment that the museum became the sole 
occupant of the building. Seven years later, the CMN opened its research and collections 
facility in Gatineau, thereby “consolidating the museum’s administration, laboratories, 
science experts and national collections of fossils, plants, minerals and animals under one 
roof.”27 The museum building received major renovations from 2004-2010, funded through 
the federal government ($216 million), corporate sponsorships, and private donations. Upon 
completion on May 22, 2010, the museum celebrated its new facelift on the International 
Day for Biological Diversity and officially dedicated the Queen’s Lantern to both Victoria and 
Elizabeth II. 

25  “Historical Timeline,” Canadian Museum of Nature, last modified January 29, 2015, https://nature.ca/en/
about-us/history-buildings/historical-timeline.
26  Between 1957-1989, the National Museum of Man separated from the National Museum of Natural Sciences 
and moved to its current location in Gatineau, Québec. In 1986, it was renamed as the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization; in 2014, the museum took on its current name, the Canadian Museum of History.
27  “Historical Timeline,” Canadian Museum of Nature.

Historical Timeline
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The Galleries | Ottawa, Ontario
 As self-described, the CMN is one of the most “contemporary historic buildings in 
the museum world.”28 This blurring of museological tradition with contemporaneity is clearly 
witnessed in the taxidermic displays within the CMN (i.e. the newly installed touch screen 
panels accompanying each diorama). The museum has seven permanent galleries displaying 
a curated selection of their vast collections, including:

1. Nature Live: “Go nose to nose with an eye-popping collection of live beetles, honey 
bees, stick insects, tarantulas, hissing cockroaches and many other creepy crawly 
delights.”

2. Water Gallery: “…meet our star attraction: a real skeleton of a blue whale – the 
largest animal ever to live on our great blue planet.”

3. Mammal Gallery: “Explore Canada’s distinctive rugged wilderness and come face to 
face with wild animals.”

4. Stone Wall Gallery: “Real specimens from the museum’s national collection are 
captured in astounding detail – right down to the fine hairs on every tiny leg – in 
these striking scientific images.”

5. Talisman Energy Fossil Gallery: “…get up-close-and-personal with the carnivorous, 
the frilled and the feathered. You won’t believe the view! There are hundreds of 
amazing specimens waiting to be discovered.”

6. Earth Gallery: “…the gorgeous, colourful specimens from our world-class collection 
steal the spotlight, with even more rocks and minerals to behold than before!”

7. Bird Gallery: “Now you can examine the detail and delicate beauty of close to 500 
mounted specimens in their refreshed nesting spot.”29

 It is clear throughout the galleries that the CMN has attempted to incorporate 
various synthetic and technological accommodations to sidestep the stuffy tradition of 
taxidermy. This includes realistic, plastic models of fish in the Water Gallery, high quality 
macro photographs of beetles in the Stone Wall Gallery, and interactive identification 
activities in the Bird Gallery. However, what becomes troubling is that these replications 
for the “real-thing-quality” inherent of taxidermy, ultimately result in the push towards 
the opposite direction, where the museum displays the actual real thing: live more-than-
28  “Canadian Museum of Nature – Ottawa Tourism,” YouTube, last modified January 10, 2013, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=IE8yfRkIrMI.
29  “Our Exhibitions,” Canadian Museum of Nature, last modified March 1, 2016, https://nature.ca/en/plan-your-
visit/what-see-do/our-exhibitions.
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human beings. This can be found in the CMN’s Nature Live gallery where living, breathing, 
and crawling insects are kept in small glass encasements atop eye-level plinths. As one can 
imagine, this setup encourages generous finger taps on the glass walls of each insect’s tank, 
accompanied by scavenger hunt activities. The Nature Live gallery is also heavily lacking any 
form of labelling or information about these more-than-human beings, thereby producing 
an atmosphere reminiscent of a petting zoo within this Institution of Science.
 The funding structure of these galleries is also noteworthy. Ironically enough, the 
top donor of the Nature Live gallery is Orkin Canada, with an Integrated Pest Management 
programme for the CMN as part of its sponsorship. Amongst the CMN’s federal funding 
and corporate sponsors, the Barrick Gold Corporation is the museum’s leading donor at 
the $1 million+ mark. As one of the major Canadian mining companies focused on gold, 
Barrick has operations in Argentina, Australia, Canada, Chile, Dominican Republic, Papua 
New Guinea, Peru, Saudi Arabia, the United States, and Zambia.30 Other mining and oil 
companies at the $1million+ sponsor level include Repsol Oil & Gas Canada Inc. (formerly 
Talisman Energy Inc.), and Vale. The Canadian Mining Hall of Fame and Imperial Oil 
Foundation can be found at the $100,000-$499,999 sponsor level. And finally, Embridge Inc., 
the Mining Association of Canada, and Minalliance are amongst the CMN’s $25,000-$99,999 
donors. There is a glaring contradiction between the supposed ideals of the institution, its 
“care for the natural world,” and its funding structures. It is no secret that museums are 
constantly riding the fence between a lack of state funding and ethically-compromising 
corporate sponsorships; however, where is the line drawn when it comes to climate change 
contributors, fracking and tar sands, and the detrimental effects on the land, waters, and the 
health of our communities and fellow more-than-human beings? The disconnect between 
the museum’s mission, mandate, galleries, and funding structures do not add up to what one 
would consider to be a relationship of preservation and care for the natural world. 

30  “About Barrick Gold Corporation,” Barrick, accessed June 7, 2016, http://www.barrick.com/company/default.
aspx.
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The Research and Collections Facility | Gatineau, Québec

 The CMN’s research and collections facility can be found in Gatineau, Québec: “This 
is home to more than 10 million specimens of plants, animals, minerals, and fossils studied 
by researchers from around the world.”31 The vertebrate collection alone is comprised of “1.8 
million specimens of fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals.”32 There are a total of 
nineteen concrete-walled rooms where more-than-humans are preserved, catalogued and 
stored within the facility. It is safe to say that the majority of the CMN’s collections can be 
found in this building, rather than on display within the galleries for public viewing. The 
facility has recently opened its doors for limited tours and has begun to digitally archive 
the collections to showcase its specimens for the public to enjoy. Similar to its gallery-
based counterpart, this behind-the-scenes view is a hyper-curated one, with certain areas 
remaining off-limits to public consumption. These confidential areas include the Fur Vault 
(or Hide Room), and a storage area where dozens of vats of whale parts reside. Thought to be 
too disturbing, or perhaps, too abstract from the dioramic spectacle for public viewing, these 
areas are left off the tour agenda and remain unarchived on the CMN’s website.
 In mid-January 2016, Brad Isaacs, his partner and occasional artistic collaborator, 
Amanda White, and I visited the CMN’s research and collections facility. I was not prepared 
for the unnerving and affective experience that this visit presented – as much as one can read 
about, view archival images of, and visually experience the death and disappearance of more-
than-human animals through a text or screen, it is a whole other experience to witness it in 
the flesh. The curators, Michel Gosselin and Kamal Khidas, were very helpful by providing 
private tours and anecdotes about the collections. They knew the reasons for which we were 

31  “Behind the scenes: Our cool collections,” YouTube, last modified October 15, 2014, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=elqjS06dCl0.
32  Ibid.
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visiting the facility, that Brad was producing photographic and video work for an exhibition 
at Queen’s University, and that I, as a graduate student, was writing my thesis on the topic of 
taxidermy and the CMN. With only slight moments of hesitancy, and mild resistance on the 
part of their Public Relations department, they granted us full access to the rooms that we 
were most interested in for the purposes of the project: the Fur Vault; the Ornithology and 
Type Specimens collections; and the Vertebrate Skeleton and Storage area.
 Brad’s artwork is an amalgamation of dioramas and storage space photography, 
film and collage work; however, for this project, both he and I were focused on the “archive” 
space (the research and collections facility) because of its typically unseen presence. Days 
before our scheduled visit to the facility, Cecily Nicholson, poet and cultural worker, was 
invited onto the project through the welcomed encouragement of my supervisor. Thus, there 
were multiple layers intended for our visit: for Brad, as a visual artist, the visualities and 
representations of more-than-humans’ hides or ruffled feathers, for example; for myself, as 
a researcher and curator, the storage processes and modes of collecting; and for Cecily, as a 
poet responding to the exhibition that would follow, the written markers on and about more-
than-humans, through labelling, catalogue cards, and leather tags. All of us shared an interest 
in that which was made invisible through the familiarity of museological acts of collecting 
and archiving. Through our collaborative processes and intertwined modes of sharing 
research, photographs, and notes, we all sought to interrupt that which was unseen through 
the settler colonial modes and imaginings of natural history.
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SECTION 2.
RESEARCH-CREATION CURATION
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I want art that is tender and caring towards those who aren’t 
coming into your sterile, white galleries. I want art that enters 
my veins and comes pouring out like fish – stories about the 
river and struggling against the current. Carrying stories to 
you, for you to mull over, and chew, and swallow as you 
laugh, and sing, and dance, and move unapologetically on 
your own terms. I want art that remembers that the stories 
we tell through it tie us to land, and fish, and dreams, and 
past and present and future, all at once. And I want art that 
is attentive and tender to the stories that are told even in 
forms illegible to funding agencies and academic analyses…
– Zoe Todd33

 

33  Zoe Todd, “Fish pluralities, refraction and decolonization in amiskwaciwâskahikan,” (Master of Visual Studies 
Proseminar Series lecture, John H. Daniels Faculty of Architecture, Landscape, and Design, Toronto, ON, March 
14, 2016).
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Curating as a Discourse
 My curatorial and research framework is intrinsically bound up in my artistic and 
activist obligations, which can be drawn from, if I dig deep enough, the relationships that 
I’ve shared with more-than-humans since a young age. I grew up in Welland, Ontario – The 
Rose City, the place where rails and waters meet. Welland is cushioned near the centre of 
south Niagara, on Haudenosaunee and Chippewa territory, viscerally cut through its core 
by the Welland Canal. The city is rural near only some of its outskirts, like where my Papa’s 
hobby farm still resides. I treasure my childhood memories and chores, my favourites of 
which involved caring for my more-than-human farm animal companions – the sheep, 
chickens, llamas, and the occasional roaming cat. My memory and relationships with more-
than-humans are entangled and activated through recalling the time that my Papa taught 
me how to deliver a lamb, and how I held the newborn as he calmed the mother ewe. At the 
beginning of cold springs, my siblings and I would bottle feed the lambs in our basement; I 
can still feel their sandpaper tongues on my fingers.
 Tied up in these memories of my childhood, is the act of becoming aware of my 
settlerhood. My father and his family immigrated to Canada from Italy when he was three 
years old. His first jobs were working for farmers and picking tomatoes. When he got 
married and the opportunity arose to purchase and possess his own farm, a relationship 
of property and claiming stakes on land became intrinsically bound up in his and my 
family’s identity. And therefore, these stories that I cherish also highlight my familial 
implication in colonialism and are wrapped up in settler claims of proprietorship over 
Indigenous territories. As much as my childhood memories may familiarize themselves 
as innocent rememberings, they are and cannot be removed from their complicity within 
settler colonialism. Within the retelling of my family’s immigration story is the repeated 
mantra that they came to Canada to make a better life for themselves. This rhetoric of 
self-improvement and “starting from the bottom” is one that is often told when discussing 
immigration of my father’s generation.34 The majority of the specifics that I know of my 
34  My father, aunt, and grandparents emigrated from Castel Castagna, Abruzzo, Italy to Welland, Ontario, 
Canada in 1964. My grandparents had four more children once they moved to Welland. My Nonna 
(grandmother), had a brother living in the Niagara Region who had immigrated to Canada a few years prior and 
assisted them with the transition. My grandparents did not speak English fluently or have any education beyond 
partial grade school upon arriving in Canada and faced difficulties in gaining sustainable, full-time employment 
for several years – all of their jobs were within agriculture, or occasional factory or kitchen work. My father and 
his siblings began working with my grandparents on vegetable farms within the Niagara Region from the age of 
five.
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family’s history and their interactions within the white settler colonial project is focused 
on the struggles that they faced and the “success” that they achieved through acquiring and 
gaining land. I have learned that the specifics do not matter as much as the recognition 
of the fact that I have benefitted from and continue to benefit from settlement through 
social, cultural, and economic means. This recognition, as described by Corey Snelgrove in 
“Unsettling settler colonialism,” is not meant to signal any innocence, instead:

