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What Was Will Be, which brings together the 
works of Christina Battle and Kristie MacDonald, 
and Alexis Dirks’s Yellow Font Forest Green, present 
us with haunting records of place, memory and 
upheaval. 

and sferics recordings, Christina Battle’s 
installation , explores an early 
African-American settlement devastated by 
drought during the Great Depression. Battle’s 

foundations of the ghost town juxtaposed 
against the blossoming local landscape, which is 
projected within a room covered in metal. As the 

the gallery, text within the projection recalls the 
conditions of prairie dust storms. Concurrently, 
Kristie MacDonald’s installation Mechanisms for 

Correcting the Past reveals appropriated archival 
images of houses dislocated by natural disaster. 
The images are projected through an animated 
device, the mechanism of which contorts, shifting 
the toppled, vulnerable dwelling and bringing it 
back into alignment with the horizon. 

 Alexis Dirks likewise appropriates found 
imagery, through which she produces sculptural 
works that are photographed and then recast in 
two-dimensionality. For her vitrines exhibition, 
Dirks has photographed the topography of her 
new home base in Yellowknife, and in an homage 
to museological tableaus, layers sculptural 
components with photographic backdrops. 
 Thank you to the artists for their contributions 
to Gallery 44 and to Caoimhe Morgan-Feir, whose 
essay brings forth new dimensions to the artworks. 
A special thank you to Alex Nagy, Gallery 44’s 
technician and art handler, for his hard work, 
thoughtfulness and attention to detail. 
 We would also like to thank the generous 
contributions of our funders, the Toronto Arts 
Council, Ontario Arts Council and the Canada 
Council for the Arts. Thank you as well to Gallery 
44’s members and Board of Directors and our  
many supporters.

Noa Bronstein  |  Head of Exhibitions and Publications



To articulate the past historically does not mean 
to recognize it ‘the way it really was.’ It means 

moment of danger.1 
 — Walter Benjamin 

Artists as historians offer rare insights. 
Occupying a space of in-between, artistic works 
that pull on archival research, materials, and 
historic sites make no attempt at recognizing 
or replicating a past as it ‘really was.’ (A 
losing game at any rate, as Benjamin notes.) 
Contemporary artistic historical representations 
eschew the removed objectivity and unwavering 

the artist-historian’s work avoids an objective 
communication of historical fact, it also differs 
slightly from regular artistic production. In many 
ways artists using archival and historical material 
reverse the expected artistic process: moulding 

and sites until something (not entirely) new has 
been forged. They reach; they recast. 
 Glancing quickly over some of the photographs 
in Kristie MacDonald’s Mechanisms for Correcting 

the Past series (2013), you could be forgiven for 
failing to notice anything amiss. Verandas wrap 

what was will be and  
yellow font forest green

by Caoimhe Morgan-Feir

around handsome Victorian houses, and white 

in Morehead Kentucky Flash Flood (2013), for 
example, almost seems pristine, until a closer look 
reveals the yawning door and skewed skyline that 
expose the house’s now-obvious damage. These 
houses are destroyed; collapsed, waterlogged, 
and crumbled. But their ruins, or rather the 
photographs of their ruins, have been reoriented. 
Some of the turns have such a restorative effect 
that only a close look reveals their actual state. 
The gesture towards healing, the rotation, cannot 
stave off careful looking.  
 Within the act of pivoting the photographs, 
MacDonald offers an ultimately futile attempt 
at caretaking and restoration. While the houses 

more to make these homes habitable again. But 
the rotation does not lack function. In skewing the 
images just enough that the viewers might—even 

engage with these images slowly, carefully. We 
spend time with them—something that’s rarely 
achieved in photographic documentation of disaster.  
In  Susan Sontag argues that: 

Photographs shock insofar as they show something  
novel. Unfortunately, the ante keeps getting 
raised—partly through the very proliferation of 
such images of horror … In these last decades, 

‘concerned’ photography has done at least as 
much to deaden conscience as to arouse it.2

This argument could undoubtedly be debated, 
but there is no question that more images of 
disaster circulate today than ever before, and 
that most individuals—especially with access to 
the Internet—have been exposed to countless 
photographs of shocking catastrophes. But 
perhaps extended time and contemplation with 
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2  Susan Sontag, 
Photography (New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
1977), 21.

