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‘Ecologies’ at Montreal Museum of Fine Arts 

explores humanity and nature 

by Art Critique Published on 28 March 2021  

After a softening of restrictions on spaces throughout Montreal, the Montreal 

Museum of Fine Arts has been able to open its doors to the public once again. After a 

long autumn and winter without the presence of many physical arts spaces, the 

acclaimed museum’s reopening has been met with a warm welcome. And as one of 

their first exhibitions of 2021, Ecologies: A Song for Our Planet serves as a strong 

return to the community and a reminder of our role in our own natural communities. 

 Curated by Iris Amizlev, the MMFA’s Curator of Intercultural Arts, Ecologies highlights 

artists and works from the museum’s collection which have dug into the topics of our 

natural environment. Many of the works will be on rotation throughout the 

exhibition’s run, which will be on display until February 27th, 2022—giving more than 

enough reason to experience the thought-provoking collection multiple times 

throughout the coming year… 

Yet despite the weighty feelings and dark realities that are necessarily depicted 

across Ecologies, the exhibition is not at all without its lighter side. Laurie Walker’s 

Sisyphus, the Dung Beetle is already engrossing from a distance—a large sphere of 

rolled dung with a perfect split of it painted gold—but upon closer inspection, the 

miniature beetle and the Superman logo that adorns its shell are a perfect pairing. 

Walker’s brilliant mix of mythologies, pop culture and nature beams with humour and 

brightness and encapsulates much of the positivity that curator Iris Amizlev is 

expressing through this collection. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.art-critique.com/en/author/brandon-lorimer/
https://www.art-critique.com/en/2021/03/
https://www.art-critique.com/en/2021/02/montreal-galleries-reopen-after-months-of-restrictions/
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Laurie Walker (1962-2011), Sisyphus, the Dung Beetle, 2003, fibreglass, sheep manure, peat moss, 

straw, gold leaf, “Kheper” scarab beetle with coloured logo printed on paper. MMFA, gift of Evelyn and 

Lorne Walker. Photo MMFA, Denis Farley 
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A closeup of the titular Sisyphus, the Dung Beetle 

After the tour of the exhibition space, one piece remains of Ecologies that is situated 

in another wing of the building—the video installation Requiem for a Glacier. While 

there was only time to see a fragment of the forty-minute loop (and will be covered in 

full at a later date), it goes without saying that creator Paul Walde has captured the 

sheer immensity and ominous essence of a glacier threatened by global warming and 

industrial development, and serves as a gripping cap to the ideas behind the 

collection. 

The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts has done a tremendous job with the presentation 

of Ecologies: A Song for Our Planet. Highlighting our world, those who live within it, 

and those who capture that relationship, it displays the positives and negatives of 

human capability in a graceful balance. It is a breath of fresh air when wanted and a 

cold shock of truth when needed, but above all else, it is a stunning collection as we 

look towards what a new year on this planet holds for us. 
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Art Reviews 

Mythic message 
Laurie Walker reinvents Prometheus  

By David Jager 

 

LAURIE WALKER at Susan Hobbs Gallery 

(137 Tecumseth), to January 21. 

 

 
Laurie Walker’s Prometheus chained to a rock is one of a 

quartet of powerful drawings. 

 
Though Montreal artist Laurie Walker focused 

primarily on sculpture, Susan Hobbs is showing four large-scale drawings she completed just 

before her death last year. 

 

Entitled Prometheus Rebound, the exhibition displays the signature elements that helped 

forge Walker’s reputation: exhaustive research, and a complex involvement with the symbolic 

and theoretical underpinnings of her process and her chosen subject. 

 

In these graphite drawings on paper, tinged lightly with washes of colour, she reimagines the 

myth of Prometheus, imbuing it with a contemporary preoccupation with the environment. 

 

Walker’s take draws on several tellings of the story. The playwright Aeschylus’ Prometheus 

Bound treats the demigod as a tragic hero punished by Zeus for stealing fire and giving it to 

humanity. In the poet Shelley’s version, Prometheus Unbound, Zeus is overthrown and 

Prometheus frees himself along with humanity. 

 

Here, however, he’s Rebound and finds himself chained to a glacial wall instead of a rock. 

Fire has given rise to the oil industry, and the father of industrialization is confronted with the 

consequences of his crime in the spectre of global warming. A tiny oil rig on the horizon of 

the second drawing bears out this allusion. 

 

There are art historical references as well. The third drawing recalls Barnett Newman’s early 

painting Prometheus Bound, in which an inky sea of black presses down on a single frothing 

line of white. In Walker’s version, an immense wall of ice presses down on a inky black line, a 

cheeky echo of Newman’s painting. 

 

The fourth drawing is an aerial view of the Torngat mountains in Labrador, Walker’s 

supremely disciplined rendering illustrating her love of naturalism. The symbolism is once 

again cryptic and open-ended: a magic lamp, an allusion to letting the genie out of the bottle, 

releases the roiling clouds that cover the range. 

 

With her curious blend of romantic landscape, mythological symbolism and a nod to abstract 

expressionism, Walker’s last drawings are a window into an eclectic and unique art practice 

that compressed weighty conundrums into elegant images. 

