through the employment of craft
techniques.!

The Canopy series combines
many elements found in Stewart’s
practice: her use of photographic
silk screening, fabric design, and
sewn work. The relationship
between architectural adornment
and the natural world is a domi-
nant theme, this underscored in
her choice of image. Informed by
the nature-inspired motifs of Art
Mouveau, and in particular that
of fin-de-siécle photographer
Karl Blossfeldt, Stewart has
photographed, and then repro-
duced by serigraph, the sinuous
tendrils and curved shapes of
plant specimens that appear in
the Gothic and Neoclassical

Revival edifices found in Toronto,
Canada. During a residency in the
Netherlands, Stewart absorbed
black dye into roses, accentu-
ating their delicate tracings of
veins and capillary structure.
Here she photographs similar
subject matter after it has been
translated into stone and cement
by architects and stone carvers.

Atiled pattern, derived from a
photographed detail on Soldiers’
Tower, is screened in grey ink on
five hundred feet of organza. The
original is a Gothic-inspired portico
that shelters the names of Univer-
sity of Toronto members who died
in the world wars, and is situated
on that campus adjacent to Hart
House.? Stewart has flattened the
floral-inspired motif and ribbed
vaulting into a repeating design.
These decorative and symbolic
beginnings lead toward both
conceptual complexity and accessi-
bility of experience.

Originally conceived as a
ceiling piece, swells of fabric
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develop into a continuous and
kaleidoscopic unfurling of pattern.
At Clarington, installed on a low
ceiling and lit from above, the
canopy is imbued with cocoon-like
properties, inviting the feeling
that it could descend and enwrap
its audience. At Stride and
Engramme, where the piece is
afforded more height, it floats
above the gallery space, puffing
into a cloud-like formation. At
Engramme, where it is flanked by
windows, it rises above a land-
scaped view, thus emphasizing
both removal and connection
from/within the natural world.
Hand-held mirrors accompany
these ceiling-mounted versions.
Reflected into infinity, the imagery

calls up Stewart’s interest in Plato,
not only in terms of the simu-
lacrum, but also in his emphasis
on the importance of the role of
mathematics in understanding the
world. The tiled image has its own
mirror-like dimension in its
repeated pattern, the motion of
the viewer animating its permuta-
tions, the image removed by
several generations from its refer-
ences in nature as well as in
stone.

In Buffalo, New York the piece is
extended to become a horizontal
strip that skirts a deserted train
platform. Here, the pristine quality
of organza, that fabric more
commonly seen at First Commu-
nions and weddings, is surrealisti-
cally juxtaposed against the musty
squalor of dereliction. Once a
thriving Great Lakes port, Buffalo
suffers from the blight that has
plagued many North American
cities. Poverty and decay coexist
with pockets of urban renewal, fine
universities, Frank Lloyd Wright
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houses and the incomparable
Albright-Knox Art Gallery. Among
Buffalo’s many significant architec-
tural treasures currently in need of
restoration is Buffalo Central
Terminal, an important example of
railroad Art Deco architecture.

Built in 1929, it was an Amtrak
station until abandoned in 1979.
Since 1997 an organization has
been in place to undertake restora-
tion and preservation of this land-
mark site.? Again Stewart plays
with historical echoes and personal
memory, calling the installation
Terminal, a title that holds out both
hope and despair for a way of life
that now exists as echo and a
longing.

In Canberra, as chora, the idea
of the canopy is expanded to
include the encircling of a free-
standing colonnade. Surrounding
an extended pergola in the Senate
Rose Garden of Australia’s Old
Parliament House, Stewart creates
an acoustic envelope where the
spectator can become participant,
sit within and listen to the susurra-
tions made as its baffles respond
to movements of air. Stretched
around the facing columns, the
entire length of fabric is revealed
in duplicate as it doubles back in
mirror image.

The viewer’s experiences take
place beside/under/within the
canopy, each incarnation of the
work offering another reading. The
enormous and diaphanous fabric
is imbued with a whispering,
pulsating rhythm that can suggest
pre- or neo-natal experience.
Stewart has employed images of
both her mother and daughter in
several earlier projects, and in
2000 she exhibited a bookwork
titled “0” of existence in reference
to “birth as the starting point of all
the stories we tell about ourselves
and the world.” The billowing,
muffling, enfolding, the repetition
of image, the reaction of the filmy
fabric to the body’s motions and
very breath, is a powerful physical
experience rife with psychological
intensity. This phenomenon can
be read in terms of Lacanian
psychology where “Lacan says
that the mother is the funda-
mental Ding, the thing that is
always lost and that repetition
tries to recover and yet always
misses.” s

Inevitably comparisons arise
between Stewart’s “wrapping
process” and the mega-projects
undertaken by Christo and Jeanne-
Claude. However the Canopy
series is gentle and intimate where
the latter is monumental. In her
parody of the grandiloquence of

architecture, the hermeneutic
response has precedence over
public bombast. How each person
takes in the act of being within or
underneath the work is Stewart’s
dominant focus. She describes her
own way into the knotty world of
aesthetic theories and philosoph-
ical discourse as always beginning
with her own physical reaction to
information.®

Yet, as one sits within or under
the canopy, Plato’s allegory of the
cave does come to mind. The gray
images could be shadows, mere
memories, either imagined or as
flickers of a past reality. Inside is a
space of safety and comfort at one
level, and at another it is a space
invested with desire and memory
traces, of longing for a grander
past, when solid stone communi-
cated signs of permanence and
underscored society’s values. Shift
and instability are features of
contemporary life, mutability an
enduring condition and ultimately
resulting in the loss of the referent.
Baudrillard says that the “copy”
has no original. The copy is all we
have to go on.7?

Supported by theoretical
concepts that range through clas-
sical mythology, postmodern
theory and Platonic philosophy,
Stewart’s remarkable ceuvre
returns effectively to the experi-
ences of the body and its relation-
ship to space and environment. ¢
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Luke (Toronto: ECW, 1995) and has had writings
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