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Geoffrey James is at his best with his
photographs that capture man's intrusions
into the natural world. They include the
viaduct of the Ohio Turnpike over
Cuyahoga National Park and the High
Level Bridge in Lethbridge, Alta.
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Heaven and hell in man's creations
Photographer Geoffrey James reveals the co-existence of beauty
and ugliness
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Tom Thomson is often thought to have
sprung from the wilderness as a pure, fully-
formed artist without the benefit or need of
art classes. Today, he is a cultural icon, with
his paintings fetching more than $1 million
apiece.

Geoffrey James is a Toronto-based
photographer, formerly of Ottawa, who is
also an artist, without formal art education.
He picked up a camera after dallying with
jazz and paying the bills with journalism.

"I've had no training as a photographer, no
teachers messing with my mind," he said in
a 2002 newspaper interview after winning
the $30,000 Roloff Beny Award, a prestigious
Canadian prize for photography books.

James's book was called Paris, a city he
deliberately had avoided photographing for
much of his life before finally falling under its
charm in a series of walks at dawn.

Some of those Paris photographs are part of a newly opened James retrospective,
Utopia/Dystopia, at the National Gallery of Canada. James's body of work is wide-
ranging and impressive enough to inspire a rash of art school students to drop
out, convinced that artists surely are born, not taught.

Many of the photographs assembled by National Gallery curator Lori Pauli for the
James retrospective will look familiar. Some were exhibited in group shows over
the past few years at the Canadian Museum of Contemporary Photography. Plus,
his stark series called Running Fence, depicting a tawdry 23-kilometre stretch of
the U.S.-built wall along the Mexican border, was the subject of a solo show in
1999 at the Ottawa Art Gallery.

Ottawa has always liked to claim the Welsh-born James as its own, even though
he only spent nine of his 66 years in this city. James served as head of the
Canada Council visual arts department from 1975 to 1982 and then spent another
two years as a visual arts professor at the University of Ottawa before turning his
attentions to photographing Italian gardens and other disparate parts of the
globe.



The retrospective includes several gloomy shots of Italian, British and American
gardens, "portraits" of trees that look as eccentric as old, gin-swilling aunts,
samples of series that captured the best and worst of the cities of Paris, Toronto
and Lethbridge, Alta., dramatic scenes of environmental degradation from mine
tailings at Asbestos, Que., and shots of the aforementioned border fence.

Many landscapes in the exhibition are as luscious as 19th-century paintings. His
photographs of architecture can make the structures appear awesomely heroic.
The High Level Bridge in Lethbridge is pictured mainly by the bridge's large,
menacing shadows creeping across the landscape like a giant spider. These are
the photographs that capture the best of man's intrusions into the natural world.
These are the utopian photos.

The dystopian photographs reveal man at his worst in the natural world -
abandoned buildings, industrial waste and creeping suburbia. Scenes of new
housing projects in places like Vaughan, just outside Toronto, include buildings
looking as alien and as unwelcome as a plague of grasshoppers on a wheat field.

One of the most memorable works is called The Meadowport Arch, Prospect Park,
Brooklyn. A multi-entry pedestrian underpass, heavily framed by ornate cement
doorways, seems to invite passersby to leave the bucolic park and to enter Hades
or some other underworld hell. This is a photograph to give young children
nightmares.

Utopia and dystopia seem to co-exist in this photograph. Indeed, a closer look at
many of James's photographs reveal this co-existence of beauty and ugliness, the
sacred and the profane, utopia and dystopia.

The exhibition continues until Oct. 19.

- - -

The Sami are the indigenous peoples of northern Norway, Sweden and Finland.
We tend to think of them as primitive, rural reindeer herders -- a stereotype
about as outdated as that of Canadians being a pack of plaid-shirted lumberjacks
singing Rosemarie.

Many Sami live in cities and are fully integrated into the mainstream of their
respective societies. The proof can be seen in their contemporary artwork.

The National Gallery has just opened an exhibition called In the Shadow of the
Midnight Sun: Sami and Inuit Art 2000-2005. Artworks made by Canadian Inuit
and Scandinavian Sami artists are shown side by side in this travelling exhibition
originally curated by Inuit art expert Jean Blodgett for the Art Gallery of Hamilton.

The Inuit and Sami are not related and their cultures are very different, despite
both being long-time inhabitants of the Arctic. Their contemporary artworks, at
least the ones picked for this exhibition, certainly have little in common.

The two very different styles are evident the moment one walks into the gallery.
At the entrance there is a three-metre-high wooden abstract sculpture from
Norwegian artist Ingunn Utsi.

It stands beside an Inuit stone and whalebone figurative sculpture, one half the
height, of human and animal faces by Abraham Anghik Ruben of Paulatuk, N.W.T.

These contrasting styles in sculpture, as well as in painting, prints and textile art,
continue throughout the exhibition. Much of the Sami art is abstract and could fit
easily into an exhibition by mainstream European artists.



The Inuit art is far more distinctive and rooted in the traditional. There are,
however, common themes between the Sami and Inuit. Both, for example,
explore the collision of their ancient and contemporary cultures. For Inuit artist
Annie Pootoogook, that involves drawings of Inuit families sitting around a
television.

For Finnish artist Marja Helander, that means photographs of a woman, dressed in
a chic two-piece suit and high-heeled sandals, standing in the middle of a barren,
snowy field and looking decidedly uncomfortable.

The exhibition continues until Sept. 30. It will then travel to Scandinavia.

For more news, reviews and gossip, visit the Art and the City blog at
www.ottawacitizen.com.
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