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In 2006, Graeme Patterson became the youngest artist ever collected by the National Gallery of Canada. 
His first exhibition 'Woodrow' was a national touring phenomenon. Now he's moved to Sackville to work 
on his follow-up. 
 
All this has happened before, and it will all happen again, but this time it happened in 
Sackville. It happened in a quiet street, in that corner house over there on Hesler Drive, and 
Graeme Patterson chose this particular house because there were people here who believed 
in him.Slightly modified, the opening lines to Disney's animated classic Peter Pan are beyond 
apt for describing Graeme Patterson. Like Pan, the 30-year-old Patterson is the spirit of 
youth. And he's made Sackville his Never Land. 
 
Patterson bought the old farmhouse on Hesler Drive last August and spent the next two 
months renovating the garage into a studio to build what for many is the most anticipated 
exhibition of an emerging artist in Canada. Originally from Saskatoon, he came to New 
Brunswick via Halifax where he graduated from the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design 
University in 2002 and was most recently working as an artist. He came to Sackville out of 
his love for the town, but also because he needed more space for his next big work. 
 
"My intention as an artist is to attempt to bring the viewer into the world of play I exist in." 
Patterson writes on his website. Patterson likes the comparison with Peter Pan. I think the 
moral is to stay as young as possible, or to at least never forget, which I believe in," 
Patterson says sipping a coffee and eating a sugar doughnut at his kitchen table, brushing of 
his sugary fingers to tuck his hair behind his ear. "I'm kind of shocked and amazed that I live 
this way, and I'm an artist and get to do that as my daily activity ... most of my friends are all 
the same - we're all kids, playful." 
 
Patterson reflects his world of play with an art practice incorporating laboriously and 
meticulously made realistic scale-model sculptures. The Toronto Star described his work as 
being like "a diorama you made in elementary school, only on a much larger and spookier 
scale, with music and video thrown in for extra credit." Patterson's sculptures also double as 
the sets for the stop-motion animations that accompany the work. He has a holistic 
approach to his practice - writing and performing his own music, designing his catalogues, 
websites and posters. This approach makes sense given his film leanings. Inspired by Jim 
Henson and early Tim Burton, along with the stop-motion effects of Star Wars and the more 
artsy Brothers Quay, Patterson is an auteur. 
 
His first solo exhibition, Woodrow (2007), was a massive gallery-encompassing reimagining 
of the small village of Woodrow, Sask., complete with a two-metre-high hockey rink and a 
more than three metre tall grain elevator. They're big miniatures incorporating his 
animations, electronics and music. He made everything in Woodrow over three years while 
living on his grandparents' farm in the titular village and caring for the house and his 
grandmother. Patterson's creation of worlds-within-worlds are as much imagination as 
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autobiographical sketches. Patterson bought the farmhouse in Sackville in part thanks to the 
extraordinary success of Woodrow. First opened at the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia in 
January 2007, Woodrow toured across the country and back until September 2008. 
Beginning with the National Gallery of Canada, which bought two pieces in 2006, eight 
works of the nine-piece exhibit were sold to prestigious institutions such as The Mackenzie 
Art Gallery in Regina, the Mendel Art Gallery in Saskatoon, The Rooms in St John's and the 
Beaverbrook Art Gallery. The final piece was purchased by Montreal collector and art dealer 
Simon Blais. At the time of the National Gallery purchase, Patterson was the youngest artist 
ever to have his work acquired by the august institution. 
 
Since Woodrow, Patterson has been a finalist for both the 2009 Sobey Art Award, Canada's 
preeminent award for contemporary art, and the 2010 Lieutenant Governor of Nova Scotia 
Arts Award. This past March his work even garnered a Juno nomination for album package 
of the year. Most recently, Patterson was one of three artists invited to participate in 9 to 5 at 
the Art Gallery of Ontario. For three days at the end of April, Patterson worked on two 
puppets in a cubicle and talked about his art with gallery visitors. Ray Cronin, director and 
CEO of the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, has been championing Patterson since he was still a 
student at NSCADU. Cronin first hired him as a part-time preparator at the gallery. 
"He was taking every class with two things in mind - graduating credits and the 15-minute 
animated film he was working on. I liked that ambition. I liked that sense of focus," Cronin 
says. 
 
