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A I{O}',{SITE (THE PALISADES)

The above map shows the site where trap rocks (from the Swedish word trapp
meaning "stairs") for the Nonsite were collected. The Map is l7/16 x 2,,. The
dimensions of the map are 1B times (approx.) smaller than the width 26" and
length 36" of the Nonsite. The Nonsite is 56,, high with 2 closed sides 26,, x 56,,
and two slatted sides 36" x 56" - there are eight B', slate ancl eight 8,, openings.
site-selection was based on christopherJ. Schuberth' The Geology of New york
City and Environs - See Trip C, Page 232, "The Ridges,,. On the site are the
traces of the old trolly system that connected Palisades Amusement park with the
Edgewater-l25th St. Ferry. The trolly was abolished on Augusr 5, rg3B. what was
once a straight track has become a path of rocky crags -- the site has lost its system.
The cliffs on the map are clear out contour lines that tell us nothing about the
dirt between the .ocks. The amusement park rests on a rock strata knowns as ,,the

chilled-zone". Instead of putting a work ol art on some land, some land is put into
the work of art. Between the site and the nonsite one may lapse into places of little
organisation and no direction.

Robert Smithson (1968)

ISLAND THOUCHTS

The exhibition Island Thoughts has been curated as a small tribute to Rodney
Graham and Robert Linsley, two artists who passed away much too early but
left a lasting imprint on Vancouver's cultural landscape. What brings them
together here are a number of overlapping interests they shared with the
American artist Robert Smithson. Smithson was to become a lynchpin for
many artists working in Vancouver before and after his visits here in 1969-70.
As with Graham and Linsley, he valued islands as a place to distance oneself
from the mainland. In the fall of 1969, shortly before producing his now famous

Glue Pourt, Smithson proposed what was to be his first permanent earthwork,
an Island of Broken Glass to be situated in the archipelago outside Vancouver
involving one hundred tons of green-tinted glass deposited on Miami Islet (a
tiny island in the Stuart Channel, B.C.). The work was meant to crystallize
his dialectical thoughts. Despite having secured government approval to use

the island, financiai support from Vancouver art dealer Douglas Christmas,
and receiving positive feedback in the popular press, the project was cancelled
after pressure put on the provincial government by environmental groups.2

You could say that as an exhibition, Island Thoughts has been organized as an

archipelago of the ideas and gestures that connected these three artists. In this
sense, each artist's work represents an island thought. I think of this along the
lines ol Caribbean poet and theorist Eclouarcl Glissant. For Glissant, the islands

of an archipelago represent a model of thinking that emphasizes dir.ersity,

plurality, and interconnectedness, contrasting with the homogenizing tendencies

of "continental" thought ;iid ploha1izatron. It's a non-lineii, fiLiid rt.a.i,'of being
and thinking, rvherein things are in constaltt motion and transformation.3

Trupp Projects r,r,as {bunded in 1997 s}rortly alter I read the opening text by Robert
Smithson which accompanied his 1968 Non-sitt (Palkaies-Edgewata N.J.) I recall

finding it peculiar that he r.vould go to the trouble of explaining that the name of
the specific rocks in his rvork came "from the Srvedish u,ord trapp meaning "stairs".
Not oi{y am I Sr,vedish, but at the time I r,r,as also interested in traps - particular}y
as it pertained to Trdbuclut ("Iiaf). a readlriade by N,Iarcel Dtichamp consisting of
a coat-hanger nai-led to the floor and meant to function as a three-climensional

pun that held the potentiai to 'trip' one up 
-physically 

and mentally It seemed

to lrave influenced the Romanian artist Daniel Spoerri's psycho-geographic tableaux

piigu (Snare Pir.tures) that I rvas researching at the time. Perhaps a nrisreading on
my part, but could it be that Smithson's Nonsite tvas also trrearlt to function as an
assisted readl.rnade? All these artists w'ere interested in 'trips'. For Smithson, the trip
addressed the space "Befir,een the site and the nonsite [u'here] one may lapse ir-rto

places of litde organization and no direction." As someone interested in curating, but
not quite ready to rnork lr,'ithin the confines of commercial or institutional spaces, this
last sentence suggested not a u,ay out, but attay in-beft.ueen.