 

NOW Magazine January 12-18, 2012   
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SEEING BLUE by 

Laurie Walker 

MUSEE D’ART CONTEMPORAIN  

de MONTREAL  

April 9 – June 5, 1994 

 

The installation revolves around 

the notions of creation and 

perception, illustrating a large 

sponge carved out to represent 

a brain .  Grafted to this central 

form are various components 

(eggshells, plastic tubes, wire 

structure, burettes) which are 

linked so as to form a cyclical 

network though which a blue 

liquid seems to circulate. 
 
 
Since the mid-1980's, Laurie 

Walker has produced 

sculptures and watercolours 

wherein nature, science, and 

symbolism play a preponderant 

role leaving a lot to the 

imagination. According to 

curator of the exhibit, Pierre 

Landry, “The strange seductive 

power of these works stems as 

much from the mastery they 

show in their use of techniques 

and materials, both varied (wood, copper, marble, watercolour) and sometimes, uncommon 

(peat moss, bioluminescent bacteria ...) as from the symbolic information ...” 
 
 
Pierre Landry continues to say that “At first glance, SEEING BLUE seems reminiscent of some 

kind of scientific device or situation. Spread out through the work is an organic and mechanical 

system that we might say was intended for the study of the human body...The whole thing is 

constructed in nearly scientific detail (a very precise rendering of the cerebral convolutions), the 

medical apparatus (burettes, tubes, etc.). However, the scale of the brain as well as the use of 

uncommon materials (sponge, eggshells, ...) bring out the metaphorical side of the work...” 

 

Laurie Walker's intention is not so much to comment on a reality of a scientific nature but 

rather to lead the viewer to explore, intuitively, the symbolic potential of devices associated with 

science. 
 
 
In conjunction with the installation, six watercolours were created to illustrate or suggest 

different forms presented in the 

sculpture.
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CHIMERA 

(excerpt from “What’s in a Blue Moon” by Lorne Folk in Continuum: Laurie Walker) 

 

“. . . the only direct relationship most of us bare with animals is with pets: animals 

made over in our own image. Yet still the memory of animals haunts us, symbols of 

another kind of life, of other ways of being. "1 

 

What happens to the body when it breaks its silence and casts adrift without anchor? 

 

Imagine the body wrapped in angel hair, its arms and legs emerging from the cocoon like 

a distaff, reaching out, spinning and diving through time like a cosmic spider. Not yet fully 

conceived, still she grips an unspun thread from her cocoon, a tenuous umbilicus by 

which she weaves her own creation into the fabric and pattern of the world. 

 

Follow the thread to a shuttle in the mouth of her creation: a monster, an impossible and 

foolish fantasy, a particularly incongruous composite of the imagination, trusting and 

playful as a puppy, yet capricious, sly and complexly evil. Imagine what happens when 

the thread, which makes this symbiosis possible, is broken. Who will do the weaving 

then? Who will take whom for a walk? What mental visions of the body will be 

constructed then? 

 

As archetypes, the cosmic spider and chimera are shared but gendered knowledge, the 

consensual hallucinations of a traditional male view. As a frozen narrative, they continue 

to function as empty mirrors or literal déjà vus. It is the thread linking them which poses 

a serious question about the role of metaphysics in nature/culture: "What does it mean 

for a woman to turn into an animal? What does it mean to dream, to fantasize . . . 

(bodies) . . . turning into animals? It can represent escape into wilderness and the 

delights of strength and sensuality, or it can express the limitations of a purely physical 

existence, the frustrations of being denied a share in human culture."2 

 

To follow the gendered body into the world of Chimera is to experience a crossover of 

four- dimensional to three-dimensional frameworks. The magic of the cosmic spider and 

chimera comes from our ability to empower their relation, or not. When we do, Chimera 

becomes a virtual constellation floating in a personal cosmology where the potential of 

nature/culture is embodied. Then cosmic spider and chimera are contingent symbolic 

constructs whose function is to activate the heterogeneous architecture of the gendered 

mind, to suggest a world that is not based on the logic of making pets. 

 

Riddle: Is there life after the death of the "and" in nature and culture? 

Answer: Let's see how the flotsam is bricolaged. 

 

                                                 
1 Lisa Tuttle, “Pets and monsters: metamorphoses in recent science fiction,” Where No Man Has Gone 

Before – Women and Science Fiction, Lucie Armitt, Editor (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 97 
2 Ibid., 97 
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To long to be fully intimate with nature and suffer its elusiveness is to experience 

melancholy, however playful this longing may be. However, something very different 

happens if we can momentarily suspend disbelief and experience the intermingling of 

senses: the subject as agent. This desire to live in that which we construct is not at all 

like restoring ideal models for contemplation. The former is medieval, the latter is 

classical.3 

 

The phenomenon of neomedievalism could account for Walker's dismantling and 

reconsideration of the nature/culture relation, the additive and compositive features in 

her work and the implicit acknowledgement that she is working with "the flotsam of a 

previous world, harmonious perhaps, but by now obsolete.4 If it is not possible to be fully 

intimate with nature/culture, one can aspire to be in permanent transition with it. 

 

- Lorne Folk, Banff 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Umberto Eco, “Dreaming of the Middle Ages,” Travels in Hyper Realism. (New York: Harcourt Brace 

Janovich, Inc., 1986). pp. 67-68 
4 Ibid., Living in the New Middle Ages,’ pp. 83-84 


