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This is evident in the work he produced in Lethbridge as an artist.
The books and the folded paper pieces, based on a structural
understanding of the nature of books and paper, were highly
informed by the conceptual emphasis at the College. These des-
ecrating gestures (painting, folding, cutting, cursoring and editing)
owed much to the task-oriented instrumentality which charged the
years of the College in the early 70s. The frustration felt by MacKay
(and others) from the time in Halifax had more to do with the lack of
social engagement, or more correctly, social consideration, which
was at deliberate odds with the cultural environment historically per-
meated with local pride and local political content. It was this
aggressive frustration (which the clown relied upon) that was
somewhat ameliorated in his move to Lethbridge where the commu-
nity was just beginning a gallery for the first time. The enforced
localism and sense of community desire through volunteerism
began to play itself out in MacKay's re-realization of a public or
audience which manifested itself in his ambitious and responsible
programme - a programme of plural interests which paid attention to
local and regional concerns as well as introducing national or inter-
national art concerns without privileging them.

The folded pieces in Lethbridge - establishing an internal drawing or
internal narrative as a kind of material pathology foregrounded his
later concerns which can be seen in the recent mountain oil pastels
shown in Banff in 1986. Similarly, his solitary piano audio works - a
combination of music, texts and "scratch” poetry or what he calls
"Katzenmusic" foregrounded the installation works shown in 1985 at
the Eye Level Gallery in Halifax and Mercer Union in Toronto. The
comfortability MacKay felt in Lethbridge with a community (a place)
was repeated and reinforced in his experience in Saskatoon. Saska-
toonalready had developed its own sense of a historical art project
before MacKay's arrival through the institutionalized efforts of for-
malist artists there (in effect, another international parochialism but
of the older Greenbergian kind). But, despite its roots in an all-
American discourse, the Saskatoon artists and their audience were
cohesive, having seamlessly bound a regional landscape tradition to
a more formal abstract project. Although MacKay's training was a
different and more sophisticated development with regard to formal
concerns~the conceptualism of the College), he found empathy with
the local project as well as other regional projects (such as the agri-
cultural fund of the Regina artists).

All of this autocultural biography, all of this preamble is simply to say
that MacKay is informed by difference - is, was, and continues to be
at odds with his environment - disjuncted. To find him now, a
Canadian artist living in self-imposed exile in Switzerland, not
speaking the language and untrained in its legacies of cultural aes-
thetics is another cusp on which he sits. Not on purpose ever, but by
circumstance. Originally against Janguage in an environment of
language, then against theory in an environment of theory, then
local in a highly-stylized. international scene, then influenced by
those concerns in a provincial community, and then politically formal
in a commodity formal environment and so on, place
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MacKay, like Woody Allen in the Russian foot-soldiers ranks in Love
and Death, always one step behind, one step beside but always out
of step. As can be seen by this rough chronology of this alientation,
each stage was a frustration and it was the anarchic clown, the dis-
believer who accommodate the ruptures, who gave continuity to an
existentialist break, who integrated an internalized exile at each turn.
But, with the move to Switzerland, to domestic stability and to a
commitment to being an artist (gone are the administrator and the
clown), these ruptures became a source of strength rather than
alienation. The previously fragmented parts became the source of
subject and method for MacKay's work.

Beginning with the landscape water colours of his now Swiss envi-
ronment, MacKay began to seek his way "back into" Qust as he
"backed" into Joyce's ULYSSES) a "lived experience” through art or
a "sign language", motivated by his relation to the visceral, not
history nor theory. This was followed by Biespiel and Mountain, My
Yes as well as a series of portraits lost in "pigment storms”, where
the viscerality of the art materials embodies in a parallel way the vis-
cerality of the bodies (and it is no coincidence that a woman
"laughs" in a pigment storm). His discovery of Hodler, the archetypal
Swiss modernist, as a source of conceptual reference pays homage
to and parodies. simultaneously, Hodler's philosophy of Parallelism.
In these, a series of "dialogues" occur in which, as Elizaheth Brown
has said...

"They are all large and, with one exception, frontal busts of a person
who seems less curious than confident about his role as an artist. In
contrast, MacKay's portraits of himself are sketchier, more drawings
than paintings, and describe a person more curious than confident. "

The absurdity of finding himself in Hodler's paintings undermines the
master's authority while paying homage to the cultural integrity in
which he now participates. His distance is both one of art and of
culture. Similarly, by addressing the friends and families from his
adolescence in Charlottetown, he is addressing the similarities of
their present conditions (married with families, same age, etc.) but
also difference as represented by choices of partners, new genetic
combinations in the children, physical aging. etc.).

On first glance, these new portraits are not flattering (including
MacKay's self-portrait with a nose resembling a Swiss mountain).
But closer inspection (the scale, the materiality) release to us not the
attempt to be representations reproduced faithfully, but rather
desires - strong desires for the lived experience of these bodies
through time to be communicated. Knowing the body to be that
"connective tissue" (of community, of memory, of the 'homesick-
ness'), MacKay has constructed larger than life portraits which con-
ceptually try to grasp importance: the importance of relations, of
family members, of the artist to his childhood and his present. The
family portraits are celebrations of the body - of the body of memory
and imagination, tributes to living and surviving. They are exaggera-
tions, but necessary ones for a feast of the forgiving body,
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acceptance of reality as a principle of nourishment (like MacKay's
"deep voice" on audio tapes - an exaggeration of voice which is at
once authoritative and equally pokes fun at itself). To take Bakhtin
again in his description of such grotesque realism"...

"The mighty aspiration to abundance and to a universal spirit is
evident in each of these images. It determines their form, their
positive hyperbolism, their gay and triumphant tone. Their aspiration
is like yeast added to the images. They rise, grow, swell with this
leaven until they reach exaggerated dimensions”.7

In some very real ways MacKay can never return home again - his
experiences having created the kind of homesickness one always
has for the known and the secure. But through exaggeration (the
psychological time of the domain of memory and the unconscious),
he has paid tribute to the connections which were there and to
which he is now a familiar stranger.

Bruce W. Ferguson

27.03.86

List of Works

All works are oil and pastel on paper, 1985, from the collection of Allan
Harding MacKay the Artist.

1. The Hancox Family
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