As an art historv student in those days, out of the mal1y ways I found to pay the

bills, the most rewarding was \,vor:king as a studio assistant for Rodney Graham.



Rodney's close friend, the Ner,v York artist l)an Graham, once asked me r,vhat I
thought Rodney's work was ultimately about. "Trips" I replied without too much

thought, to u,hich Dan nodded and smiled. As I got to understand Rodney's nork
better by the mid-nineties, it r,vas clear to me the importance to him of artists like

Duchamp, Smithson, N,{arcel Broodthaers, Hanne Darboven, and BasJan Ader.

A1l of them, you could say, set out on conceptual \royages that explored the edges

of representation with pataphysical intellect, rigor and humour. Graham would

mix this with his o\vn sense of melancholic beauty and local textures. But asJeff

Wall would note in his 19BB essay "Through the Forest: Trvo Sketches for Studies

of Rodney Graham's Work", perhaps no one laid the foundation for Graham's

practice more than Raymond Roussel, the author of Inzpre.ssions oJ ffica (1910)

and Locus So/zzs (1 9 I 3). Art historian Steven Harris has noted horv central Roussel

rvas in the creation of The Slstun of htndor\ Cottage (1987), perhaps Graham's most

ambitious artr.vork. t From this 328 page novel, Graham appears to have modelled

his r,r,ork on a series of bracketed observations in Roussel's J\feu-s Imprusion.s of
AJitca (1932) to interpolate himself into tl-ie structural universe of Edgar Ailen

Poe. The result would provide Rodney with an engine - a time machine of sorts

- to produce artworks to come. As with most of his art, to try to follow the logic

and interplav between all these influences on his rvork tends to make one's mind

spin - or perhaps more accurately, spiral in and out of control. It's what makes

us return to them, as to a good record.

Back in 1997, if there rvas one person I could rely on to make sense of these

intellectual and aesthetic trips Rodney took us on, itrvas Robert Linsley, an artist and

historian who lived with his partncr aird architect/designer Yvonne Ip in the same

building as Roclney arC iis partnet artist Shannor Clsanen. on South Granville.i

Fer,v people had wider knowledge of art, literature, philosophy, science and critical

theory than Robert. He had a penchant for rnaking one look at art from ner,v

perspectives and rethink assumptions r,vith controrrersial statements and dialectica"l

precision. As stubborn as he could be, he r,vas ah,vays enthusiastic and open to listen

to others, and r,r,illing to change his mind when warranted. I rvould suggest that the

three people l-re most enjoy,ed speaking with r,r,ere Rodney Graham, art historian

Shep Steiner and art critic turned gailerist and bookstore owner Christopher
Brayshaw. Ry the late nineties I recall the discussions mainly circled around late

modcrnist post-painterly abstraction, something Shep rvas rvriting about and both
Rodney and Robert rvould develop in their practices.b Rodney's The Gfied. AmatetLr

J{ou 1 ?th, 1962, 2007 is in many ways the outcome of these conversations as were

Robert's Island Paintings that he began in the early 2000s. \{4ren he tragically died

in a biking accident in 201 7, these rvorks r,vere just getting traction with impressive

exhibitions in Canada and abroad.T A year prioq Linsley had released the book

Abstract Art in tlu Age of Global Concelttaalisnt As its publisher sug'qests:

Linsley shows how abstraction is a response to the world we live in, one

that deliberately avoids moralizing, explanation, or overt polemic. He
champions the work of lesser-known but important artists from India,
China, and Latin and Central America, such as Vasudeo S. Gaitonde,
Ding Yi and Gunther Gerzso as well as the more familiar names from

history such as Lucio Fontana, Frank Stella and Gerhard Richter,

treating their work with equal seriousness.s

Asked to contribute a ferv rvords in memory of Robert hy Canadian Art

A.[aga/ne shortly after his death, Graham writes that "There are few people

I would rather talk about art with more than Robert Linsley. In fact,

come to think of it, there is nobody I would rather talk to about art more

than Robert."s

I remember both Rodney and Robert as generous neighbours and friends

who acted as informal mentors for my entering into the artworld of

Vancouver and beyond. For me they represented that dialectical space I
was looking for between the mainland and smaller islands of art. This

exhibition was spurred by two events within the course of a week. One

was an email I received from Matt Versteeg, the artist who Like myself

lived in our neighbourhood in the late nineties and studied at UBC. Out

of the blue he sent me Tu.to Generators: A Fine Arts Aduenture, a comic-style

recollection of his first and last meetings with Rodney. The other was the

discovery of Linsley's Archipelago, a series of alkyd paintings on paper from

2005, discovered by a friend of art historian MaryJane Cowan who then

prompted Brad Chernoff and myself to acquire them for an exhibition'

