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The surface of a painting is always a precious

coating. Not only is this outermost surface vulnerable to scraping and stresses, it is also the first
layer upon which the viewer casts judgment. In the
work of Gail Bourgeois, the notion of surfaces, the
ways they connect and how they react, provides
the groundwork of an ongoing artistic oeuvre that
spans disciplines and subjects. Like the exterior
film of a painting, our own outer layers are subject
to meetings and modifications. Bourgeois creates
metaphors using symbols and materials that speak
to the ways individuals connect through stages of
overlap and interchange.
In Particle Factor, the most recent collection of works
presented by Bourgeois, drawings and paintings of
nests playfully toy with the imagination whilst subtle
caveats allude to the double meaning of ‘safe’ places.
Throughout this work, the icon of the nest offers
solace while at the same time signaling the urgency
for refuge in times of unrest. A regular figure in her
work, the nest is both an object belonging to the
natural sciences – a specimen for study – and an
object aligned with the domestic sphere – a private
token with intimate meaning. By manipulating the

presentation of the nest, Bourgeois overlays these
binary experiences and addresses how visual images lend different types of meaning to us about
the world.

transient relations (detail), 2007.
Nine relational oil and pencil
drawings on Mylar, 15 x 15 cm
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Hanging by a thread, 2003.
Oil stick, pencil and graphite on
Mylar, 51 x 46 cm

With adjustments to the surrounding context, the
nest becomes a cleverly manipulated vessel. In transient relations (2007), the nests arrive as an alphabet
with each icon centered on a square sheet of paper.
The nests refer to letters by their delicate shifts
in form, establishing a discrete organic syntax. In
presentation, the nests also reference taxonomical systems where images are created for the purpose of study. For the early practitioners of natural
science, images catalogued knowledge, though Bourgeois’ nests refuse objective classification.i With the
agitated application of oil and crayon, they are vibrating forms that cannot be harnessed. The skin for
Bourgeois is an important and recurring metaphor.
In transient relations, the transparent substrates
accent the vulnerability of the materials that sit over
top. Knowledge here is not fixed.
As an artist, critic, and writer for over two decades,
Bourgeois has been confronting the social systems
that structure our experiences. The processes of
drawing and painting have recently entered her
practice following a lengthy career in site-specific
installation. In one of her current and most expansive
bodies of work, Landscape of Reconciliation, Bourgeois
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has committed herself to a specific set of symbols
to investigate perceptions of culture, more specifically, how individual values create meaningful
pictures about the world. For example, the image
of the diagrammatic heart is employed to codify a
metaphorical overlap in an atmosphere where differences dissolve. Similarly, as part of this body of
work, recurring images of the nest are realized.
Unlike transient relations, in Hanging by a thread
(2003) the vessels occupy a narrative space. Saturated ultramarine nests swing overtop dusty prairie
landscapes while, in the distance, miniature silhouettes depict shadowy farmhouses. With this work,
the nests are situated in a domestic setting, though
their placement is not entirely comforting. Where
there is nothing to fill the cavity of each nest, the
artist asks us to insert possibilities. Are these pods?
Purses? Hybrid bioforms bobbing on the dusted
plains? The unanswered questions arouse an uncertainty, which is furthered by the daunting expanse
of land that fills the picture plane.
Bourgeois’ intuitive crafting of images is never glossy
or over-polished. With her drawings and paintings,

haptic surfaces bare witness to the exchange that
takes place between hand and materials. The superficial layers of each piece are raw and active, and like
the human skin they are receptive to overlap. It is
this overlap that moves Bourgeois to push forward
and make visible the way “meaning is created from
an interchange/overlap of unseen forces.” ii
In Landscape of Reconciliation, the skins of Bourgeois’
surfaces develop in the image-making process. A
refining of this sort occurs in paintings of a diagrammatic heart, works that employ a symbol sheathed
in stark scientific decorum. The heart, a flat and
graphic icon, is stratified by Bourgeois with layers
of drawing, painting, and diagrams. Here, the heart
becomes a metaphor for the self where overlap
occurs between the self and other. This reference
to layering is foreshadowed in Le boulevard (20042006), a series of drawings, which isolate forms
from an uncanny backdrop: the concrete pools of
parking lots and highways that comprise the urban
landscape. Inserted within this backdrop are plotted
trees, specimens of naturalia wrapped in artificial
cocoons to protect them from the winter frost. The
figures in the drawings offer a bittersweet reprieve;

the forms hold our gaze as we project meaning on
the anthropomorphic bulges swaddled in geotextile.
Bourgeois does not tell us if the figures are being
protected or constricted, and this skin’s ambiguity
makes us as weary as the landscapes in Hanging
by a thread.
Though Bourgeois’ recent output has centered on
painting and drawing, her practice as an installation
artist continues to be exercised in works such as Point
to Line (2008). This piece carries forward investigations of site-specific work, in this case the Header
House historic building located in Major’s Hill Park,
Ottawa. With this installation, the history of the area
is presented in the format of a rhizome, a model
used to supplant traditionally linear and hierarchal
models of organizing knowledge. The shape of the
rhizome, with its overlapping and entangled root
systems, mirrors thought processes and illustrates
how the development of ideas cannot be ordered nor
predicted. As one becomes enveloped in this work,
a journey unfolds through three historic sites. Each
site occurs as an offshoot from a pod anchored in the
center of the space. With photographs, brochures,
sketches, and maps, the delivery of history is made

Point to Line (detail), 2008.
In-situ installation, Header House,
Major’s Hill Park, Ottawa
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personal rather than didactic, flexible rather than
rigid. Point to Line takes its audience on a tour of
the area with an artist/historian whose goal it is to
re-design knowledge systems as creative processes.
As an installation, it recalls the interchange and
layering prevalent throughout Bourgeois’ oeuvre.
For Bourgeois, overlapping surfaces have the potential to communicate and coexist; however, like
the surface film of a painting, they must be nurtured
so as not to crack.
Natasha Mazurka is an artist and writer living and
working in Ottawa. She has received project grants and residency fellowships for her artwork and research. She currently
teaches at Algonquin College and the Ottawa School of Art.
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For a development of this point see Pamela O. Long, “Objects of
Art/Objects of Nature: Visual Representation and the Investigation
of Nature,” in Merchants and Marvels, ed. Pamela H. Smith and Paula
Findlen (New York: Routledge, 2002), 63-81.
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Artist statement, Gail Bourgeois, 2008.
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