1  Walter Benjamin, 
“Theses on the 
Philosophy of History,” 
in Illuminations: Essays 

 (Schocken, 
1969), 255.
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these images can be promoted through the slight 
and subtle shift offered by MacDonald, rather than 
the kind of ante upping that Sontag mentions. 
 In an interesting reversal MacDonald, who 
works professionally as an archivist alongside her 
artistic practice, directly intervenes in the archival 
material she uses. Rotating the photographs, 
making this futile attempt at reparation, 
MacDonald refuses the tenets of non-intervention, 
strict preservation, and conservation usually 
hued to by archivists. This tendency can be found 
in MacDonald’s earlier work as well. In Untitled 

(ripped picture) (2008) MacDonald takes a found, 

with a new digital photograph that has been 
ripped to match. Despite obvious discontinuity 
between the two photographs, an attempt at 
restoration has been made. Within her artistic 
practice MacDonald acts on the impulses that the 
objective, neutral role of the archivist refuses. She 

restores; she repairs. She performs.
 In Mechanisms for Correcting the Past (2013) 
this process of intervention becomes all the more 
obvious, and all the more Sisyphean. Featuring 
a moving projector, the work engages in a 
constant process of correcting and then displacing 
houses. MacDonald makes no attempt to hide 
the ‘machine’ itself: placed visibly within the 
room, the projector’s legs retract and extend, 
calling attention to itself and its responsibility 
for the shifting image. This sense of openness 
about the work’s mechanisms recalls art historian 
Mark Godfrey’s description of multimedia artist 
Matthew Buckingham’s installations: “They 
always reveal the technologies they deploy 
(projectors, for instance, are never hidden), 
and this means that he avoids spectacular and 
immersive displays that encourage the viewers to 
forget their location.”3

in the present. MacDonald’s work eschews the 
immersive and points to its internal structures. 
Even within the Mechanisms for Correcting the 

Past series, the rotation becomes obvious due to 
MacDonald’s refusal to crop the image. With the 
frame intact viewers are beckoned to reverse the 
process. We can stand in the gallery, aware of our 
position, and stake out the points from our present 
to this past. 
 Natural disaster and the archive also form 
the foundation for Denver-based Canadian artist 
Christina Battle’s video installation 
colorado (2012). Entering the installation, viewers 

of the installation are wrapped round in metal. 
As slow, largely static shots of ruined wooden 
buildings come into vision, text captions plumbed 
from archival accounts begin to recount the 
devastation wrecked by dust storms across the 

3  Mark Godfrey, “The 
Artist as Historian,” 

 120 (2007): 151.

Kristie MacDonald, 
Mechanisms for Correcting 

the Past (detail), Found 
image, Projector, 
Electronics, Table, 
Dimensions variable, 2013
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Places in 1995. Although the town eventually 

the campaign for its recognition underscores the 

are founded on equal measures of inclusion and 
exclusion. Yet Battle shows that, even though 
locations and peoples can be written out of or 
excluded from history, they cannot be divested 

mines the site’s inherent memory—the kinds 
of recollections that register under the skin. In 

 archival descriptions are laid 
over footage of the lieu de mémoire—the site 
of memory, the bones of the town itself. French 
historian Pierre Nora created the term lieu de 

mémoire for sites that are steeped through with 
their past. He routinely distinguishes between the 