Shep Steiner refers to the exhibition as a "talk show" It was certainly

generated from conversations with Brad, Shep, Matt, Mary Jane, Grant

Arnold, Christos Dikeakos, and others. Hopefully more will find themselves

navigating this archipelago that is Island Thoughts.

Patrik Andersro,'

| . Gl.ue Paur was created for the exhibition 995,000, cumted bv Lucv Lippard for Vmcouver Art Gallery In
December 1969 Smithson positioned a larse dmm of botde gum glue. industrially pl:duced by the

Canadian comparry National Adhesiws. at the cr"est of a hill ald tipped dte contairer over The uork rvm

asisted bv Christos Dikeakos, Ilya Pegonis, Dennis \Vheeler and Lucy Lippard.

2. For a detailed account of this, see Grant Arnold's essa,v "Robert Smithsor in Vallcou\Ier: A Fragment

of a Greater Friigmentation" in the catalogue -Robrt,Sm.itluon in T-ancouter: A Fiagnrcnt af a Grealzr

F aEncntation Yancourer Art Gallcry 2003.

3. Glissant. iidtard Poetis o;f Reladoz flranslated bv Betsy \\iing) Penguin Books: London, 1990'

4. https://wrvw.trte.org.uk./research/tate-papers/06/pataphvsical-graham-cousideration-of-pataplxsical
dimension-ollartistic-practice-ol-rodne,v-grahant

5. Judith Steedman and I lived across the alle-v. tr'Iy lather inlarv used to reler to 1 3h Aveuue betleen

Gramille and Fir Street as Bloomsbury as there ucre so manv artists, desiglers and intellectuals living

there including Ketr Lun, Denise Oleksiczuk, Neil \{edman, Tina Lrnch, \'{fanrw \'Icl-eod, Garl Lee

Nova, X,fatheu. \trsteeg, and others.

6. In a sunrmer of 201 t article in I rtJorum ntagazire Rodney acknowledged the importance of Steiner's

1997 dissertation on Post-Pailterly Abstraction in motivating him to produce Tfu GJttd Amateur, Na
l1tb 1962,2007: "N,Iy interest in Abstract Exprrssionism and post-painterly abstractiou came latc--as

clicl my interest in paiuting in general - and rva motivated b,v a rcading of Shep Steiner's I 997 thesis

op that similal_v late-blooming mernber o{ the \\hshington Color School, X,Iorris Inuis.... I still find

m.vself, il m_v mind's e-ve, contrasting the fluid, classical movemeDts of Pollock's rvell-documented Abstmct

Expressionist ballet against the weird, modernist. angular contortions most likely imposed on his

successor: the poor post-painterl,v abstractionist coastrained by the ergonolnics of the poshtar kitchen nook."

7. See lor example the revierv lor his 2005 exhibition at Felix Ringel Gallerv in Diisseldorf: Smolik, Noemi

"Robert Linslev" ld,6rzu (November. 2005), pp. I95- 196.

B. https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/B/bo25035593.hhd

9. https://canadianart.calleatures/rcbcrtJinsle,v/
* Special thanks to: Grant Arnold, MaryJane Cowan, Christos Dihea.kos, Allison Kerr,Judith Steedman,

Shep Steiner, Nada Vuksic and Ian Wallace.



ISLANDS IN THE STREAM

Island Thoughts is a'talk shorv.'1 It circles around the i,r,ork of two artists who
r,r,ere in conr..ersation rvith one another and rvhose work shorvs the traces of
that conversation. 'Talk about art' is u,hat Rodney Graham rememJ:ered most

fondly about time spent with his fi-iend Robert Linsley, and this 'talk about art'
is r.r&at we remember in turn about time spent with Graham. Recall too, that
Graham's llexation Island was conceived of as a 'conversation piece,' and in the

manner of the 'taiking cure' would er,entuallv spur Linsleiz to make his Island

Paintings.2 Island Thoughts is about this endless shorv and tell in botii a general

and restricted sense. Only the restricted sense concerns us. It is rvhat rlattered
most to these artists, and it amounts to little or nothing. But let me explain.

