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It's good to be on the traditional 
territory of the Kanien'kehà:ka
as well as a meeting place for 
the Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy, Huron/Wendat, 
Abenaki, and Anishinaabeg.



chokecherry, Prunus
virginiana, a crucial
fruit tree for 
Indigenous
communities in the 
northern half of North
America and native to
every province and
territory in Canada



1.
Introduction:
Living materials & ecosystems 
as part of public art works during
times of Indigenous resurgence and 
ecological crises





Argument 1.
Public art is a particularly effective venue for 
transmitting deeper knowledge and experiences 
around both Indigenous cultural recovery AND 
growing threats to the planet (and our communities) 
from carbon pollution, climate change, and loss of 
biological diversity including some of the parts of 
vulnerable ecosystems illustrated in particular site-based 
works – as well as solutions involving new practices.



Argument 2. 
All public art certainly in the Western Hemisphere and 
further afield, has a relationship to experiences of 
Indigeneity whether or not there are legal obligations to 
consult and collaborate with First Nations. 





2.
Problem statement:
Making (and growing!) organic 
public art projects parts of the 
fabric of communities









3.
The multiplying publics of public art in 
Canada: 
Multiple crises, intensifying needs & 
numerous opportunities



Alert Bay,
British Columbia
circa 1900
a decade and a
half into the 
1885 – 1951
Canada's
federal ban 
against
potlatch 
ceremonies



Ellen Neel (1916-
1966) 
Kwakwaka’wakw 
carver & 
activist (especially 
against 
Indian Schools and 
as a pioneer
in early Indian / 
Aboriginal 
media)







3.
Cultivation as contemporary art 
practices since Land art



Still Life with Fruit on a Stone Ledge circa 1603 
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610) 



left: DALL·E: Medieval painter growing plants for making their paints
right: DALL·E: Indigenous painter growing plants for making their paints



DALL·E 
flowering 
fruit trees 
with humans 
loving them



Alan Sonfist (1946- ), Time Landscape (1965-1978–Present), Lower Manhattan 





Alan Sonfist, “Myself Becoming One with the Tree,” 1969



Joseph Beuys, 1982, “7000 Oaks”, 1982–1987, 
Kassel, Germany



Mel Chin, Revival Field, 1991-ongoing, plants, 
industrial fencing on a hazardous waste landfill



2018 May 26 Oliver Kellhammer in one of his three public art 
works in East Vancouver: Means of Production Garden 
(initially installed in 2002) P5260117





Monument to Sharing by David Allen Burns and Austin Young / Fallen Fruit 2016, 
Los Angeles Historic State Park





4. 
Contemporary Indigenous public 
artists & 
art works with cultivation

DALL·E inspired 
Indigenous artist
making public art
through planting a 
fruit tree



Pacific crapabble, KÁ,EW [SENĆOŦEN], Qwa’up-ulhp [Hul’q’umi’num’], Malus 
fusca, a major source of fruit, 
T̸ESNOEṈ [SENĆOŦEN], Ts'usna'am, [Hul'q'umi'num'], (Beaver Point) on ĆUÁN 
[SENĆOŦEN] (Salt Spring Island), 2019 August 19 

Many 
Indigenous
communities
in North 
America
have long 
memories of 
losing
their orchards
and want to 
get them 
back.



Mike 
Macdonald. 
1997 still 
from video 
in 
exhibition 
"Digital 
Garden", 
MSVU Art 
Gallery,
Mount 
Saint 
Vincent 
University, 
Halifax









Mike Macdonald’s 1999 Butterfly Garden at Banff Centre was the 
first piece of permanent, outdoor art within Banff National Park by 
an Indigenous artist since the local Nakoda, Ktunax, Secwépemc
communities, who had maintained regular presences there, were 
evicted and banned in the late 1890s.





2016 Plug In ICA, Winnipeg



2017. Blueberries 
for 15 Vessels. 
Eli and Edyth Broad 
Art Museum, 
Michigan State 
University, 
East Lansing



Duane 
Linklater. 2018. 
mikikwan. 
situated in 
Indigenous Art 
Park ᐄᓃᐤ
(ÎNÎW) River 
Lot 11∞, 
Edmonton, 
Alberta



1982 OVO 
(Montréal) 46 
Photography and 
literature Issue. 
4 pages.



'Open' Space with Martha Judge 1994 Queer 
Space, The Storefront Center for Art and 
Architecture, New York 



2011 July 20 
Saik'uz Language
Guardians,
Geoffrey Thomas,
Rita Thomas &
Susie Antoine, 
Saik'uz
First Nation,
Stoney Creek,
British Columbia



1987 Hwmet'utsun (Cowichan acorn food oaks), Salt Spring Island 2' x 3' cibachrome



2022 April 24 When They Blossom - The chokecherry grove on Hwmet'utsun
16 minutes
https://vimeo.com/710204375

2021 August 24 ripe chokecherries north of Spuzzum
10 minutes
https://vimeo.com/694244354

Kutenai Headwaters (unceded Secwépemc, Ktunaxa, and Nakoda territory) note 2
sweat lodge in overlapping territories
2021 December 1 * 6 1/2 minutes 
https://vimeo.com/687301408

Kutenai Headwaters (unceded Secwépemc, Ktunaxa, and Nakoda territory) note 3
Willow Weaving
2021 Dec 1 Willow Weaving in the Kutenai Headwaters* 14 minutes
https://vimeo.com/689123281

https://vimeo.com/710204375
https://vimeo.com/694244354
https://vimeo.com/687301408
https://vimeo.com/689123281








