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The urge to criticize other artists for landing a show in a commercial venue ends around the time 

one graduates from art school. Confronted by student loans and the rising price of acrylic paint, 

artists realize with sudden clarity that integrity alone will not pay the bills. Not that selling work 

collapses integrity, but there is a reason budding artists shun the commercial world — money is 

the least sincere of muses. That being said, artist Graeme Patterson has confronted this fear, and 

found a way to play with it.

Local art enthusiasts might remember a little show almost one year ago in the Illingworth Kerr 

Gallery entitled Woodrow, a multimedia re-creation of the modern day ghost town of Woodrow, 

Saskatchewan. The exhibition featured dark and beautiful handcrafted miniatures of buildings 

from the town where Patterson’s great-grandfather grew up — from a church with a robotic 

organist and an animated bowling alley in the basement, to an eerie, flickering grain elevator.

Patterson, now a resident of Halifax, Nova Scotia, is back in Calgary, and for the first time, his 

work is up for sale in a commercial gallery. This initially made him nervous, and no wonder, 

considering the artist’s age (a scant 28 years) and a recent all-out rush to the top of the art world. 

Patterson graduated from art school just six years ago and now he’s well on his way to becoming 

a nationally respected artist. But Woodrow was pretty damn sweet.



His latest work, The Puppet Collective, is of a different flavour. While Woodrow was like a 

delicious aged cheese (catalyzed by the artist’s long-term residence in the ghost town itself and 

an extended family history), The Puppet Collective is like a bag of multicoloured jelly beans — 

fun and eclectic, with a little taste of everything.

The Puppet Collective consists of 52 Barbie-sized sculptural caricatures of men and women 

observed in various cities across Canada. They are all created by memory. Like Barbies, each 

puppet is housed inside a small, marketable package (made of Plexiglas and wood and 

admittedly less tacky than the Mattel packaging). Unlike Barbies, the puppets are fashioned out 

of household paraphernalia, fully poseable, and depict a variety of ages, sexes, races and levels 

of obesity.

“They’re actually quite ugly,” remarked one viewer with admiration, eyeing the miniature of a 

blond girl in a yellow bikini on the show’s opening night. Inspecting the pocket-sized crowd of 

prune-faced grannies, motorcycle mamas, joggers with teeny-tiny IPods and pot-bellied men in 

Roughriders jerseys and Pilsner hats, one cannot help but agree. Patterson has taken the people 

that we see on the streets everyday, in the supermarket, loitering around laundromats and 

hockey stadiums, and honestly and intricately re-created them in all their ugly human splendour. 

The irony being that, by mulling about the gallery inspecting the collection, the viewer becomes 

part of one crowd checking out another, separated only by size, medium and a thin layer of 

Plexiglas. It is the most fascinating element of Patterson’s show, and the detail which, in my mind, 

salvages his integrity; commercial venue or not.

“I have this fear of selling my work,” he said in a recent lecture at the Alberta College of Art and 

Design, “so I decided on a way to keep this show interesting for myself. Whoever buys a puppet 

has to send me a picture of themself so I can make a puppet of them to replace the one they 

bought.”

Unfortunately, you first have to drop between $1,200 and $1,400 (which is quite reasonable by 

some standards) for an ugly homemade Barbie doll that looks exactly like you. Luckily his stuff is 

pretty damn sweet — with or without a price tag.