Aside fi'om a11 the noise that sur-rounds the spectacular form of the Talk Shou,

beloved of television audiences the world over, etymologicaily speaking, the

iiigh lorm of the Talk Show finds its roots in the history of tventictl.r centluJ
philosophy, specificaily phenomenology.3 These days every cat on Main Street
knons the names of Husserl, Heidegger, arrd l.,Ierlea,-Pontv, but only the back-
alley strays knorv tl-re Greek root rvords of this philosophical mor.ement concern
the logic of phenomenon, or that artistic practicc, even lr,,hen turning on a shared
trope like islands, breaks up continental philosophy into fiagments, effectir..ely

instancing the logic of phenornenon as idiosyncratic modes of experiencine the
u/oiiLi. Rarer srill are the feral ferv iike '-iraharrr and Linsley r,r4ro recogrrized that
experience, in its largest sense, is lramed as a Talk Shor,r,; that in its deepcst sense

pirenomenology should be understood through the ongoi*g drarna ol raiking
and Showing. In this regard, the central tension plurnbed by phenomenologv
inl'olves the friction betu,een static form and dr-rrational process, or image ancl

text. In this context, logas or voice is understood :rs a question of r-eading (as

opposed to the discrete act of looking) and is irnplicit to a dialectic that happens
in and over time, breaching the surface only by proxy. Thus, the Old English,
Latin, and Proto-I,do-European etymology of the 'I' in Island, rvhich has so

uttle to do r,vith the stable subject lvith rvhich lve self-identifi,. derives from tire
archaism for florving u'ater. Emile Benveniste's parallel study on 'The Notion ol
Rhvthrn in its Linguistic Expression' is further confirmation of the latter: in the

Grcek rltuthmo.r, one hears this stream beneath the lapping of rvaves.4

In any case, apart from its dry substitute, logos ro*ains sui:merged in the florv,

robbed ol the present as such, but felt, nonetheless. Islands in the Stream are

alrvays left behind by Island rhoughts. Nothing can surwive the hurricanes that
blow in these tropicai latitudes why Hemingway described the house ol the
pai*ter in his eponymous novel 'as rnuch like a ship as a house. Placed there to
ride out storms. . .'5

Logoshas ah,r,ays been importart to contemporary art in Vancouver. voice, in par-1icular,
has a special status nor,r; but for the generation of artists who came of age with Linsley
and Graham, logos held center stage, and this rvas pitted against iclentitv in entirely
contradictory lr'ays. Islands, like indir.iduals, or isolatecl entities rvere understood as
monads, rvhich in turn could not be separatecl frorn an archipelago, a communitli a set,
or a lold with many layers and as many scales. The 'seismic places rvhere sovereienty
quakes,' as Derrida fiames his idea ol Geo-psychoanalysis is rvhat grattered most to
these Island thinkers- This happens repetitively from moment to moment, and it is
also something cach found instanced in the earthworks of Robert Smithson. But the
similarities end there.6

Shep Steincr

I Here I bonou' Patrik Andersson's phrase for the irnaginecl didogue betlvecn *,or"k in this
dimin,,tive "rhibition.

2' In the context ol the late 1990s and the rise of relational aesthetics its status as a repetitive fllm loop
\4ras to ser\'e as a backclrop lor conversation. In effect, the audience could talk amongst themseh,es and
thus forget about the art erlcounter) \vhich, of course. is the cr-ucia-l raatrix lor relationalit,

3 Here J take mv cue from l'Iichael Nlalder's 'colloquial translation' of the phenomenological enterprise
in Dump Philosol:lqt: A Phenomenology af Det:astation.

4. A rnore strategic archaeologr,- of photo-coilceptualisrn in \rancouver rvould also clig np Ian \Vallace,s
notion of a 'literature of images,' wlrich neatlv brackets the importance ol montage as rvell as marking a
generational obsession uith film and film theory

5. Converseili it is rvh,v the lvric in Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers sons of the same 1ame. ,neecls

no conrersation.'