For his final graduating exhibit, Patterson moved his scale model set into the gallery and 
finished shooting the animation on site. The Art Gallery of Nova Scotia screened and 
bought the finished animation Don't Ride Shopping Carts, which would go on to earn him a 
most promising new director award at the 23rd Atlantic Film Festival. Cronin also included 
Patterson's first Woodrow piece, The Barn, in the Marion McCain Atlantic Art Exhibition at 
the Beaverbrook in 2004. At 24 years old, it was Patterson's first professionally exhibited 
work. When Patterson told Cronin The Barn would be part of a bigger scale-model 
recreation of his grandparents' hometown, Cronin said the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia would 
exhibit it if Patterson made it. "That's not the way things are supposed to work," Cronin 
says. "You do multiple studio visits and put someone in a group show and maybe give them 
a small solo show and then acquire their work for the collection and then 10 years after you 
first met them you might give them a Gallery 1 show."I get the credit of having curated that 
show, but it wasn't that I went to his studio and I want this one and this but this one isn't 
strong. He just delivered a fully-formed idea from his head ... As a curator he's one of those 
artists you just have to provide them with an opportunity, a focus to work towards and then 
get out the way and watch the great results." 
 
Patterson hopes his new Sackville studio gives him that opportunity and focus needed to 
complete his even more complex follow-up to Woodrow. "It always starts with one, not 
simple, but pretty basic idea," Patterson says about his artistic process. "From then on, just 
because the process of making is like playing, I come up with ideas - how to connect things 
and make another layer. It's not like I'm trying to make it complicated, but it becomes its 
own environment, its own world. "It's something I've done since I was kid. That's where it 
all began in terms of creation - creation has always been a part of the play." 
 
As a child, Patterson always made his own accessories for his toys. Give him cardboard 
boxes and an old ping pong table and he had a giant aircraft carrier for his G.I. Joes. He 
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once transformed his entire basement into a skyscraper streetscape with a sprawling sewer 
system for his Ninja Turtles. From cardboard he moved to model-making and then stop-
motion animation. But it was a whimsical sculpture installation by internationally-renowned 
Albertan-born artist George Bures Miller that made Patterson realize "there was this 
opportunity for play within a gallery beyond a painting." 
 
Patterson wants viewers to engage with his work like a toy. He wants them to find their own 
ways of experiencing it. The new work - in various stages of completion in his Sackville 
studio - for his follow-up to Woodrow is more sculptural for this reason. It's all part of 
making this new body of work feel more alive. Whereas Woodrow was acclaimed for its 
Prairie Gothic aesthetic, Patterson's work is primarily linked by an emotional sensitivity and 
whimsy. Patterson has switched from carving foam core to using primarily wood - mostly 
Popsicle sticks - and found objects. This shift also stems from practical reasons - after 
installing and taking down Woodrow again and again he knew he needed to use sturdier 
materials. But there is also an aesthetic appeal to these "elemental and simple" materials, like 
the mountain he's building with wood, white blankets and faux-fur trees. The new work will 
also feature more viewer activated interactive elements, such as a string to pull up the 
blankets so you can see inside the mountain. 
 
"I can't rebuild a memory like I did (with Woodrow) ... It's less about the history and more 
about a personal emotional state - about the way I am. It's about my generation; it's about 
guys, friends." Patterson envisions at least four large sections for his follow-up to Woodrow. 
The parts explore his four eras of male friendships. The mountain will separate and connect 
scale model replicas of Patterson's childhood home in suburban Saskatoon and his first best 
friend Yuki's home. The two houses will connect via tunnels leading to the mountain, which 
has the best fort imaginable inside, and through audio-visual elements. 
 