it signals complicity in the on-going processes of dispossession and eschewal of 
Indigenous nationhood. It necessarily connects me to histories and presents which 
shape how I came and come to be(ing) here. It is a sign that demands, that alludes to 
an accounting of, responsibility for, and nothing less than the destruction of settler 
colonialism.35 

Therefore, my recognition of my own complicity in settlement cannot end solely in this act. 
In order to reframe the conversation around decolonization, my recognition must become 
transformative, accompanied by accountability and respect to all my relations, including 
those with the land and more-than-human animals. 
 My own narrative is detailed here as an acknowledgement that the word “settler” is 
as varied as the ways in which our families have come to occupy, live on, and benefit from 
the lands known as Canada. A number of scholars continue to detail how the term “settler” 
reifies a singular positionality, and must be reoriented to the multiplicity of positionalities 
such as “arrivant”36 and “xwelitum.”37 In reflecting on my personal story and curatorial 
practice, I look towards the scholarship of Kathleen Absolon (Minogiizhigokwe), who asserts 
that the self is as much a part of the research as the research itself. In her book on Indigenous 
research methodologies, Kaandossiwin: How We Come to Know, Absolon reminds the reader 
that it is important to constantly ask:

35  Corey Snelgrove, Rita Kaur Dhamoon, and Jeff Corntassel, “Unsettling settler colonialism: The discourse and 
politics of settlers, and solidarity with Indigenous nations,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 3, no. 
2 (2014): 5.
36  Jodi A. Byrd, Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2011).
37  Dylan Robinson, “Welcoming Sovereignty,” ed. Yvette Nolan and Ric Knowles in Performing Indigeneity 
(Toronto: Playwrights Canada Press, 2016).
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As she states, “…we, as learners and searchers, accept responsibility for our intentions, 
understandings and knowledge by writing self into our research.”39 My memories therefore 
cannot be separated from the work that I practice today or from the relationships that I 
continue to build; they are undeniably influential within my curatorial work and have a 
special place within the project of The Map of the Empire. Absolon’s writings have reminded 
me that it is important to begin by locating the self because “positionality, storying and re-
storing ourselves comes first.”40 
 Throughout the project and my curatorial practice as a whole, I draw on the 
scholarship of several curators, cultural producers, and scholars who work at the crossroads 
of decolonizing methodologies, curatorial discourses, and ethical relationality. Srimoyee 
Mitra, Leanne Unruh, and my Cultural Studies colleagues deeply inform my research-
creation process. I am inspired by Mitra’s multi-year project with the Art Gallery of Windsor, 
Border Cultures (25 January-13 April, 2014), wherein curating is expressed as a political 
practice that can be used and applied to wrestle with the brutality of colonialism and national 
imaginings. As Mitra states, curatorial work in a broader context has “the potential for 
experimental affinities and collaborative engagements to confront these forms of violence, 
both inside of and beyond the gallery space.”41 In her 2016 public address at the Agnes 
Etherington Art Centre, Mitra describes the curatorial process as a platform for research, 
with the potential to slow down the process of viewing.42 This “slowing down” can assist the 
research by allowing the curator, artist(s), and audiences to look at the work in different and 
emergent ways. The exhibition’s thesis is therefore, in a sense, never completed, yet always 
engaged, changed, and generated.
 

38  Kathleen E. Absolon, Kaandossiwin: How We Come to Know (Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2011), 67.
39  Ibid, 68. 
40  Ibid, 13. 
41  Srimoyee Mitra, “On Border Cultures,” Scapegoat: Landscape, Architecture, Political Economy 5, Special Issue, 
“Excess,” ed. Etienne Turpin (2013): 213.
42  Mitra, “Art in the Museum Borderlands,” (Border Cultures: A Roundtable with Srimoyee Mitra, Agnes 
Etherington Art Centre, Queen’s University, Kingston, ON, March 8, 2016).

“Who am I?” 
“Why am I doing this?” and
 “Who am I doing this for?”38
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 This process of slowing down became very influential in the project of The Map of 
the Empire – where the slow, colonial violence of the natural history museum is one that is 
constantly reproduced and overlooked. If the violence of the natural history museum takes 
place slowly, then as viewers, visualities might also need slowing down in order to recognize 
this violence. The exhibition offers itself as a mode to disrupt what Edward Said calls “the 
normalized quiet of unseen power.”43 Beyond the natural history museum’s gallery spaces, 
this normalized quiet can be found within its research and collections facility. I consider 
the archive to be the hub of violence; and if I can borrow the words of Rob Nixon, it is “a 
slow violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that 
is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as 
violence at all.”44  
 The words of Leanne Unruh have pushed me to consider the possibility of a 
curatorial practice “that is not a methodology, but a discourse that contributes to the processes 
of de-colonization.”45 In what ways can the exhibition therefore function as the medium, 
as the future moment of display towards which the artist(s) and curator(s) are involved in 
a parallel process of making and shaping? How can the exhibition become an elongated 
moment that is in constant conversation, or an exchange of ideas that can continue past 
its end date?  If we are to propose that an exhibition and its contents have the potential to 
decolonize beyond a metaphorical state, it must be a continuous labour that does not solely 
rely on the artwork as a separate entity. 
 In Section 3, I further explore decolonizing methodologies within the exhibition as 
a strategy of disrupting colonial visualities. I have chosen to include my theoretical grappling 
with decolonizing methodologies and Mitra’s prescribed process of slowing within the 
following section in order to replicate my personal reflections throughout the project as a 
whole. My intent, throughout this thesis catalogue, is to slow down my own writing and 
mimic the curatorial process of engaging with the artwork and the ways by which my own 
perceptions of The Map of the Empire expanded throughout the initial research stages, during 
the installation, and afterwards, post-exhibition.
 Paul O’Neill suggests that to understand the medium of the exhibition, it must be 
positioned as a particular method of determining material practices: “This is to say that a 

43  Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013), 
6.
44  Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, 2.
45  Leanne Unruh, “Dialogical Curating: Towards Aboriginal Self-Representation in Museums,” Curator: The 
Museum Journal 58, no. 1 (January 2015): 77. (Emphasis added).
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medium is both stable and transformative; it has specific qualities that are inherited over 
time while it continually determines its distinctiveness from other mediums.”46 Therefore, 
the process of decolonization, with specific reference to its potential departures through 
an exhibition, must be an active, constant, and collaborative effort. Collaboration was key 
throughout the project of The Map of the Empire – the relationship built between myself 
and Brad, and further extended with the thoughtful contributions by Cecily, produced an 
exhibition culture that moved beyond a singular identity. The roles of the artist/curator/poet 
effectively collapsed into a moment of shared research and artistic labour, to subvert the fixed 
individualistic constructs of the white cube gallery. 
 My Cultural Studies comrade and dear friend, Erin Sutherland, has noted as a Métis 
curator of Indigenous performance art that working with Indigenous artists allows for “a 
direct experience of the impact of their work on specific audiences,” and “for enhanced 
access to the artists themselves.”47 Erin argues that research-creation practices allow for a 
collaborative production of new investigations, “rather than speaking about [the artist’s] 
work at a remove.”48 Through Dwight Conquergood, I have been oriented towards the notion 
that in order to speak with artists rather than for them, the divide between critic, artists, and 
communities must be collapsed. Collaborative research-creation practices therefore break 
the patronizing trend of rendering artists without agency, and encourage curators/writers to 
speak about artists as thinkers and producers, rather than as non-agentic individuals.
 As varied as settler curatorial practices are and can be – with critical decolonial 
strategies being implemented into gallery spaces each and every day – the traditionalist 
Western trend that continues to persist is the repeated positioning of the curator as the 
voice of authority/interpretation for the masses. For myself, as a white settler curating an 
exhibition within the Centre for Indigenous Research Creation with an artist of Mohawk 
| mixed heritage, it is imperative that I work within a practice that is collaborative and 
non-individualistic, as art historian Nancy Marie Mithlo and curator Ryan Rice contend.49 
Therefore, it is necessary to employ the concept of the exhibition as a collaborative 
discourse. It was important for both Brad and myself to develop an exhibition and consent 
contract where he and I agreed to certain conditions for the purposes of the project. This 
included standard items such as remuneration and copyright, but also that I as the curator 
46  Paul O’Neill, The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Culture(s) (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2012), 89.
47  Erin Sutherland, “Terrance Houle and Adrian Stimson: Exploring Indigenous Masculinities. An Analytical 
Review” (Master’s thesis, Cultural Studies, Queen’s University, 2012), 3.
48  Ibid.
49  Michelle McGough, “Indigenous Curatorial Practices and Methodologies,” Wicazo Sa Review 27, no. 1 (Spring 
2012): 13-20.
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and researcher would involve Brad throughout the writing process by sending occasional 
updates. Not only did Brad and I work collaboratively throughout the installation process, 
our reciprocal artist-curator relationship actually developed prior to that interaction. My 
curatorial practice was elongated and informed by being present while Brad was producing 
the majority of the artwork for the exhibition while at the CMN’s research and collections 
facility. I only recognized this irregularity as compared to other artist-curator relationships 
halfway through the project – it was a privilege to witness this portion of Brad’s artistic 
process and by being present during these moments, I was further influenced to consider 
curation as a continued discourse, rather than as a final moment of installation.
 My curatorial framework within The Map of the Empire, at its core, is a reflection and 
meditation on more-than-human and human relations, and the ways by which the duties and 
obligations that we share with one another can potentially be reanimated or recontextualized 
through artistic interventions. When Brad and I visited the CMN’s research and collections 
facility in mid-January 2016, I began to reconsider the history and etymology of the term 
“curating” as tied to care. The Latin root of the word curate, curare, has a literal translation 
meaning “to care.” Within the field of museum studies, the presence of care has mostly been 
considered in terms of the curatorial care of collections and the “objects” within them.50 This 
can be witnessed within the natural history museum, where the museum biologists and staff 
who work in the archives hold job titles as curators. Their daily roles involve researching, 
cataloguing, and maintaining the collections.
 The visit to the CMN’s research and collections facility led me to trouble the concept 
of care within curatorial settings and to consider the distinctive break between care for 
objects versus care for relationships. Where does the act of relationality (that is arguably 
embedded within any act of care) disappear to when a more-than-human animal is reduced 
to a stuffed corpse, or a research specimen? In meeting multiple curators at the CMN, there 
is no doubt in my mind that they do truly care about the collections; however, I would argue 
that this level of care can be better described as a position of caretaking (for objects and 
specimens) rather than caregiving (for relationships). The Map of the Empire operated, in a 
sense, as a strategy of re-inscribing an ethical concept of care into the fabric of curatorial 
practice. While the exhibition did not function in direct conversation with the curators at the 
CMN, it did present the possibility of reading and learning from the relations with more-
than-humans in the natural history museum’s archive space.
 