6 Island Thoughts for Linsle,v speak to the geological humanities and late moderlism as one in the
same discourse' He frames the earth's history as a kind of painterlv tradition, rvhich means rve should
imaeine Linsley as a kind of Atlas lieure tippine the sur{acc ol his pre-stretched canyas, to ard fro.
Geo-psychoanal,vsis lor Linslev is about island lounation on an unsrable pianeit)-i.e., Iad masses
and the thn-tst faults separating them, the proxiraity of these cartographic measurcs to the human boclv
in notion or as felr, projection as a process of flattening a sprrcrical rvorlci olto a flat prarre,
phenomenologv as the capacitv to suspend one's idiosvncratic rnode ol erperiencing thc lrorld through
the epoch6 or intentional rednction, etc. Ibr Graharn, geo-psy'choanalysis, n,hich is bent by Dele.ze o,
filn, turns ol lve huntan castawavs left on a rock and trappecl betrvcen vcgetai and animal desires. An6
because this is another kild ol plane or plateau. Graham is adclitionaily able to draraatize an Oedipal
dvnamic through tree and bird, a gencrational clvnamic that rvould allorv him to return to painti,g lrom
the Inoment ol conceptualism as much as the lirnits ol an anthropocentric universe. l-he absolute
rrrarkecl b1' 'T'he Palm at the EIrd ol the N'Iind,' as Linsley notes in his contributio n tr> Istand Thaught,
figures a paint blush that colors an azure skr,.
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TI{E LASSERRE BUTLDII,IG, UB
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VE A TAI.K ASOUT HIS ART WORK

.75
RO 'fl

WALKS THRCIUGH THE LOCAL FONESTS AT'
NIGIIT W'TH A POLARC}D CAMERA IN HAND...

HE THEN SHOWED US',ROME RUINS', (t9rZ1.
PHOTOS TAKEN VI'ITH A PINHOLE CAMERA -

S. BY NE ITYf

APPARThITX *e fiAS N.fi5 CA!!{ER,A

sTCILE&l wr-iIt_[ I$ ttCIh{E, s0 ilr
surfr A t'.lrw oNE l*l:Tt{ A lrs rrLM

Jr r tr€MEMSEA CCI&SeCrLX r'{r5 rS
HOW'He.- gUrLT IT: 

Rt-tgBSfrBANDS

KODA( TAS '1Jf6fi:l-ds\
'AtrI?ID6g

TAPE

FATL

IvIATCHBTX

frA$CSAAr,rA
rfrr,}.1

ilirilaf{8OX

lT WfruT 50l-.4E"ffiii'iG LIKE THIS - A
tutov:f, cAMfRA AT :''il{: SrrE Or
A CHEEX IN Tt'lE DARK OF f\irGHT.

CARTRTilGE, A MATCIIEOX, RUBtsER BANDS, SOME
FOIL, AND IHT BESI' PART. A BOTTLECAP - 'BECAUSE
IT LCIOKED COOU, HE EMPHASIZED,

,NAAN 6A80'
OIJ SFggti/
nvMo rAPs

f\,0ti4 GAi-;-fff)i
YA,V60l"'Yf.q, ,9f3

il[ THrit S,i0wfi, US $LfDfS Of 'TWO Gfld[frA1*f?S'
{1984i, AND EXPLATNCD HOW HE Dr* TH€ P1r0E.

I MET RODNEY GRAHAM WHEN I'*liAS AN

UNDERGRADUATE. HE CAME BY THg SCHOOL TO

...AND IT WAS DURING THIS TALK THAT IT
SUDDENI.Y BECAME CLEAR TO ME WIiAT MAKTS

E SPA6E OONTEMPORARY IQUEf
*WE HAA SLTDE
PROJECTORS
BACK THEN

SNAPFIT.JG PHOTO$ AT VART0US POINTS WITH
ONLY T},{E MOMENTARY POPS OF THE FI-ASH
CREATING THT- SCENES OUT OF THE DARKN

A$\

TAPE

Serrl.r oAp
fj."oor.$ caoL)

A BL,qCi( SC8[EN. YOU
JUS'T HEAR THE SOUNO
or RU$l{It'iq1 WATER.,.