 Memory is life, borne by living societies 
founded in its name. It remains in permanent 
evolution, open to the dialectic of remembering 
and forgetting, unconscious of its successive 
deformation, vulnerable to manipulation 
and appropriation, susceptible to being long 
dormant and periodically revived.6

archival material, and moments of memory to 
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audible in Doppler fashion. Standing within the 

towards the site’s ruinous past. Opposite the 
projection hangs a photograph of the historical 
marker that sits within the town. We don’t see 
what was. We see what remains. 
 And the remnants are surprising. MacDonald 
and Battle share a dust bowl aesthetic; wooden 
false front buildings and gable-ended log houses 
populate both of their images. Even if they weren’t 
ramshackled and ruined these buildings speak to 
histories of poverty and struggle. The false front 

indicative of the early stages of communities: 

these wooden fronts represent a grappling for 
stability and legitimacy.4 If these early towns were 
a success, development would follow, phasing 
out these buildings and replacing them with more 
permanent and impressive versions. The very 
materials of these sites suggest an impermanence 
that belies their memorialization.
 But the now-memorialized community 

community: it was founded in 1910 by Oliver T. 
Jackson as a community for African Americans 
joining together to farm, own land, and prosper.5 
After devastating weather conditions the 
young town’s agricultural production suffered 
enormously, and inch-by-inch the community 
began to dismantle as residents moved on in 

memorialized on the National Register of Historic 

4  Kingston Heath, 
“False-Front 
Architecture on 
Montana’s Urban 
Frontier,” in Perspectives 

in Vernacular Architecture 

3 (1989): 200-201.

5  Karen Waddell Dixon, 
“National Register 
of Historic Places 
Registration Form: 

Service, http://pdfhost.
focus.nps.gov/docs/
NRHP/Text/95001002.
pdf (accessed November 
4, 2013).

6  Pierre Nora, “Between 
Memory and History: 
Les Lieux de Mémoire,” 
Representations 26 
(1989): 8.

Christina Battle,  
installation documentation  
of , MCA 
Denver, 2012



12 meaningfully articulate the past.
 The combination of these multiple sources for 
recollection creates something much greater than 
the sum of its parts. With shots of a gently waving 

description is captioned on the screen: “dust 

the tightest of buildings.” Birds chirp. A cutting 
dissonance slices through the installation: the 
archival text and the contemporary video footage 

the textual archival accounts of near-apocalyptic 
destruction and the seemingly clear-skied verdant 
landscape depicted within the video footage, 
renders the anachronism clear. Histories are 
collapsed before the viewer. Past, present, and 
future do not seem so far removed.
 As with MacDonald and Battle, landscapes 

and their representations bind the work of 
artist Alexis Dirks. But, in addition to the role of 
occasional historian, which she occupies alongside 
MacDonald and Battle, Dirks also adopts the 
language of the taxonomist and the geologist. 
Dirks collects: she amasses bits of found objects, 
images, textiles, and textures that strike her fancy. 
Like a photographic bowerbird Dirks accumulates 
images and objects that catch her eye, ranging 
from pictures found in archives to rocks or bones 
found in various destinations. These pieces are 
then brought together in a kind of sculptural collage  
and photographed, thereby transforming and trans-
lating them out of the three-dimensional realm. 
 This process of collecting and transforming 
objects into photographs highlights an element 
that runs through the archive, taxonomy, and 
photography: ownership. Susan Sontag writes 
in  that, “to photograph is to 
appropriate the thing photographed. It means 
putting oneself into a certain relation to the 
world that feels like knowledge—and, therefore, 
like power.” 7 Coupled with the implications of 
ownership Sontag sees in photography, the very 
nature of taxonomy—of organizing, categorizing, 
and naming in the fashion established by botanist 

These approaches seek to know the world, through 
naming, in order to lay claim over it.
 When Dirks’s digital chromogenic prints 
are placed in the vitrines of the 401 Richmond 
building and combined with found objects, their 
transformation into a kind of hybrid cabinet 
of curiosity is complete. While her collections 
undoubtedly hint towards these discourses, 
they lack the central purpose of taxonomy: 
organization. These hybrids are not systems for 
naming and understanding rocks or plants—they 
are systems that trade in chaos. In the same 
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7  Sontag, 
Photography, 9.