The second era deals with the loss of innocence at summer camp and features a gruesome 
animal attack in a cabin. The third era is high school wrestling, which is dealt with in work 
Grudge Match that Patterson exhibited as part of the 2009 Sobey Art Award. The final era 
marks a departure in Patterson's style, as it is an assembly of live-action, slow-motion videos 
of his current artist friends playing sports. "This exhibition definitely has a positive swing. 
It's all positive. Even the one that will have extreme gore and violence. Those were good 
times, you know, blowing things up and being just a kid." 
 
Although Yuki moved to Japan when Patterson was eight and the two soon lost touch, he is 
a stand-in for Patterson's friends throughout the work. Patterson is exploring how, while his 
friends may have changed, the bond of friendship stays the same. The new work questions 
how modern communication may affect the traditional nature of friendship. If Patterson had 
Facebook or Twitter when he was a child, he bets he never would have lost Yuki. 
 
Stefan Hancherow, a curator, artist, technician at the Mount Saint Vincent University Art 
Gallery and friend of Patterson's in Halifax, says distance is crucial to Patterson. Hancherow 
is featured in two of the live-action slow-motion videos - golfing and boxing. "I can watch a 
Buffalo Sabres (Patterson's team, his fridge has Sabres jersey magnets) game on TV and I 
know exactly what Graeme's thinking or saying," Hancherow says. "When you have that 
built-up friendship and you're comfortable it's like they're always there in a way. I thought it 
was really good for Graeme to go to Sackville. ... He's in an area where he's in the studio by 
himself most of the time and he's really getting to live with his friends through all the 
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interaction and times he's had with them. That's the beauty and the poetic aspect of his 
work." 
 
Just like in his animations, Patterson's slow-motion videos capture the subtle nuances - a 
flick of a tee, or an awkward laugh at the end of a shot - that form friendships. Hancherow 
says Patterson's work has an "uncannily natural element ... embodying the gestures of 
humans." Sackville artist and Thunder & Lightening owner Paul Henderson plays a variety 
of sports with Patterson and other artists in town. Henderson hopes Patterson is changing 
the perception that artists aren't into sports. Recently, Patterson has even held boxing and 
wrestling matches at exhibition openings. "(Sackville) is a really active community that way. 
We get together, drink beer and watch hockey. It's not like we're constantly talking about 
Derrida or whatever," Henderson says."He's just acknowledging it and getting rid of the guilt 
from what might be considered a guilty pleasure, which is good for all of us." 
 
Patterson's sports work has generated more international exposure than Woodrow. His 
wrestling animation for Grudge Match was exhibited for a 44 ½ Creative time screening in 
Times Square, and is being aired on a European art TV channel. His animation for Ten 
Point Game, a sculptural/video installation highlighting Darryl Sittler's 1976 10-point game, 
was screened at a Portland Pirates game - a farm team for Patterson's beloved Sabres - and 
found its way from sports blogs to the American art press. Reaching a varied audience is why 
Patterson chose fine art over traditional filmmaking in the first place. The success of 
Woodrow reinforced his decision . "People who weren't going to galleries regularly, or ever, 
were coming back. They understood they can really be impressed by art and don't have to go 
to the movies to get that kind of entertainment value," Patterson says. 
 
Ray Cronin doesn't doubt viewers will respond in kind to Patterson's coming work. 
"People read his work as being their own memories. It didn't matter where someone grew up 
they all have a Woodrow tucked away in their memory bank," Cronin says. 
Patterson's Pan-like grasp of childhood and friendship is appealing to viewers, but Cronin 
says for a certain type of curator it can be a weakness. Cronin hopes the new work can 
change this. "Aristotle got it right about the two types of art being comedy and tragedy - and 
they're equally serious," Cronin says. "It's a layered and thoughtful kind of thing that he's 
doing. It's going to take what he did in Woodrow and step it up a notch." 
 
Patterson's commercial representation, TrépanierBaer gallery in Calgary, says collectors 
identify with the humanity he's able to impart through play in his work. "The work has 
integrity and Graeme, as an artist, is so engaged in 'the world.' I mean he's a very interesting 
person - he plays music, sport, he travels, dances and is part of whole variety of 
communities," art dealer Yves Trépanier says. "He can bring all of that - his training as an 
artist plus his life experience - to his practice. He's a very sensitive and engaged person. What 
we experience through the work is his experience in the world." 
 