50  Sibyl Annice Fisher, “Curare: to care, to curate. A relational ethic of care in curatorial practice” (PhD thesis, 
University of Leeds, 2014), abstract.
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 The exhibition and catalogue are contemplations on the ways that more-than-
humans can, and should be, centred in our discourses about “what it means to live 
accountably, thoughtfully, and tenderly in unceded and unsurrendered Indigenous territories 
across the country today.”51 For this investigation, I turned towards curating in combination 
with a catalogue. While these ideas could have potentially been communicated through a 
thesis, curating provided an opportunity to employ research-creation methodologies that 
have the ability to explore concepts beyond the scope of the written word, and therefore 
advocate for art’s ability to speak back to the ongoing colonization of more-than-human 
beings. Through my labour in designing the catalogue, I am attempting to slow down my 
own process of engaging with the exhibition and produce a piece of writing in combination 
with exhibition documentation that causes the reader to pause in their interactions with The 
Map of the Empire, beyond its end date. The exhibition also presented itself with the potential 
to reach a larger audience than a thesis alone. By resituating the contents of the natural 
history museum’s archive, in combination with Cecily’s poetics, viewers were able to separate 
the familiarity of the natural history museum diorama and peel back the layers of how 
Western institutions of science interact with more-than-human beings. With the exhibition’s 
central location on Queen’s University campus, and its active role in taking up physical 
space through its daytime installation and nearly nightly projections, members of Queen’s 
University and surrounding Kingston communities became implicated within the project, 
itself.  

51  Todd, “Fish pluralities, refraction and decolonization in amiskwaciwâskahikan.”
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Brad Isaacs and The Map of the Empire

sunned and wintered
sunk in print weights a trail to water tracks 
continuously grow while worn down by use
halted use units salles prepare species:men
so close to intimate fur racks draped in pelt
empty of bodies visited document genetic
latin permits migratory terms wild-other
dataless piles on pallets on floors more than we
can offer tanned relaxed immense collections
the sign a site of struggle origins inhabit ruīna
– Cecily Nicholson52

52  Nicholson, “Poetic Response.”
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 The rationales of taxidermy and the collection of deceased more-than-human 
animal bodies as museological tools have undeniably shifted over the past hundred years 
and especially within the last few decades. However, the natural history museum cannot be 
removed from the matrix of colonial, racial, and ecological discourses that are inscribed and 
embedded within its practices. As Wakeham contends, taxidermy is a technology that “aided 
and abetted the collection of ‘the planet’s life forms’ and the systematization of nature as part 
of Western society’s project to master the unknown and to impose a colonial order of things 
upon the world.”53 
 Various contemporary artists have begun experimenting with taxidermy in order to 
investigate the ways that humans interact with exhibited more-than-human animal bodies.54 
In the case of Brad Isaacs, his investigation functions as a method of revealing fraught more-
than-human and human relationships within the politicized space of the natural history 
museum. Brad is an artist and independent curator currently based in Toronto, Ontario. He 
holds an MFA from the University of Western Ontario and has exhibited at galleries such as 
the McMaster Museum of Art, Ottawa Art Gallery, Katzman Kamen Gallery, and Hamilton 
Artists Inc. Most recently, Brad participated in a collaborative residency with Amanda White 
at the Klondike Institute of Art and Culture in Dawson City, Yukon.
 For the past few years, Brad has photographed more-than-human animal hides, 
storage and research facilities, and diorama displays at various natural history museums 
across North America, including: the Royal Ontario Museum (Toronto, ON); the Canadian 
Museum of Nature (Ottawa, ON); the Field Museum of Natural History (Chicago, IL); and 
the American Museum of Natural History (New York City, NY). His practice is heavily 
influenced by the writings of Matthew Brower and his work on animal trophies and 
masculinity, progressive-era American wildlife photography, and white sportsmanship.55 
Brad’s work operates around themes of “invisibility, simulation, and the function of nature as 
a construction within a Western perspective.”56 Rather than looking to answer the question 
53  Wakeham, Taxidermic Signs, 10.
54  For example, the David Winton Bell Gallery installed the recent exhibition, Dead Animals: or The Curious 
Occurrence of Taxidermy in Contemporary Art (23 January-27 March, 2016), Brown University, Providence, RI. 
This exhibition featured the work of eighteen artists, including Nicholas Galanin, Mark Dion, Polly Morgan, 
Angela Singer, and Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir/Mark Wilson, among others.
55  Matthew Brower, “Trophy Shots: Early North American Photographs of Nonhhuman Animals and the Display 
of Masculine Prowess,” Society & Animals 13, no. 1 (2005): 13-32.
56  “Brad Isaacs: The Invisible Universe, Including the Fires of Hell,” McMaster Museum of Art, last modified 
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of why humans choose to look at more-than-human animals, Brad attempts to question how 
humans look at and represent nature:

my concern [is] with how the scientific study of nature sets up a specific 
configuration of relationships between people and nature, and how those 
relationships are used as the foundation for the larger social structures and systems 
of domination that govern our lives in the West.57 

More specifically, his artistic practice points to a complex array of relationships between 
animal research, hunting, colonialism, and masculinity, demonstrating a concern with how 
the scientific study of nature serves as the foundation for larger structures and systems of 
domination.58 Through photography, film, and collage, Brad invites us to attend to reciprocal 
relationships between humans, more-than-humans, and the ecologies that we share. His 
work also brings our attention to the simultaneous and often contradictory negotiations 
between care and preservation within the natural history museum.
 The Map of the Empire engages with Brad’s artistic practice as a means of knowledge 
creation that functions in challenging natural history museum display traditions through 
its “recontextualization of nature.”59 The removal of the taxidermic more-than-human body 
from its “traditional” habitat within the natural history museum by means of a photographic 
lens, and then situating it within a gallery space, marks a shift in taxidermy’s purpose. In 
this sense, the artist’s choices can be described as an act of photographic sovereignty.60 The 
literal and metaphorical act of Brad capturing images of the more-than-human animal body 
from within the CMN, through his camera, is a powerful interventionary response of equal 
importance to the final installation of his work. 

November 12, 2015, https://museum.mcmaster.ca/exhibitions/past-archive/.
57  “Brad Isaacs: The Invisible Universe, Including the Fires of Hell,” McMaster Museum of Art.
58   Brad Isaacs, “Artistic Response,” (Responding to Brad Isaacs: The Map of the Empire, Agnes Etherington Art 
Centre, Queen’s University, Kingston, ON, March 29, 2016).
59  Jane Desmond, “Displaying Animals, Animating Life: changing fictions of ‘liveness’ from taxidermy to 
animatronics,” in Representing Animals ed. Nigel Rothfels (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002), 160.
60  In defining Brad’s practice as an act of photographic sovereignty, I look towards the scholarship of Jolene 
Rickard who first developed the concept of “visual sovereignty” in 1995 – this term has proven to be a prominent 
framework expanded upon by other scholars of Indigenous media (Faye Ginsburg, 2002; Randolph Lewis, 2006; 
Michelle Raheja, 2007; Beverly Singer, 2001).
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 Writer, curator, and photographer Richard Hill, Jr. has identified the camera as 
a weapon – a weapon for “art confrontation rather than military confrontation. Indians 
themselves now have taken the power of the image and begun to use it for their own 
enjoyment as well as for its potential power as a political weapon.”61 As such, Brad’s 
exhibition can be understood as reclamation of power in terms of re-presenting the more-
than-human body, and offering a solemn response to the empty shells of once living beings 
that have been manipulated into markers of harmony with nature, Canadian nationalism, 
and wild “Other”-ness within the natural history museum. 

 

61  Susan R. Dixon, “Images of Indians: Controlling the Camera,” Northwest Indian Quarterly 4, no. 1-2 (Spring/
Summer, 1987): 25.
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 Photography is intrinsically bound up within taxidermy. Both technologies and 
modes of representation are similar not only in their shared qualities of capturing a specific 
moment in time, but also in their linked and dynamic development. Camera hunting, 
or “still hunting,”62 became a popular alternative for North American sportsmen in the 
1890s where the photographed live game became a moment, or “an invaluable souvenir” 
to the hunter/photographer’s prowess. However, this sport did not necessarily act as a true 
alternative to hunting, as the most likely case was that the camera hunter would then proceed 
to hunt and kill his prey63 – it became only a question of whether the image was taken before, 
during, or after the moment that the more-than-human being was killed. Whether captured 
through photography or taxidermy, the more-than-human animal body becomes a simulated 
spectacle of nature, “permanently paused for the fascinated surveillance of the white 
spectator,” where the processes subordinate their “subject matter to a fetishistic colonial 
gaze.”64 Both colonial acts of mastery over nature produce a narrative of disappearance – 
figuratively, but also literally upon the death of the more-than-human animal – where the 
representation becomes materially violent in its literal form.
 In considering photography, one cannot separate it from two of its most common 
tropes: the index and the archive. Within Brad’s artistic practice and throughout The 
Map of the Empire, these qualities of indexicality and archival truth converge. The viewer 
is confronted with the ways by which taxidermy and photography act as an index: “[A 
photograph] is made from light, it’s reflected from the object. It’s not a symbol or a sign or 
something, it’s actually an instant, and taxidermy is the same.”65 In our passing conversations, 
Brad has described the living and breathing more-than-human animal as the referent. 
Therefore, through the taxidermic or photographic reconstruction of the more-than-human 
animal, the referent is being represented. As such, the empty hide is comparable to that 
of the photographic negative – it is a representation of the in-between state. If we are to 