Christina Battle,  
installation documentation  
of , MCA 
Denver, 2012



christina battle  originally from Edmonton, 

archives, our notions of evidence and explore themes of history and 
counter-memory, political mythology and environmental catastrophe. 
She has exhibited internationally in festivals and galleries including: 
The Images Festival (Toronto), The London Film Festival (London, 
England); The Toronto International Film Festival (wavelengths); 
the Festival du Nouveau Cinema (Montreal); The International Film 
Festival Rotterdam (The Netherlands); the Jihlava Documentary 
Festival (Czech Republic); the 2006 Whitney Biennial: “Day for 
Night” (New York); YYZ Artists’ Outlet (Toronto); Mount Saint Vincent 
Art Gallery (Halifax, NS); Espace Virtuel (Chicoutimi QC); White 
Box (New York); Deluge Contemporary Art (Victoria, BC), The Foreman  
Art Gallery (Sherbrooke, QC); MCA Denver; the Aspen Art Museum; 
and the Ryerson Image Centre (Toronto).

kristie macdonald  is a visual artist, archivist 
and writer who lives and works in Toronto. She holds a BFA from 
York University specializing in Visual Arts (2008), and an MI from 
the University of Toronto specializing in Archival Studies (2011). She 
has recently exhibited her work at Open Studio, Artlab Gallery, the 
University of Toronto Arts Centre, and Xpace Cultural Centre.

alexis dirks  (b. 1982 Winnipeg) completed her 
MfA at the Glasgow School of Art in 2009 after graduating from 
the University of Manitoba with a BFA Honors Degree in 2006. She 
currently lives and works in Yellowknife, NT. She has exhibited in 
Canada, Europe and the UK, most recently participating in Abilities, a 

the artist collective Gandt. Other exhibitions include CAVE art fair as 
part of Liverpool’s 2012 Biennial; Geologue (2012) a solo exhibition 
at the Briggait Gallery, Glasgow;  (2013) at 
the Reiss Building, Winnipeg; and Refractive Index in Atelier am 
Eck, Dusseldorf, as part of a two-month residency supported by the 
Dusseldorf Kulturamt in 2011. 

caoimhe morgan-feir  is a Toronto-based 
art critic and winner of the 2013 Frieze International Writer’s Prize. 
Her writing has appeared in The Journal of Curatorial Studies, Magenta, 
esse arts + opinions, and PUBLIC. She is a founding editor of KAPSULA, 
a digital publication for experimental art writing.

fashion that MacDonald and Battle pull from 

for her own purposes.
 In particular, after being fragmented, 
assembled, and photographed, Dirks’s vaguely 
taxonomic collages take on another life—they look 
nothing like Linnaean illustrations. Somewhere 
between modernist collage and surrealist still life, 
the strange couplings of textures and materials 
recall Giorgio de Chirico’s Love Song (1914) and 
Pablo Picasso’s various guitars wrought from 
cardboard and paper. The assemblages of images, 
remnants, and fragments operate in a realm 
between photography and sculpture, where Dirks 
is able to pull on the art historical precedents from 
each realm.
 When arranged within the vitrines, even 
the found objects in Dirks’s installation are 

framing runs throughout the work of Battle and 
MacDonald as well. In  the 
metal installation effectively frames the video 
footage, but instead of limiting or specifying our 
vantage point, this extension carries the video 
footage out into the viewer’s space. As the green 

us we are transported. We become visitors. With 
MacDonald’s Mechanisms for Correcting the Past 
the archival photograph’s original frames remain 
intact, but the skewing and repositioning of the 
image effectively alters the viewer’s understanding 
of the image. Each artist changes our relationship 

history and systems of taxonomy for moments of 
memory. History, both natural and social, cannot 
be rewritten. But it can be reframed.
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