THEN YOU 
'"IEAF 

A GENERATOR'S
rNiir$e nRE rjp, Ahin At'i *r'F-
$ERTEN FLOCIDLAMP CCI&4TS TO
Lll: II,LU}J?INATIIIS THT fl RTEK,
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r-VENTUALLY A SECQND E{"-I6INE UN A$D
A STCOND F!-CCDLAMP COME$ TO L'FE. W[ CAN
SEE THE CREEI( 

'LEARL,Y 
NOW"..

ONE Bi ONT' iHE GENERATORS ANI SWITCHED
CFF, TiiE SCRIEN GOES BLACK, AND, !V6 JUST
HEAR THE SOUND OF THE CRE

BRAP{
BfrAP!
8 RAP!

Efl AP{
8frAP{
BRAP!

rT WAS CLEARLY /T T:ILM . BUT NOT A FII-M
THAT WCIJt.l MAKE {;EillST IN & THT"4TER - OR

Chi TV Ti{H$T SAYS, IT WOULDLI'"T S,4AKT MUCH
SENSE AS A VT*f,O OI'i AI"]Y CIEV:CT. YCIIJ T{AVE

TO SEE IT ON $OMETHING YCU CAN'T T,AUSE,
SKIP, OR FAST FORWARD. I1'WAS A LIKT A
MOVIE ABOUT THE PROCESS OF MAXTNG
]TSTLE SLiPER CHTi-I. ,1I{O T,E[TIC" IT DIDN'T
ASK TOS t!,luCl{ FROiiii The VIIWER Ef'l't.lER"
firST TFiiruS, NOT Or\iLY DIS IT ill0H i{fALLY
COOL. I"T ACTUALLY LCICKID FUN TO DO{ IT
WAS SEEING IT IN THT COhITEXT OF CONTEMP.
$RARY AR? THAT IT ALL MADE SENSE.

PRQNOUNCED'YOU JTRK'BECAU$E "THE FIVE IS
SIL[N|J'''. I IIAD THTIR FOUR.SO}]G E.P, "EI$ENHOWER
*,ND THE I{iPPIES'WAS A GOOD TRACK" M*N OR
ASTFO-MATJ? COVERED IT. BUT 1 DIORES3"..

-A BIJNCH OF
, s70P s,6NS

NIY
NEIGHEOftHAAD

MAXE EFFE CT S, YOU S trF- ROD Y
MOVI€ FROP FASRICIATTON SHOP, ANIi STLTCTEN TO REPRESENT CANADf TN THE 1qQ7

INTRODUCEN fiOONEY TO MY tsO$$ WHO VENICE BITNNALE, AND NEEDED A PULSATING
FROSTHTTIC APPLIA$I*ES FON BUMP ON FOREI{EAD.

.Yflg 
CANADT,AN

:,V YTzu"TCE, SOARDED.UP{

i,;

O\IER DRTNKS, HE DESCRIBED HTS PLANNED
PITCE, 'VEXATION ISLAND'(1997), A LOOPED
FTLM LIKE'TWO 6ENERATORS-, EUT BIGGER.

HT HAD JUST BEEN TO YYAANTR BROTHER$
COSTUME S;CICK DEPARTMENT TO GET I.|IS
PERIOD OIJTFIT, AND THE REST OF PREP WAS

UNDERYI,AY FOR A SHOOT IN THE CARRIBEAN.,.rN E ASCOPE - AND IN FULL COLOA/

NOW A FEW CF US 1I.I i-i{T CLAS$ WHO WERE
INTO Ti+E LCCAI. MUSIC SCENT KNEW TIIAT
RODNEY HAD BTEN A MSMBTR OF UJ3RKs .

RODNgY

HE WAKES UP ON A DESERT ISLAND UNDTR A
GIANT COCONUT PALM, AND WE NOTICE TI.IE

BUMP ON HTS FOREHEAD, WE HEAR THE WIND,
THE WAVES, AND THE EX}{ORTATIONS CIF A

fr
MASAW." fiVTNTUALLY OUR CASTAWAY CETS Ue TFIEN A NUT FALLS, LAfiID$ I)N I"IIS HEAD,
WALK$ OVER TO $i{AKrs :T.." XNOCKS HIM OUT, AND lVE START OVER AGATN.
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TRAPP PROJECTS