62  Brower, “Trophy Shots,” 15.
63  George Bird Grinnell first introduced the term, “camera hunting,” in a 1892 Forest and Stream editorial, 
“Hunting with a Camera.” Grinnell argued for camera hunting, or gunless hunting, as a way to get in closer 
communion with nature, where the photograph would act as the final trophy. In his “Shooting without a Gun” 
1892 Forest and Stream editorial, Grinnell states: “His trophies the moth may not assail. His game touches a finer 
sense than the palate possesses, satisfies a noble appetite than the stomach’s craving and furnishes forth a feast 
that, ever spread, ever invites, and never palls upon the taste.”
64  Wakeham, Taxidermic Signs, 4.
65  Isaacs, “Artistic Response.”
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retrace these ideas back to the index, back to the natural history museum, we can begin to 
deconstruct the museum’s use of taxidermy as a colonial tool of collection. 
 Brad first began to think about these ideas while touring the research and collections 
facility at the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM), in 2010. Upon visiting the facility, Brad was 
initially interested in the museum’s taxidermy collections. However, he left with more of 
an interest in the hides, the de-figured more-than-human animal body rather than the re-
created. When given the behind-the-scenes tour by museum staff, Brad was surprised to 
enter what is typically referred to as the Fur Vault:

…I didn’t know about [this room that] was like a refrigerator filled with preserved 
hides, and they’re the entire animal from you know, snout to toe, kept intact, 
hanging. They’re meant for research purposes, they’re not meant for display, they’re 
not meant for the public in any way. Researchers can visit and request to see the 
specimen, and study it, and that’s about it.66

Brad and I arguably spent the most time in the Fur Vault during our visit to the CMN’s 
research and collections facility. Many of the furs stored in the vault have come from the 
Canadian Wildlife Service or Parks Canada “as a result of population management programs, 
animal control, and natural mortality.”67 Other specimens stored within vault include: fur 
coats and hats belonging to past Governor General’s of Canada; a polar bear skin rug that 
had once occupied the office floor of a CMN board member; and more-than-human animals 
donated from private hunting collections or gathered as part of government-funded hunting 
expeditions, such as the first Canadian Arctic expedition (1913-1918). Overall, between the 
Fur Vault and the facility’s other eighteen storage rooms, the CMN manages more than 10.5 
million individual specimens that have been acquired over the span of 150 years.68 

66  Isaacs, “Artistic Response.”
67  This statement was gathered from a label on the outside of the Fur Vault door detailing “Government 
Contributions.” Canadian Museum of Nature, Research and Storage Facilities, Gatineau, QC. Noted in January, 
2016.
68  “Collections Online: Canadian Museum of Nature with 710,000 natural history records,” Canadian Museum 
of Nature, last modified March 26, 2014, https://nature.ca/en/about-us/museum-news/news/press-releases/
collections-online-canadian-museum-nature-launches-new-site.
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 The title, The Map of the Empire, reflects on settler colonial cartography, as a 
paralleling process with museological classifications of more-than-human animals and the 
inherent violence of taxonomy. It is also inspired by the 1946 short story co-authored by 
Jorge Luis Borges and Adolfo Casares, Del rigor en la ciencia or On Exactitude in Science, 
about a perfect map that is on a 1:1 scale. Brad described his interest in the concept of 
mapping during his artist talk at the Agnes Etherington Art Centre for the exhibition’s 
opening reception:

So, the map is the same size as the territory that it represents. And I was interested in 
that for a few reasons. Partly because I saw the study of nature as a sort of mapping, 
which it is literally, in some ways. You know, mapping of species or migration 
patterns, mapping of genomes…or in the more intimate sense, the study of the 
animal body, itself. And again, sometimes this map becomes a replacement for the 
reality. So the view suggested by this map tells us to read animals in quantifiable 
chunks, and there’s always a sense of control in mapping, a sense of ownership, as 
well.69

A method of mapping onto more-than-human animals within the natural history museum, 
beyond the scope that Brad describes in terms of migration patterns and DNA sequences, is 
the act of naming. Dwayne Donald has argued that, “Mapping is the first act of colonization 
through a process of renaming the land. Because what colonialism has to do is really make 
the land in its own image. It has to take that significance that was once there and remove it, 
and replace it with something else….it’s this re-inscribing, this renaming that is key.”70 The 
literacy of mapping, the (re)naming and marking of land in order for it to be recognized 
under a colonial lens, can be witnessed within the scientific study of more-than-human 
animals.
 As described in Section 1, Linnaeus’s binomial system of nomenclature was a key 
moment within Western classification methods and naming practices of flora and fauna. This 
system denotes two names to each more-than-human animal (of Greek or Latin origin), the 
first name being the generic name and the second the specific name.71 The classificatory tables 
69  Isaacs, “Artistic Response.”
70  Dwayne Donald, “Reconsidering the Universality of Nation and Nationality: Exploring Indigenous Notions of 
Land, Citizenship, and Nation,” (presentation, Edmonton Regional Learning Consortium, Edmonton, AB, n.d.).
71  Horniman Museum, A handbook to the collections illustrating a survey of the animal kingdom (London: 
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are divided into multiple categories such as: species; family; orders; classes; and phyla, and can 
be further complicated into extra divisions of sub-phyla, sub-classes, and sub-orders.72 Early 
naturalists who attributed Latin names to more-than-humans often times inaccurately spelt 
or defined certain terms, or in cases where the zoologist naming the specimen did not know 
its Latin root, they would “Latinize” the names of people or places. This method of naming 
was carried out as homage to the “finder of that species, as an authority on zoology or as a 
patron of zoology.”73 Such is the case for the Swallow-tail butterfly named Papilo hornimani 
after F.J.Horniman, M.P., the founder of the Horniman Museum (London, England). As 
such, the legacy of taxonomy and the zoological scheme of classifications onto more-than-
human animals is one that is heavily laced within and traced onto a pattern of settler colonial 
ownership.
 An extension of this act of taxonomic mapping onto the more-than-human animal 
body – and of equal interest to both Brad and myself throughout the curation of The Map 
of the Empire – is the use of more-than-human animals as a literal means of mapping onto 
land. The localization of more-than-humans was noticeable to early explorers and clearly of 
interest to settler European mapmakers, as witnessed in zoogeography maps.74

London County Council Horniman Museum and Library, 1959), 9.
72  Horniman Museum, A handbook to the collections illustrating a survey of the animal kingdom, 9.
73  Ibid, 10.
74  Wilma George, Animals and Maps (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), 22.
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 For the most part, large more-than-human animals were of key interest to these 
mapmakers and were noted in explorers’ journals, thereby making their way onto maps: 
“The tendency was mainly to stress the differences between the various parts of the world 
rather than the similarities and the abundant large animals provided a more striking contrast 
with home than insects and snails…”75 This act of naming, which marks a supposed (and 
inaccurate) beginning in time and origin in space, is wrapped up in the “dominant creation 
myth forged by Europeans for their New World”76 and laden with historical and spatial 
violence. The use of more-than-humans as markers of land can be witnessed within the 
CMN’s research and collections facility. Behind practically every metal cabinet, filled with 
archived drawers of stuffed and unstuffed passenger pigeons (Ectopistes migratorius), pgymy 
shrews (Microsorex hoyi), and star-nosed moles (Condylura crostata), a map can be found.
 

 These maps are only further extensions of the colonial use of more-than-humans 
to inscribe, control, and regulate land and territory. Within the CMN – a natural history 
museum which prides itself on its nationalist roots – it is important to recognize mapping 
as a political practice as much as a scientific one. The more-than-human animals housed 
within its archives and presented within its dioramas are selected for specific reasons. These 
spaces ultimately attempt to reflect a nation-state sense of pride and ownership over more-
than-human animals that encompass settler colonial imaginings of (what is now called) 
Canada. 
75  George, Animals and Maps, 25.
76  John Rennie Short, Cartographic Encounters: Indigenous Peoples and the Exploration of the New World 
(London: Reaktion, 2009), 9.
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 The Map of the Empire can be understood as a method of unmapping the natural 
history museum, or as a refusal to use more-than-human animals as cartographic tools 
of colonialism. Through Brad’s photographs, video projection, installation and collages, 
the more-than-human animal body becomes unknowable, no longer categorizable. This 
is achieved through the recontextualization of taxidermy from within the natural history 
museum archive and into the gallery space, at the Centre for Indigenous Research Creation 
(CIRC). It is perhaps more productive for the conversations to be had throughout this 
catalogue to touch upon only a few key pieces from the exhibition rather than to address 
each individual artwork. Throughout this review, I address the overarching theme and 
purpose of the exhibition: to re-insert an ethics of care and relationality with our more-than-
human kin within the natural history museum.

Curatorial Talk: Reviewing The Map of the Empire

47



 The act of unmapping the natural history museum comes into play through Brad’s 
use of extreme close-ups and cropped frames, thereby providing minimal to no information 
on the context of the more-than-humans depicted. Two of the first and final pieces that the 
viewer encounters within the gallery are the stacked set of photographs, Mapping the 
Empire 1 and Mapping the Empire 2 (2016). Both photographs depict more-than-human 
animal bodies as unrecognizable, with only hints towards their identity. 

By looking closely at one of the tags on an obscured more-than-human animal’s body in 
Mapping the Empire 1, the viewer is provided with details such as locality (Guyana; Upper 
Takutu-Upper Essequibo; Chadikar R.; 55km SW Gunn’s Strip; 1°22’N, 58°46’W), sex (   ), 
measurements (730-25-143-48 = 4.8kg), and the date that the specimen was collected (21 
Dec 1988). 
 These clues clash with the obscurity of the more-than-human animal’s identity – 
regardless of the information provided by these tags and labels, it becomes apparent that the 
more we know about the more-than-human, the further away we remain from their actual 
being. Not only is the species unknown to the viewer, but the opportunity to identify the 
more-than-human animal has also been completely taken away due to the zoomed-in crop. 
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In this sense, the more-than-human has been placed into a moment of abstraction. Brad 
has effectively intervened the “panoptic vantage point”77 definitive of traditional wildlife 
art, thereby fracturing “the colonial-capitalist gaze in which everything is accessible, can 
be seen, surveyed and controlled.”78 The original function and purpose of taxidermy within 
the natural history museum has been disrupted and recontextualized into a space where 
the more-than-human animal body can no longer be utilized as a colonial marker of land, 
nationalism, and property.
 The unmapping of the more-than-human animal body is also articulated through 
the lack of didactics and labels within the exhibition, itself.  Brad and I made the decision 
to refrain from any source of wall text in an attempt to move away from the museological 
impulse to classify and identify each and every exhibited object. The labour of connecting 
artwork to title is placed onto the gallery viewer through the inclusion of a catalogue listing 
the names of each piece. The catalogue was designed by Brad as an almost exact replica of a 
1972 catalogue gifted to him by the CMN’s Curator of Ornithology, Michel Gosselin. If the 
viewer has the desire to identify the artworks’ titles, they can reference the catalogue, which 
also includes taxonomic classifications of the CMN’s mammal type specimens collection.79 
However, the titles of Brad’s artworks have little to do with the photographed more-than-
human animals, themselves, further obscuring their identity. For example, in The Opposite 
of Alchemy (2016), the title lacks any form of identification of the hides that it depicts – the 
viewer is left playing a guessing game, and perhaps, made to question their own compulsivity 
to classify and taxonomize the more-than-human animal body. The title refers to the 
spiritual worldview of alchemy, rooted in the concept that everything contains a universal 
spirit, and metals are considered to be alive and growing inside the Earth. 