5. 
Putting cultivation back into 
contemporary culture:
Expanding inter-cultural dialogues



some social uses of cultivation-as-art-making
migrant
carbon pollution ---> carbon sequestration through plant cultivation especially trees
urban heat islands ---> plant native trees for shade
pollinator crises ---> plant and protect flowering plants for pollinators 
declining habitat, fragmentation & loss of species ---> plant and protect native plants 
food production ---> cultivate crops for human)
protect, celebrate & illustrate natural relationships and dependencies ---> reintroduce markers 
and ceremony
indigenous
territorial markers and stewardship ---> markers with important native plants
language ---> teach Indigenous languages and plant native plants that are symbolic and 
demonstrative
Indigenous food sovereignty ---> reclaim and protect traditional cultivation and gathering 
sites
restore degraded areas ---> reintroduce markers and ceremony rebuild communal food 
production & distribution ---> reintroduce markers and ceremony into food production sites



• digging and clearing
• planting (seeds and living 

plants)
• transplanting (and digging 

up) roots
• grafting
• pruning
• breeding
• burning

• harvesting, preparing food 
and sharing

• description and 
documentation 
(representation and 
abstraction)

• teaching, instruction, 
performance and ceremony

some cultivation practices for art-making*

*There are parallel Indigenous North American and Eurasian practices often for the 
same gene pools.





2022 August 14 store-bought commercial cherries [Eurasian] (left) & KEXMIN 
field station-bred (no laboratory interventions) chokecherries with natural 
hybridizing [North American]

Some gentler arts of plant domestication & breeding



2022 April 18 chokecherry cuttings @ KEXMIN field station-1P3A1311





6. 
Indigenous dialogues in 
organic public art:
Some responsibilities, obligations & 
laws 



1. languages: verbal, textual, visual & performative
2. working with elders when they have time
3. more time on the land (learning, and protecting); 
4. native fruit trees to study, learn to propagate & plant
5. sharing more nuanced and less predictable narratives: 

weird, queer and weirder
6. new sites & interventions for new kinds of public art
7. teaching, mentoring and knowledge sharing
8. strengthening neighbourhood infrastructure in the 

face of climate change 





7.
Public art with cultivation: 
Indigenous & Indigenous-acknowledging 
dilemmas, solutions & best practices
Some principles and frameworks for 
resolving ethical questions around public art 
with living material in areas with 
Indigenous communities



principle 1
unpacking,celebrating, and nurturing a much broader 
spectrum of Indigenous experience (through public art)

principle 2
correctly acknowledging Indigenous territories through 
decolonizing collective and cognitive maps 



ĆUÁN [SENĆOŦEN] (Salt Spring Island) is the 
territory of fourteen First Nation governments nearly 
all of which have cultural offices that guide and 
collaborate with Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
public artists. There are two confederations, the 
Hul'qumi'num Treaty Group and the W̱SÁNEĆ 
Leadership Council, and involving the following 
First Nations some of whom opt out of those 
conferacies sometimes: Cowichan Tribes; 
Halalt; Lyackson; Malahat; BOḰEĆEN 
(Pauquachin); Penelakut; Semiahmoo; 
Snuneymuxw; Stz'uminus; Tsartlip; 
Tsawwassen; Tsawout; Tseycum; and 
Ts'uubaa-asatx. {Only one of these First Nations governments, the

Tsawwassen, have signed a treat for ĆUÁN.}



principle 3
recentring public art works as inherently products of 
collaboration

principle 4
honouring long Indigenous memories and 
acknowledging deep time and colonial crime scenes



principle 5
design each static public work as part of a dynamic 
‘public’ space to foster and support a range of 
performative, ceremonial, liberatory and community-
based activities 



principle 6
more artist research on locales for public art works 
leading to better site planning

principle 7
NOT appropriating instead engaging in more 
references and homages to Indigenous artists and 
traditions working through intercultural collaborations



principle 8
working with and supporting Indigenous elders

principle 9
acknowledging unresolved Indigenous territorial and 
other ownership issues 

principle 10
protecting living public art works (and keeping 
commitments)



principle 11
fostering resurgence of more diverse Indigenous 
traditions and 

principle 12
protocols to protect against appropriation of 
Indigenous culture and more private, communal 
knowledge



principle 13
protocols to protect against tokenism and misuse of 
Indigenous culture, presence and consent 

principle 14
protocols against greenwashing (including with 
Indigenous content)

principle 15
making archives of public art works with Indigenous 
content accessible 





8. 
Conclusions:
The organic power of public art & the 
social power of organic art



2012 December 6 
National Day of 
Remembrance & 
Action on Violence 
Against wWomen, 
Marker of Change 
- the Women's 
Monument, central
Vancouver



In Canada, public art has often been used 
to re-enforce and advance certain 
governmentalities and their apparatuses 
over land – that have in turn marginalized 
Indigenous communities.



Organic and community-based practices, 
that re-establish cultivation as part of 
culture through public art, are irrepressible 
and lay the basis for more Indigenous 
recovery and new kinds of intercultural 
dialogue and storytelling.



The paper for this presentation and three 
background discussions were posted near 
the top of the following site:

www.gordonbrentingram.ca/presqueperdu

studio@gordonbrentingram.ca

http://www.gordonbrentingram.ca/presqueperdu