For Patterson, emphasizing play is a commentary on his generation."Even people with solid 
jobs still play a lot and their dream is still to be a kid, and we've been fortunate to be that way 
... Sackville is a Never Land in the sense there are a lot of adults who can live their lives in 
play a lot but still have fully active adult lives." 
 
Patterson credits his willingness to have fun with contemporary art to his mentor, the 2009 
Governor General's Award in visual and media arts-winner, Rita McKeough. He was in her 
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studio class in his final year at NSCADU. "To be honest, he was the kind of young artist that 
you think boy am I fortunate that he's in my class," McKeough says from Calgary where she 
teaches at the Alberta College of Art and Design. "All you really do is encourage someone 
like that. He was already an artist. He had a vision. He was unique." McKeough encouraged 
Patterson to expand his work beyond animated videos to include and incorporate the models 
and process. They stayed friends after he graduated, and when McKeough received funding 
for a new project she hired Patterson to help her make it and then install the finished 
exhibition, Outskirts, at Owens Art Gallery in 2003.It was this first trip with McKeough 
when Patterson fell for Sackville. It makes McKeough happy to see Patterson in Sackville. 
"It's not about getting better at all - it's about continuing to be exceptional. It's a perfect 
place for him ... I know he has the space, the support and the better opportunity to make 
this new piece." 
 
Patterson has never lived in a big city. The scale is wrong for him - he becomes the 
miniature. He needs more freedom. And while he liked Halifax, Sackville is pleasantly more 
small-town. That was his first impression, one reaffirmed every time he visited. After that 
first visit, Struts Gallery and Faucet media Arts Centre and the Owens brought Patterson 
back in 2004 for his first artist residencies. John Murchie, co-ordinator of Struts, says 
Patterson's decision to move to Sackville shows that the things the artistic community is 
doing to build a community, such as frequent residencies, are working. "When people ask, 
'Why is it happening in Sackville?' I say, 'Why not?' It's not as though we're on the far side of 
the moon. Yeah, it's a small town - but why not here?" Murchie says. He believes you don't 
have to be a big urban centre to be cosmopolitan. It goes back to the idea of Sackville as a 
kind of a Never Land, or, as Murchie wrote in decentre: concerning artist-run culture, 
nowhere. 
 
"Artist-run centres have often seemed to me incarnations of nowhere. And insofar as they 
are nowhere they possibility of real risk is palpable and the impossible sometimes seem 
possible ... It was a marvel a week or so ago to see Montreal trapeze artist Poisson D'Avril 
silhouetted against a clear blue summer sky performing to the music of Toronto's Singing 
Saws on Sackville's Chester Cole ball field it seemed possible only nowhere." 
 
Patterson isn't concerned about being disconnected from 'the scene' by living in Sackville. 
He's looking forward to "a good stretch of nothingness" this summer to work. 2013 might 
seem a ways away but the clock is ticking for Patterson and he's already talking about things 
he'd like to include if only he had more time. Lucky for him, he's found his own Never Land 
where lost boys never grow up, and time ticks away only in a lurking alligator's stomach. 
"Part of the reason I moved to Woodrow (after graduating) was because I always looked up 
to my grandparents - owning a farm, living there, raising a family and being so self-sufficient 
was beautiful. I had a dream of that becoming my place, but that soon got washed away 
when I realized that wasn't going to work. So, really, Sackville is a place that I found on my 
own means, not family related. This land, this whatever, is something I found. It's the place I 
know my Woodrow grandparents, if they were still alive, would be pretty happy about. 
It's true to my past and who I am. It's why I can't move back to Saskatchewan even though I 
have a great relationship with my parents - it's nice to find your own nest." 
 
Mike Landry is arts and culture editor at the Telegraph-Journal. He can be reached at 
landry.michael@telegraphjournal.com. 