77  While a fuller engagement with David Garneau’s work in terms of the “panoptic vantage point,” and even 
“colonial scopophilia” is beyond the scope of this thesis, his provocation is worth considering in terms of 
addressing Indigenous visualities. Dylan Miner has produced critical writings on Indigenous visualities, and 
outlined why modern and contemporary art is fundamental to vibrant and sustainable Indigenous sovereignty 
– see Dylan Miner, “When they Awaken: Indigeneity, Miscegenation, and Anti-Colonial Visuality,” in Rhetorics 
of the Americas, 3114 BCE to 2012 CE, ed. Damián Baca and Victor Villanueva (New York: Palgrave McMillan): 
169-195.  See Section 3 for my reflections on Miner’s work on Indigenous visual languages directly confronting 
colonial visuality.
78  David Garneau, “Road Kill Wild-Life Art and Métis Imagination: an Illustrated Artist Talk Post Exhibition 
Essay,” (lecture, Klondike Institute of Art and Culture, Dawson City, YT, August 15, 2014).
79  A type specimen serves as the basis for the description of the specific animal that it represents. It is the 
original sample that is deemed to be the best example of the defining characteristics of that animal. The CMN 
keeps their type specimens under lock and key and they are practically the only specimens in their collection that 
are unable to be lent out to researchers due to their high scientific worth.
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Brad is suggesting then, 
through The Opposite of 
Alchemy, that the concept of 
every entity having a living 
spirit, including more-than-
human animals and their 
hides, has been erased within 
the natural history museum’s 
Fur Vault.
 Installed on each gallery 
wall bordering this curled, 
double-sided print are two 
pieces from Brad’s 2015 collage 
series, The Dark Garden Path 
and Are you into it, and a split 
water buffalo print titled, 
The Labyrinth (2016). The 
black-and-white collages are 
produced through a cutting, 
interweaving, and pasting of 
photographs taken from within 
the research and collections 
facilities of the CMN and the 
ROM. The lightness of the 
birch wood frames provides 
a much-needed relief from 
the dark contents inside – a 
macabre violence takes shape 
amongst the collages. The 
black-and-white qualities 
further impose a sense of 
sterility onto the more-than-
human animal bodies that are 
chaotically combined within.
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 The collages’ visceral qualities 
of deconstruction and reconstruction 
of more-than-human animal bodies 
are further highlighted through the 
curatorial conversation created between 
their inclusion next to The Opposite of 
Alchemy and The Labyrinth. The water 
buffalo piece faces the direct opposite 
of the collages and is separated onto 
two sheets of paper, its centre cut out 
by the wall space in between the nearly 
translucent sheets. All four artworks 
“capture the abject in cropped compositions that allow for an uncomfortable intimacy with 
the dead creatures.”80 While in the case of the collages, the more-than-human animals are 
literally and meticulously disassembled and then remade to create a new entity, the act of 
de- and reconstruction is echoed in the other prints through their materiality. Both The 
Opposite of Alchemy and The Labyrinth are printed on malleable paper that is accustomed to 
curling inwards after prolonged periods of light and heat exposure. Within the CIRC, these 
conditions were apt to occur due to half of the centre’s walls being windows. Therefore, both 

artworks began 
to curl and alter 
their own shape – 
reminiscent of the 
hides stored within 
the Fur Vault – and 
they became a new 
form of materiality 
through their own 
decomposition.

 

80  Krystina Mierins, 
“Brad Isaacs,” Border 
Crossings 34, no. 4 (Dec 
2015-Feb 2016): 98.
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 The CIRC’s hazy fluorescent lights mimic those found within the CMN’s Fur Vault; 
the hum of electricity almost replicating the conditions of the vault exactly, perhaps to 
a fault. The ambient noises of the natural history museum archive space and murmured 
conversations amongst CMN coworkers can be heard in the background, playing on an 
audio loop from inside a desk drawer. I am further reminded of my own relationality to 
the artwork when I hear my laugh echo off the CIRC’s walls – my voice and laughter from 
our visit to the CMN have been recorded and reanimated through the audio component. 
The conditions of the vault and archive have effectively been reproduced within the gallery 
space. Perhaps in this mimicry can be found the residue of the more-than-human animals’ 
true identity, their familial essence as our more-than-human kin. As Dallas Hunt and Shaun 
A. Stevenson explore in their paper on the decolonizing potential of Indigenous counter-
mapping, the intentional decision to resist cartographic and colonial renderings of space 
through exclusions and omissions, “…open[s] up possibilities for resisting geographies of 
power and for a re-mapping of the landscape on other terms.”81 Therefore, by resisting the act 
of naming and identifying the more-than-human animals depicted within his artwork, and 
intentionally obscuring their classifications into abject forms, Brad is interrupting Canadian 
geographies of power and presenting an alternative mode of interacting with our more-than-
human kin.

81  Dallas Hunt and Shaun A. Stevenson, “Decolonizing geographies of power: indigenous digital counter-
mapping practices on turtle island,” Settler Colonial Studies (June 2016): 4.
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 The archive is further disrupted through the exhibition’s projections – one produced 
by Brad, a video taken from within the ROM’s Fur Vault, and the other, a textual, poetic 
response by Cecily Nicholson. Brad’s projection, On the Exactitude in Science (2016), is only 
recognizable as a moving image from the slight flutter of plastic wrapping caused by the 
vault’s air conditioning. The image, itself, depicts hides that resemble cheetahs, panthers, and 
leopards – they are more-than-human animals that were once held in captivity at the Toronto 
Zoo. The projection is cast within the gallery’s confines during the daytime and screened 
onto a vinyl window blind. During the later hours of the evening, the projection expands to 
cover and wrap around an outdoor concrete wall of Queen’s University, Mackintosh-Corry 
Hall. Cecily’s projection is visible to viewers during the evening and cast within a similar 
vicinity as Brad’s – the text of her poetic response runs horizontally through an outdoor 
corridor, cutting through and in between trees as it makes its place onto Richardson Hall.
 Cecily’s words visually echo through the outdoor corridor on Queen’s main campus. 
Passersby pause in their walks from the library to the bus stop to take a moment and catch 
the poetry moving through the trees:

 The projection addresses the archive’s excessive collecting practices through a 
form of literary abstraction. Cecily only alludes to her topic and refrains from outwardly 
defining the subject, forcing the viewer to engage with the poetry without any further 
contextualization. This is especially true due to the time of day that her work was projected – 
the gallery is closed, the campus rush is nearing to a halt, and there is no didactic connection 
to the exhibition. In this sense, her work is purposefully giving absences. Similar to Brad’s 
intentional omissions in his artwork, Cecily’s poetry allows the viewer to feel the gaps as 
experiential moments in between her words, as they crawl across the limestone bricks 

82  Nicholson, “Poetic Response.”

sunned and wintered fur pattern          
starburst sprays from dark innards          
specimens are prepared: a site of struggle     
time fluting wood grain ridgelines horn texture     
core (was) live bone (embedded in skin)          
excess collection          
still light in the eyes82
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of Richardson Hall. Her poetry acts as another form of cropping, in a sense. The viewer 
approaches the projection not knowing if they are at the beginning, middle, or end of the 
poem. Cecily is effectively withholding information and intervening in the archive’s violent 
patterns of abundance through the use of short phrases, coded language, and intentional 
absences, thereby providing space of possibility for something other than the archive. 
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SECTION 3.
THEORIZING THE NATURAL 
HISTORY MUSEUM



 The field of posthumanism, and human-animal studies, have undeniably been 
inspired by the legacy of John Berger’s generative critique in “Why Look at Animals?” and 
Donna Haraway’s foundational text, “Teddy Bear Patriarchy: Taxidermy in the Garden 
of Eden, New York City, 1908-1936.” Berger’s essay reads as a double-text, one in which 
he historicizes human-animal relations and describes the zoo as the epitome of the 
marginalization of more-than-human animals in Western Europe and North America. The 
act of looking, as explored by Berger, is one made by humans in an attempt to relate to/
resonate with/define themselves against more-than-human animals, “We never look at just 
one thing; we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves.”83 The more-
than-human’s unknowability, its secrecy as Berger suggests, is always in flux with humanity’s 
attempts to know itself against that which is animal.  Haraway’s seminal essay examines 
the display of taxidermic specimens in the American Museum of Natural History’s African 
Hall (New York City, NY). Haraway analyzes the museological pursuit of preserving more-
than-human animal life through taxidermy and the ways by which it is “intimately bound 
up with eugenics discourses of the era,”84 by theorizing the African Hall collection which 
was prepared by Carl Akeley during the early twentieth century. Both cultural theorists set 
the stage for scholarly interventions into recognizing and reconsidering the anthropocentric 
ways that more-than-human animals are defined as inhuman compared to humans.
 Yet, I worry that to repeat these scopes within this thesis could “potentially display 
a Eurocentric tendency to erase the parallel genealogies of thought that have anticipated, 
constituted, and disrupted these fields’ categories of analysis.”85 I therefore choose to shift 
my theoretical framework away from these voices that have monopolized the animal studies 
conversation, and open up the discourse to a different citational community. In attempting 
to theorize the natural history museum, I look towards the writings of Billy-Ray Belcourt, 
Margaret Robinson, Zoe Todd, and Dylan Miner. It is imperative to insert Indigenous ways 
of thinking and doing in dialogue with the ideas issued by other contemporary thinkers, 
such as Berger and Haraway. As Shanna Ketchum Heap-of-Birds presents, “why can’t Native 
intellectuals such as Andrea Smith or Gerald McMaster intellectually engage with these more 
recognized and canonical voices?”86

83  John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: British Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books, 1972), 1.
84  Wakeham, “Second Skins,” 12.
85  Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, “Animal: New Directions in the Theorization of Race and Posthumanism,” Feminist 
Studies 39, no. 3 (2013): 670.
86  Dylan A. T. Miner, “When They Awaken: Indigeneity, Miscegenation, and Anticolonial Visuality,” in Rhetorics 
of the Americas: 3114 BCE to 2012 CE, ed. Damián Baca and Victor Villaneuva (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2010), 179.
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 Todd explores the ways in which multiple researchers/theorists/thinkers – who 
are and have been consistently engaging within a posthumanist discourse – continue to be 
pushed to the canonical sidelines in her seminal essay, “Indigenizing the Anthropocene.”87 
She asserts the importance of questioning which humans or human systems are driving 
the literature on human-environmental relationships, and states that, “A number of 
other scholars have critiqued current popular trends in the Euro-Western humanities: 
posthumanism and the ontological turn have all been queried and challenged as 
Eurocentric.”88 By engaging with and referencing the work of decolonial theorists who 
are repeatedly overlooked by dominant posthumanist research, such as Zakiyyah Iman 
Jackson and Aimé Césaire, Todd “reminds scholars of the continuing need to decentre 
the Eurocentric, heteropatriarchal focus that posthumanist studies ironically perpetuates 
within the ‘order of rationality’ that shapes Euro-Western institutions.”89 It is through Todd’s 
reminders that I place an imperative pressure to situate these forgotten voices alongside the 
canonical posthumanist framework in order to consider their respective engagements with 
responsibility and relationality. The critiques being offered by Belcourt, Robinson, Todd, and 
Miner are reconfiguring understandings of relations, (both in terms of human-animal and 
methods of visualities), towards a praxis that acknowledges the central importance of land, 
bodies, colonialism, and more-than-humans.

