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Ahead of her first retrospective, photographer Vikky Alexander 
mulls over her fascination with manmade versions of nature.
As told to TIFFANY JOW 
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In July, the Vancouver Art Gallery will mount Extreme Beauty, an exhibition tracing the past three decades of Canadian 
photographer Vikky Alexander’s work. Organized by the institution’s chief curator emerita, Daina Augaitis, the show 
explores the central themes that define 60-year-old Alexander as a leading practitioner in the field of photo-conceptualism: 
the appropriated image, the artificiality of nature, and the seduction of space. Here, the artist discusses these themes 
and the experiences that led to them. 

Interior Pavillion #4, 1989
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I am concerned with instances where 
man has intervened with nature. 
Like ice sculpture, or topiary—what’s 
wrong with a hunk of ice or a bush?  
Those kinds of follies, where humans 
try to make something better than 
the real thing, pique my curiosity.

I was born in Victoria, [Canada], 
but shortly afterward my father 
got a job in Ottawa and we moved 
there. We were near the National 
Gallery of Canada, and I grew up 
visiting it often, taking in great 
exhibitions with my family. My 
parents liked art, but not modern 
art. They preferred 18th-century 
paintings and landscapes, and we 
always had something to look at in 
our home. In high school, I had an 
encouraging teacher named Reva 
Dolgoy who took me on a trip to New 
York one weekend, just she and I. 
We took the train down and went 
to the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
and the Museum of Modern Art. I 
decided that was where I wanted to 
live one day.

First I needed to go to university. 
I attended the Nova Scotia College 
of Art and Design, where I became 
fascinated with dark-room photog-
raphy. I don’t know if you’ve ever 
done it before, but the process is 
magical: an image comes out of the 
dark. I really loved that. But I was 
primarily interested in photography 
because it is about the world around 
us, not about something coming 
directly from me. Painting seemed 
so subjective. I shot buildings and 
landscapes, but I wasn’t a street 
photographer, which, along with 
dark-room photography, was popular 
[at the time, and dominated by men]. 
It felt intrusive to take photos of peo-
ple on the street. And there was too 
much visibility for me as an author in 
sticking a camera in front of people. I 
try to stay in the background.

Appropriating images was 
something I could do in my parents’ 
basement. I didn’t have enough 
money to have a studio. So I started 
taking images of broadcast television. 

I set up a tripod in front of the TV and 
used a cable release, as the shutter 
speed had to be quite slow—a 15th or 
30th of a second—and took pictures 
of something that already existed. 
Then I began taking photos of backlit 
billboards. The ones in Canada in the 
late 1970s were very photorealistic. 
They looked like drive-in movies. 
When I moved to New York in 1979, 
I discovered that kind of billboard 
didn’t exist; theirs were old-school 
graphics focused on text and color. 
So I started getting information from 
fashion magazines instead.

I thought about how women were 
depicted in those publications, and 
started to identify certain looks and 
understand how seduction works 
[in magazines] through isolated 
imagery. I decided to build pieces 
out of those images by juxtaposing, 
enlarging, or duplicating them. In 
the early days, I matted some of 
these magazine photographs with 
a substantial area of black matte 
board. When the pieces are framed 
[and covered] with glass, the matte 
board becomes something like a 
mirror: When one looks at it, the im-
age of the normal, everyday viewer 
is superimposed on, or juxtaposed 
with, the image of the supermodel. 
There’s a bit of self-realization going 
on when you look at them.

After a while, I started wondering 
how I could incorporate landscape 
into these works. I wanted to put  
the figures somewhere and have 
them doing something. In a few 
pieces from 1982 and 2017 in the 
Vancouver Art Gallery retrospective, 
there’s an image of a super-beautiful 
model flanked by images of a super- 
beautiful landscape. 

The first time I mounted a purely 
landscape work was at the New York 
Cash/Newhouse Gallery in 1986, 
where I installed Lake in the Woods. 
One wall features a store-bought 
scenic mural [of the type] that used 
to be put in rec rooms in the 1970s, 
and the wall facing it has wood panels 
with a band of inlaid mirrors. When  » 

I DON’T KNOW IF I CAN SAY EXACTLY WHY 
THE SUBJECT OF LANDSCAPE INTERESTS ME. 
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you look into it, you see the details of 
the landscape behind you as well as 
your reflection. People came in and 
said, “Oh, right, Vikky is Canadian! 
Canadians like mountains.” I don’t 
think that’s necessarily true, but they 
had to make sense of it somehow. 
Landscapes just seemed like an  
easier, more comfortable thing for 
me to photograph. The female body 
has always been a political arena, 
and while I am a feminist and those 
issues are addressed in my [previous] 
work, I wanted to expand the discus-
sion to other areas besides the body.

After Lake in the Woods, I was 
in a group show curated by Daina 
Augaitis—the curator of my show at 
VAG, who was then at the Walter 
Phillips Gallery in Banff, Canada—
and she suggested I go to [Alberta’s] 
West Edmonton Mall. “It’s totally 
you,” she told me. “There’s all this 
fake landscape and mirrors—right 
up your alley.” I didn’t know what 
I would find when I got there, but I 
was interested in the utopian ideals 
of [the building’s] artificial landscape, 
particularly the way nature has been 
incorporated into the architecture of  

the mall to soften the experience 
of consumption. There are mirrors 
on almost every support structure 
in the building. They surround and 
reflect areas such as a lagoon and 
a concrete beach, so natural details 
are juxtaposed with shoppers and 
commercial goods.

After I took photographs there, 
I thought, “What other kinds of 
utopian environments are there that 
are manmade and supposed to be 
fantastic?” I came up with Las Vegas 
and Disneyland, two places I’d never 
been before. I went to Vegas first, C
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Portage Glacier, 1982/2017

which was all casinos and artificial 
light. I thought Disneyland would be 
the polar opposite, but there wasn’t 
much to photograph there. I just 
shot the topiary animals. There’s 
nature and culture colliding for you.

Later, I visited Paris to see the 
manmade park called Parc des 
Buttes-Chaumont. It was designed 
by Georges-Eugène Haussmann, 
who redesigned Paris [under the 
orders of Emperor Napoleon III]. 
There was one staircase I thought 
was cool because each step was 
made to look like a wooden log, 

formed by concrete poured into a 
mold. My photograph of it, L’Escalier 
(1996), has the same image directly 
below it, but flipped like a reflection, 
forming a staircase you can never 
get to the top of.

Having a retrospective like the 
one at VAG is amazing. Most artists 
only look ahead, because you always 
want to go on to the next thing. 
What’s interesting about looking 
back is realizing how one thing led 
to another. I’ll see something I did in 
1979 and it could fit into something 
I did last year.

There’s a room in the show that’s 
covered in 30-foot-tall self-adhesive 
wall vinyls. They started out as 
small cut-out collages of found im-
ages and different kinds of printed 
paper—origami, shelving, wrapping, 
or photo paper—that I scanned [and 
enlarged]. These are rooms within 
rooms that are abstracted with 
blocks of color and usually form a 
kind of window to nature. They’re  
so big, it is as if you can actually 
go into the room, like Alice in  
Wonderland. They make you feel 
quite small.  h
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