87  Zoe Todd, “Indigenizing the Anthropocene,” in Art in the Anthropocene: Encounters Among Aesthetics, Politics, 
Environment and Epistemologies, ed. Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin (London: Open Humanities Press, 2015), 
241-254. Todd references work by Sarah Hunt, Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, Juanita Sundberg, and Vanessa Watts.
88  Ibid, 244.
89  Ibid, 245.
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 My theoretical framework follows the lead of literary scholars, Rob Nixon and 
Pauline Wakeham, to position the natural history museum as a perpetrator of “slow violence” 
and the CMN’s archive space as “a museum of a museum.” I consider the slow, colonial 
violence of the natural history museum as one that is constantly reproduced and overlooked, 
with the archive acting as the hub of said violence. In order to recognize this slow violence, 
and reimagine relationalities that extend beyond the current archive’s state, the exhibition 
acts as a “slowing down,”90 or even, a paused moment of visualities. The viewer is confronted 
with imagery that has been recontextualized within the gallery space. Therefore, the viewer 
is placed into a ritualized exhibition moment where they are encouraged to move slowly 
and pause to absorb the artwork. This process allows the familiarity of taxidermy to become 
ruptured, due to its recontextualization, and the slow violence of the archive to no longer be 
so easily overlooked.
 Throughout this theoretical grappling, I do not wish to outline an extension of 
what Jackson terms (and warns against) as “liberal humanism,”91 to simply include more-
than-human animals in this discussion of slow violence. But rather, I hope to inspire a 
transformation of relations within humanism, itself. This concept is heavily inspired by 
Todd’s writings on human-animal relations and her own reflections on Dwayne Donald’s 
pedagogical work on “ethical relationality” and Indigenous Métissage.92 As Todd presented in 
her 2016 lecture, “Fish pluralities, refraction and decolonization in amiskwaciwâskahikan,” 
the notion of ethical relationality is “an active principle that encourages us to tend not 
only to our relationships to one another as humans, but to our relationships to everything 
around us, through time.”93 Donald calls for an ethical relationality throughout his teachings 
and writings on education discourses, and defines Indigenous Métissage as “a place-based 
approach to curriculum informed by an ecological and relational understanding of the 
world.”94 Extended by Todd, in order to mobilize Indigenous Métissage, it must be a process 
“that fosters reciprocal discourse between colonizer and colonized.”95 How are ecological and 
90  The exhibition as a process of “slowing down,” as inspired by Srimoyee Mitra. See Mitra, “Art in the Museum 
Borderlands.”
91  Jackson, “Animal,” 672.
92  Dwayne Donald, “Forts, Curriculum, and Indigenous Métissage: Imagining Decolonization of Aboriginal-
Canadian Relations in Educational Contexts,” First Nations Perspectives 2, no. 1 (2009): 1-24.
93  Todd, “Fish pluralities, refraction and decolonization in amiskwaciwâskahikan.”
94  Donald, “Forts, Curriculum and Indigenous Métissage,” 1.
95  Todd, “Indigenizing the Anthropocene,” 250.
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relational understandings of the world being considered within the natural history museum’s 
galleries and archives? Through Donald and Todd, I am encouraged to consider that in 
order to fully reimagine an ethical place-based approach to the natural history museum, its 
educational premise must be readdressed.
 In thinking through the static arrangements of still, deceased, and stuffed more-
than-human animals within the natural history museum, we can begin to ask ourselves, what 
are we learning? What are we experiencing? What can perhaps be more easily answered, 
however, is the question of what are we are failing to learn? The static-ness of the more-
than-human beings, placed behind glass cases and held in place by metal frameworks, lack 
a commitment of action – action on the part of the natural history museum, and action on 
the part of the observer. The natural history museum’s process and goal can be described 
as a time capsule of action. A reconsideration of relationality within the natural history 
museum can perhaps be put into action through Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK). 
From her perspective as an Anishinaabe scholar (from Wiigwaskingaa, Whitefish River First 
Nation, Birch Island, ON) on Indigenous knowledge in relation to the environment, Deborah 
McGregor defines TEK as a “process of participating (a verb) fully and responsibly in such 
relationships, rather than specifically as the knowledge gained from such experiences.”96 
McGregor addresses the fundamental verb-based action of understanding relationships with 
more-than-humans and the land. As she contends, TEK is a constant and continuous labour 
of relating to/with/through Creation. Furthermore, these relations cannot and should not be 
fragmented into various discrete, and at often times non-discrete, categories or taxonomies. 
As McGregor warns against, there are risks of TEK being misappropriated within Western-
derived environmental management systems and/or institutions. However, in thinking 
through the potential affinities for reimagining the existing relations within spaces such as 
the natural history museum, she asserts that there are opportunities for Indigenous holders 
of TEK to be accorded meaningful participation and involvement. This requires the active, 
heard, and recognized contributions by Indigenous peoples in order to be implemented 
effectively, respectfully, and correctly. Ultimately, McGregor argues that the adherence to 
Western science-based frameworks and paradigms is a significant barrier to the use of 
knowledges and ethics of relationality, such as TEK.
 Beyond the natural history museum, the archive also masquerades as a time capsule 
of objects. In the case of the CMN’s research and collections facility, it is an archive that 
flaunts itself under the benevolent guise of environmental preservation. Time is on the 
96  Deborah McGregor, “Linking Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Western Science: Aboriginal Perspectives 
from the 2000 State of the Lakes Ecosystem Conference,” Canadian Journal of Native Studies 28, no. 1 (2008): 145.
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archive’s side. Time allows the archive to live, to breathe, to grow. It is due to the archive’s 
tight clutch on time that it permits itself to shed off its responsibility and implication within 
settler colonialism. The CMN’s research and collections facility constructs a nostalgic vision 
of nature that “once was,” in an attempt to reframe the process of domination through which 
white settlers acquired knowledge/power over the so-called New World environment as a 
heroic effort to bring Empire to wilderness. Moreover, under the guise of protecting and 
researching the past, this national museum sustains and promotes key tenets of colonial 
discourse that continue to justify ongoing systems of domination within Canada and beyond. 
In this sense, the archive functions as “a museum of a museum.”97

 I borrow the idea of “a museum of a museum” from Wakeham’s insightful 
investigation of Banff Park Museum in Taxidermic Signs: Reconstructing Aboriginality. The 
Banff Park Museum was designated as a national historic site in the 1980s, as Western 
Canada’s oldest natural history museum – during this time, the space transitioned from 
an active museological institution to a self-declared “museum of a museum.” As Wakeham 
argues, through this positionality, the museum constructs a fantasy of time travel and 
mobilizes a rhetoric of nostalgia, thereby overwriting “colonial oppression via a master 
narrative of conservationist benevolence that supposedly legitimates the regulation”98 of 
more-than-humans and land. Therefore, by self-representing as “a museum of a museum,” 
the Banff Park Museum manipulates time in order to bask in colonial discourses while 
simultaneously “distancing itself from the colonial project by purporting to merely preserve, 
rather than perpetuate, the attitudes of the ‘past’ in the present.”99 This is almost the exact 
motivation behind (and within) the CMN’s research and collections facility.
 The archive is the holder of all things past – whether it be a botched, stuffed mould 
of a miscarried deer, a polar bear cub hide marked “Coll[ected] by Eskimo, and sent in 
through efforts of J.D. Soper,” or a gorilla donated from the Granby Zoo. The archive 
attempts to de-implicate itself from the colonial legacy of taxidermy and specimen collection 
by acting as a gracious holder of past relics. The research and collections facility attempts to 
mask the slow violence within itself by holding items that are deemed unfit for the public 
to view. Within the safe confines of the archive, these specimens’ existence is permitted 
and even welcomed in terms of their contributions to nature conservation. Wakeham’s 
description of the Banff Park Museum’s colonial beneficence is apt in this comparison to 
the CMN’s archive – both spaces labour to solidify a discourse of “the rescue, rather than 
97  Wakeham, Taxidermic Signs, 32.
98  Ibid.
99  Ibid.
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the ravaging, of nature and the responsible supervision of natural resources for national 
prosperity and posterity.”100

 It is through this falsity of benevolent preservation and care for more-than-human 
animals that the archive is able to mask its own slow violence. The CMN’s 150 years of 
collecting specimens in the name of science is what gives its collections facility validity and 
high praise – however, it is also these very complex categories of violence enacted slowly over 
time that allow the archive to continue to appear as non-threatening. The archive therefore 
functions as a “meta-museum”101 in an attempt to deflect the problem of taxidermic violence 
and overwrite the decisive human culpability that hunted/collected, catalogued, and stored 
these more-than-human animals into existence within its walls. 

 

100  Wakeham, Taxidermic Signs, 64.
101  Ibid.
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 As Billy-Ray Belcourt contends, “decolonization is not possible without centering 
an animal ethic.”102 In his article, “Animal Bodies, Colonial Subjects: (Re)Locating Animality 
in Decolonial Thought,” Belcourt insists that in order to fully reimagine human-animal 
relations, it is imperative to “first or simultaneously [dismantle] settler colonialism and [re-
theorize] domesticated animal bodies as colonial subjects.”103 The deceased more-than-human 
animals housed within the CMN’s research and collections facility are removed from our 
consciousness as kin and effectively transformed into specimens – into colonial subjects. This 
is done through the rituals of the archive. For example, a fruit bat is collected, catalogued 
and identified, and designated its Latin name. Its skull is removed and placed into a glass 
cork-topped, cylindrical jar and replaced with cotton to maintain the bat’s shape. Lain out 
with its wings spread and bent, in order to grant the archivist full viewing potential, the bat 
is stored away in a cabinet drawer, becoming one specimen/subject amongst millions. In this 
sense, the more-than-human animal becomes the absent referent – its existence as a once 
living and breathing being is disconnected as a tactic in order to impose a colonial visuality 
of specimen-hood onto it.
 In her essay, “Veganism and Mi’kmaq Legends,” Margaret Robinson attempts to 
counter this concept of the absent referent with Mi’kmaq oral tradition. As she describes 
through the retelling of several Mi’kmaq narratives, “the othering” of more-than-human 
animal life is “replaced by a model of creation in which animals are portrayed as our siblings. 
Mi’kmaq legends view humanity and animal life as being on a continuum, spiritually 
and physically.”104 Her ecofeminist reading of Mi’kmaq legends provides an Indigenous 
grounding for human-animal relations while offering a critical standpoint on ways to move 
beyond the function of the absent referent found within Western industries and institutions.
 Following the remedies offered by Belcourt and Robinson in decolonizing human-
animal relations, it becomes necessary to reimagine our relationships and embody our 
obligations to the more-than-humans with whom we share this Earth. A method of 
decolonizing the archive space and our relations to more-than-humans can perhaps be 
achieved through Indigenous visualities. Dylan Miner’s writings have been fundamental 

102  Billy-Ray Belcourt, “Animal Bodies, Colonial Subjects: (Re)Locating Animality in Decolonial Thought,” 
Societies 5, no. 1 (2014): 9.
103  Ibid, 3.
104  Margaret Robinson, “Veganism and Mi’kmaq Legends,” The Canadian Journal of Native Studies 33, no. 1 
(2013): 191.
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towards my understanding of anticolonial and Indigenous visualities – and the equally 
important act of questioning whether these forms of visualities can exist within the 
parameters of modern nation-states.
 Through my readings, I am urged to consider Brad’s artwork as a particular visual 
language that confronts the colonial project of the natural history museum, and the archive’s 
visual language, itself. In this sense, The Map of the Empire can be understood as “an 
alternative to imperial and hegemonic notions of visual culture,”105 within the realm of the 
natural history museum. The visual language of Brad’s hyper-cropped and abstracted artwork 
of more-than-human animals directly confronts the colonial visuality of the archive space. 
Taking Miner’s paradigms to heart, I carry his words with me through my own reading of the 
exhibition and Brad’s method of recontextualizing the archive’s holdings: “Indigenous forms 
of seeing may allow us to visualize a new world or re-envision the trajectory of the present 
clusterfuck in which we find our selves.”106 Therefore, while it may not be conceivable to fully 
or truly decolonize a space that is so inherently entrenched within Imperialism, such as that 
of the natural history museum, it is perhaps possible to produce moments of ruptures and 
interventions that allow for alternative forms of viewing.

 

105  Miner, “When They Awaken,” 180.
106  Ibid, 181.
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 The practice of taxidermy within the natural history museum is arguably in a 
decline, with advanced technologies of photography, film, and interactive displays gaining 
gallery floor space as compared to their stuffy counterparts, habitat dioramas. Even more 
promising:

The association of nineteenth-century collections with the spoils of colonialism 
has caused museums to move animal specimens from display to storage, to amend 
their displays with statements of apology, or in the most radical case – at the Saffron 
Walden Museum in Essex, England, circa 1960 – to destroy their collections.107 

However, can the relationships between more-than-humans and humans truly become 
one of ethical relationality when taxidermy continues to occupy the vast spaces of research 
and collections facilities, such as that of the Canadian Museum of Nature? Does the 
act of destroying collections amend these fractured relationships? I would argue that 
simply pushing taxidermy into the corner, or attempting to wipe the slate clean through 
a collection’s destruction, does nothing more than to try to exonerate the natural history 
museum’s self from its own residues of imperial violence. 

107  Jo-Ann Conklin, “Dead Animals,” in Dead Animals or The Curious Occurrence of Taxidermy in Contemporary 
Art, ed. Gail P. Zlatnik (Brown University: David Winton Bell Gallery, 2016), 11. 
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 To consider the moment of taxidermy’s use within the natural history museum that 
does not represent a colonial visuality and relationality with more-than-human animals is 
arguably, impossible. As authors Mark Whitehead, Rhys Jones, and Martin Jones contend 
in The nature of the state, the natural history museum cannot exist outside of political and 
ecological relationships of “national natures of the state.”108 The act of using more-than-
human animals as a method of “remembering nature,”109 whether that is done through 
taxidermic props in a habitat diorama or as scientific specimens in a research and collections 
facility, is an act of utilizing nature “as means of reinforcing the identity narratives of the 
nation-state…”110 Not only is the process of representation implicated in this act of defining 
the nation-state through the use of more-than-human animals, but also, through the method 
of classification. By taxonomizing specimens, the natural history museum simultaneously 
reflects and reifies the nation-state’s effort to segment space, and therefore, all natural 
imaginings within the space of the natural history museum “are viewed through a mental 
framework derived from the national space within which the museum resides.”111 Ultimately, 
the natural history museum and its archives are involved in a process of defining, classifying, 
and representing more-than-humans under the guise of nature conservation – and in the 
specific case of the CMN, this is a process entangled within eco-colonial nationalism.
 The colonial legacy of taxidermy is entrenched within its practice, especially 
within the confines of the natural history museum. In thinking through the possibility 
of alternatives to the visual discourses of colonialism, Miner maintains that: “In the end, 
artists form the core of whom and what may be done to challenge the continued legacy 
of visual colonization…Now that we have awoken, it is the artists who bear our spirit.”112 
Several contemporary artists are utilizing taxidermy in order to reflect on current, fractured 
human-animal relations. These artists’ practices match the framework which Todd posits, 
that in order to extend and include a broad acknowledgement of complex and dynamic 
relationships between people, more-than-humans, and the land, “we have a duty to look at 
our relationships beyond our human relationships in place, but also the way we interact and 

108  Mark Whitehead, Rhys Jones, and Martin Jones, The nature of the state: excavating the political ecologies of the 
modern state (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 2007), 59.
109  Ibid, 60.
110  Ibid.
111  Ibid, 82.
112  Miner, “When They Awaken,” 192-193.
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impact and shape the experiences and trajectories of animals and other more-than-human 
beings.”113

 I first came across Brad’s artwork during a visit to Ottawa a few years ago – I 
stumbled upon the Ottawa Art Gallery and was welcomed by the exhibition, In the Flesh 
(21 June – 8 September, 2013). Amongst Brad’s company, the exhibition featured Lance 
Belanger, Dana Claxton, and Meryl McMaster. Curated by Ola Wlusek, In the Flesh 
showcased the work of these four Indigenous artists to uncover and critique “the history of 
the discriminatory relationship between humans and animals while challenging the Western 
construction of history and identity, and question our power to reincarnate nature.”114

 Within the exhibition can be found Claxton’s significant installation, Buffalo Bone 
China (1997), which involves broken remnants of smased cups, saucers, creamers, plates 
and teapots manufactured in Great Britain from English fine bone china. A black-and-white 
video overlooks the mound of broken china, displaying a scene with a chase and kill “as 
witnessed through the eyes of the hunter/mourner (viewer) standing beside the aftermath of 
the event (the broken china).”115 Belanger’s contributions include flea market finds of polar 
bear skins stretched and resurrected inside ornate early 19th century gilt frames, thereby 
constructing an object “positioned unsettingly between the artifice of natural history and 
that of an object of contemporary culture.”116 McMaster’s In-Between Worlds photography 
series (2010-2013), examines the construction of identity, myth, perception and the 
unconscious. Her self-portraits incorporate animal-inspired, prop-like sculptures that extend 
from the artist’s body in a suggestion of collaged identities as a strategy of survivance. Finally, 
Brad’s photographs taken from within natural history museums’ gallery and archive spaces 
pay strong attention to the representations of masculinity through the supposed identity of 
the hunter/collector of the photographed taxidermy. Through the engagement of natural 
history, Western imaginings of nature, and personal politics, the artists’ unique practices 
compliment one another under the aim of visualizing nature and restructuring images to 
ethically relate to, or begin the healing process with more-than-human animals. Claxton’s 
postscript included in the catalogue rings true throughout the entire exhibition:

113  Todd, “Fish pluralities, refraction and decolonization in amiskwaciwâskahikan.”
114  Ola Wlusek, “Bring to Bay,” in In the Flesh, ed. Malcolm Sutton and Marie-Camille Lalande, (Ottawa: Ottawa 
Art Gallery, 2013), 9.
115  Ibid, 10.
116  Ibid, 10-11.
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117  Wlusek, “Bring to Bay,” 14.

We have much to learn from animal nations. They don’t 
colonize and for the most part don’t exterminate each other. 
They don’t want to eradicate each other, or do continued 
harm to each other – they allow each other to have space, 
each has a territory: you can exist, just exist over there. 
The bear may eat the salmon, but the salmon is finishing 
life as we know it. Animals walk, swim or fly in balance 
with the natural world – more than our current societies 
are doing – humans can learn from animal consciousness.117
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 This exhibition was the first that spurred my interest in contemporary artists’ use 
of taxidermy within their practices to investigate fractured human-animal relations, and 
perhaps, suggest glimmerings of more balanced futurities. During the final moments of 
installation for Brad’s exhibition, The Map of the Empire, I came across marketing materials 
for a show at the David Winton Bell Gallery, Dead Animals, or The Curious Occurrence 
of Taxidermy in Contemporary Art (23 January – 27 March, 2016). Eighteen artists are 
featured in the exhibition, including: Maurizio Cattelan; Kate Clark; Mark Dion; Nicholas 
Galanin; Thomas Grünfeld; Damien Hirst; Karen Knorr; Annette Messager; Polly Morgan; 
Deborah Sengl; Angela Singer; Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir/Mark Wilson; Richard Barnes; Jules 
Greenberg; Sarah Cusimano Miles; Richard Ross; and Hiroshi Sugimoto. While I was unable 
to experience the exhibition firsthand, I was generously sent a copy of the catalogue on the 
part of the museum. My interpretations can only be drawn from the introduction by Jo-Ann 
Conklin, curator of Dead Animals, and from the written contributions by Steve Baker, Rachel 
Poliquin, Mark Dion, and Robert Marbury.
 What had initially caught my attention was the mention of Galanin’s participation 
in the exhibition – born in Sitka, Alaska, Galanin is a multi-disciplinary artist and musician 
(aka Silver Jackson) of mixed Tlingit, Unangax and non-Native ancestry. Galanin locates 
“new visual languages by drawing from historical Indigenous iconography,”118 especially 
throughout his carving and jewellery making practices. Amongst his sculptural works, 
Galanin incorporates taxidermic reconfigurations into his practice, such as his contribution 
to the Dead Animals exhibition, Inert (2009). By combining two pre-taxidermied wolves 
into one, Galanin addresses the piece in cultural terms, as he states: “Mainstream society 
often looks at Indigenous or Native American art through a romantic lens, not allowing a 
culture like my Tlingit community room for creative sovereign growth. The back half of this 
piece is contained, a capture trophy or rug to bring into the home, while the front continues 
to move.”119 In this sense, Galanin is producing new forms of visuality through recycled 
taxidermy, meant for a specific purpose of representation, and reconstructing it into a new 
entity.
 Galanin’s piece undeniably stands out amongst the several other works within the 
exhibition, yet almost to a fault. Presented as a survey of contemporary uses of taxidermy, 
Dead Animals reads like a random name pull; or even, a drafting of artists from a long list 

118  Matthew Ryan Smith, “Tlingit-Unangax Interdisciplinary Artist Nicholas Galanin,” First American Art 
Magazine (2015): 58.
119  Alice Yoo, “The Shocking Wolf Rug,” My Modern Met, December 9 2011. http://www.mymodernmet.com/
profiles/blogs/the-shocking-wolf-rug.
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of anyone who has ever done anything with taxidermy. While the exhibition features several 
artists of incredible talent who consistently insert critical, visual discourses throughout 
their practices (such as Galanin, Dion, Singer, and Barnes), it is also playing quite the 
“name game” of the taxidermy art world with crowd draws such as Hirst and Clark. What 
becomes concerning, through a curatorial lens, is that the exhibition therefore positions 
itself as a cabinet of curiosities, relying on the public’s awe, shock and wonder, rather than 
encouraging a critical framework through which to view each artists’ work. Perhaps due to 
its overwhelming size, the exhibition fails to recognize or draw attention to the aims that it 
initially suggested to cover, such as: “What happens when taxidermy moves from natural 
history museums and trophy rooms into the white cube of the art gallery?”120

 Ultimately, the viewer is provided with little other than a visual survey of 
contemporary artists who work with taxidermy. Even in the promotional interviews, the 
exhibition leaves much to be desired in terms of its criticality of human-animal relations. On 
the topic of Galanin’s piece, Inert, the curator, Conklin, is quoted:

120  Conklin, “Dead Animals,” 6.
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It’s an incredibly powerful image of struggle. It was made by a Native-American 
who talks about it in terms of the Native-American struggle to be seen outside of 
the cliché of our stereotype of them. But you could look at it and say it’s about the 
wolf ’s struggle to survive against the ranchers. You could look at it and say it’s about 
animals or people struggling against death. It could be this very open-ended piece. 
And it’s gorgeous. I just want to hug it.121

 How are these types of conversations advancing critical and/or respectful dialogue 
surrounding the artists’ work? Perhaps even more concerning, is the fact that as the only 
Indigenous artist included in the exhibition, Galanin becomes a trope or simply a box of 
“inclusivity/diversity” to check off. As limited as they may be, where do these conversations 
go once the exhibition has come to a close? What is to be expected of the public’s reaction to 
a survey of eighteen artists with what appears to be little other than taxidermy to string along 
the cohesiveness of their art practices? In asking these questions, I am (hesitantly) hopeful 
that even on a micro-level, that through the activation of gallery spaces to open up these 
conversations, the various methods of representing more-than-human animals outside of 
the natural history museum aesthetic will serve to ignite reflections on ethical and relational 
understandings of nature. However, this hopefulness is laced with a bitter taste in my mouth.

121  Chuck Hinman, “Dead Animals: Taxidermy in Art,” Rhode Island Public Radio, 88.1 FM, March 10, 2016.
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Decolonizing More-than-Human and Human Relations
We need to change how we do research. We need to look at the ecosystem as a 
whole and study it this way. Scientists try to break up the natural world into small 
parts and study the plants in isolation. By doing this, they fail to truly understand 
the role of plants and their critical relationship with the rest of Creation. If we study 
the environment from a holistic point of view, we can begin to understand the 
mechanisms that keep the natural world in balance and we can work to protect the 
plants and their habitats.
– Dave Arquette122

Our Original Instructions…
Respect Your Elders:
Turtles: 350 Million Years Old
Wolves: 50 Million Years Old
– Mary Arquette123

 I arrive at this moment in the catalogue | thesis | reflection in a similar place 
where I began, with teachings inspired by the Ohenton Karikwatekwen, the Thanksgiving 
Address. The words of Dave and Mary Arquette are drawn from the text, Words That Come 
Before All Else, a collection of stories, teachings, essays and philosophies compiled by the 
Haudenosaunee Environmental Task Force. Referred to me by Queen’s Elder, Janice Hill, this 
book has had a strong influence on my research and writing through its expansive reflections 
on ways to express thanks and appreciation for all of Creation.
 The inception of The Map of the Empire came about through the objective of 
examining/fracturing/disrupting settler colonial imaginings of natural history through 
contemporary art practice, while revealing fraught human-animal relationships within the 
politicized space of the natural history museum. The Map of the Empire can be considered 
within the broader context of curatorship as a political practice engaging with conceptual 
and actualized forms of slow violence, both inside of and beyond the museum space. 
Therefore, not only is the exhibition important in this sense, but also, the words that come 
before, during, and those which are carried on afterwards.

122  Dave Arquette, “Small Plants and Grasses,” in Words That Come Before All Else, ed. Haudenosaunee 
Environmental Task Force (Akwesasne Territory, Cornwall: Native North American Travelling College, 2007), 
60-61.
123  Mary Arquette, “The Animals,” in Words That Come Before All Else, 2.
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 This project has allowed me to further unpack my own ideas about contemporary 
curatorial practices and concepts of museum care. I am reminded of Todd’s call for art in 
her lecture on fish pluralities in amiskwaciwâskahikan: “I want art that remembers that the 
stories we tell through it tie us to land, and fish, and dreams, and past and present and future, 
all at once.”124 I would argue that artistic interventions such as those produced by Brad and 
Cecily, as well as other modes of Indigenous visualities, such as Robinson’s retellings of 
Mi’kmaq legends, can be perceived as strategies of re-inscribing an ethical concept of care 
into the fabric of the natural history museum.
 Words That Come Before All Else offers multiple recommendations, changes, and 
resources for readers to address current environmental dilemmas. I would suggest that 
in addition to artistic interventions, the Haudenosaunee Environmental Task Force’s list 
of actions be combined with TEK in order to move beyond the natural history museum’s 
current curatorial practices. If the natural history museum cannot be fully decolonized, 
then perhaps these recommendations can offer methods of living carefully, sustainably, and 
respectfully with nature. This list is by no means exhaustive or all-inclusive but it provides 
glimmerings of balanced futurities with more-than-humans and the land:

Educators and parents should set a goal of transforming all of our young people 
(Native and non-Native) into caregivers for the natural world. To do this, we must 
support outdoor activities and environmentally based, culturally appropriate 
programs and curricula for youth…

We need to spend time with our families outside in the natural world. We should 
learn to identify the plants, animals, birds, fish, and insects in our forests, fields, 
wetlands, mountains, and rivers and know their names in our own languages…
We all need to be familiar with our local environment so that we will know when 
something is wrong…

We must hunt, trap, and farm properly. When we take the life of an animal, our 
original instructions tell us that we must do so respectfully. Never use lead shot, 
which contaminates our land and water. We should hunt, trap, and farm for our 
sustenance – to feed, clothe, and provide shelter for our families. We should always 
burn tobacco and use our language to thank the Creator and the animal for the 
sacrifice it has made. We must never kill the first animal that we see, for it may be the 
last of its species or it may be needed by some other animal or person. 

124  Todd, “Fish pluralities, refraction and decolonization in amiskwaciwâskahikan.”
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We must always show that we are humble and not act greedy…

As part of our original instructions, the Creator told us that there was to be no waste, 
that we were to use all parts of the animals we killed. Many parts of animals and 
birds that hunters and trappers kill can be used by Onkwehon:we artists and dancers. 
In addition, we should never kill a species that is rare, endangered, or threatened, 
such as a hawk, eagle, wolf, or rare fur bearing animal…We should also never leave 
carcasses to rot. Like humans, the animals we kill deserve to be buried, so they too 
can return to Mother Earth…

Get rid of part of your lawn and create wildlife habitat instead…Like humans, 
animals need food, shelter, cover, and water. Dense shrubs or evergreen trees 
provide cover and protection from the elements and predators. Dying or dead trees 
provide homes for birds and wildlife. Fruit and nut trees, as well as berry bushes, will 
attract many species of wildlife. Planting a medicine garden with species, such as 
angelica, bee balm, bergamot, boneset, butterfly weed, cardinal flower, elecampane, 
goldenseal, joe pye weed, mint, mullein, purple coneflower, swamp milkweed, 
valerian, vervain and wood betony (to name just a few) will not only provide you 
with medicine, but will also attract butterflies, honey bees, hummingbirds, and 
countless other species…

Remember, people who live closest to the land are the ones who truly understand 
how important the cycles of Creation are to our survival. Learn to live in balance 
with wildlife. Don’t be afraid of the natural world. Teach your children to appreciate, 
love, cherish and respect all Animal Life…125

 It is imperative to reflect on the Words That Come Before All Else, the Thanksgiving 
Address, and all of its teachings, in order to consider how our relationships with more-than-
humans and the land can be reimagined. As Mary Arquette addresses in her chapter, “The 
Animals,” it is essential to abide by a condition of care when interacting with the natural 
world, which in and of itself, is a constant interaction. While the natural history museum can 
never truly exist as a decolonial space, it can perhaps utilize its resources (both in terms of 
monetary and staff knowledge) to react to Arquette’s list of actions. Rather than presenting 
hyper-curated and harmonious scenes of nature through the use of dead and stuffed more-
than-human animals, the natural history museum could motivate environmental awareness 

125  Arquette, “The Animals,” 98-101.
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and protection by interacting with nature that is “outside in the natural world.”126 For 
example, the CMN could use some of its space and resources to plant a medicine garden. 
In addition, the museum could implement programming where local communities would 
have the opportunity to learn the names (in their own languages) and medicinal properties 
of each plant. As for the archive, the more-than-humans contained within can be used by 
Onkwehon:we artists and dancers, as Arquette suggests; or even, respectfully returned back 
to Mother Earth. These are only small suggestions of interrupting the colonial visualities 
and practices of the natural history museum, but in order to collapse an entire Institution of 
Empire, there must be constant and continuous moments of decolonization.
 Ultimately, I hope that The Map of the Empire existed as a shared moment to 
reimagine and reconsider our connections with more-than-humans. It was my curatorial 
intent that the conversations inspired by the exhibition remind viewers that we are simply 
one relation among many, and that these conversations extend beyond the exhibition’s 
closing.

We have now arrived at the place where we end our words. Of all the things, we have 
named, it was not our intention to leave anything out. It may be that something was 
forgotten, we leave it to each individual to send such greetings and thanks in their 
own way…

Now our minds are one.127

126  Arquette, “The Animals,” 98.
127  F. Henry Lickers, “Closing,” in Words That Come Before All Else, 160.
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