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Paul First Nation: 2005 Wabamum Clean Up Site of a 700,000 Litre Oil Spill, 2011, Digital print on rag paper, 32 X 23″, Collection of the artist.
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For two weeks during the summer of 2011, Tanya Harnett travelled to four reserves
in the Treaty 6 territory of northern and north-central Alberta, and to the un-ceded
traditional lands of the Lubicon Lake Nation, where there are problems with the
water. The most highly publicized damage was caused by the CN train derailment, in
2005, that spilled 1.3 million litres of bunker oil and hazardous chemicals into Lake
Wabamun on the Paul Band reserve. Harnett knew of other damaged water from news
stories or by word of mouth. In addition to Lake Wabamun, she drove to Cold Lake,
the Driftpile River, Lubicon Lake, and Lac Ste. Anne. The size of the damaged sites
varied, from lakes to a river and a spring, but the water and the people — Cree,
Chipewyan, Nakota Sioux, and Nakoda — who live on these reserves had suffered and
still were suffering significant distress. She went there to photograph these waters because the damage done to them is largely unknown beyond First Nations communities.
To bear witness and to give testimony was Harnett’s way of framing the question that
formed the impetus behind the artwork she was undertaking: what is the Indigenous
perspective on landscape?
“Scarred/Sacred Water” is her answer, a series of six un-manipulated, digital inkjet prints
that Harnett1 produced from photographs she made on the reserves. In each of the six
images, damage to the water is represented viscerally as a red or bloody wound on an
injured body. It is her view, borne out by statistics and reports,2 that the crisis in the
health of water on reserves in Alberta, and in Canada as a whole, is the biggest issue
concerning Indigenous people in their relationship to the land. This complex issue, or
rather the issues, are not only physical, political, social, and economic, but also and most
importantly, spiritual. Water is the sacred giver of life.
When we talked, Harnett — who is Nakota and from the Carry the Kettle Nation, located
in southern Saskatchewan on Treaty 4 territory — outlined the protocols of her visits.
Although she is also Indigenous and Albertan, she is not a person from the Treaty 6
territory where she wanted to photograph. At each reserve, she knew or sought out a
band member and asked for permission to be there. She asked where the water was
damaged and to be taken to the site and allowed to photograph it, using this analogy
to explain: she could not just come into my backyard unannounced and start taking
photographs. Harnett or her local contact released concentrated red food colouring at
each site to mark and reveal the damage, which was not apparent to the eye. She then
photographed the marked site. The red food colouring was ephemeral and would disappear. The six photographs that make up “Scarred/Sacred Water” would circulate publicly in the world beyond the reserves, making visible what once was invisible and giving
testimony to what she saw.
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The work was commissioned by the Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition
Program, known as TREX, for the exhibition entitled “Our Wilderness is Wisdom.”3 Harnett envisioned “Scarred/Sacred Water” as an antidote to the grand vistas conceived
in the sublime or picturesque European Romantic traditions that idealize and distance
the landscape, and aﬃrm the identity and power of a nation (or province). “Scarred/Sacred Water” presents viewers with the everyday poetics and politics of the local, seen
up close, candidly, and in detail. The series speaks to the concrete realities of people on
the reserves, whose plight is part of a longstanding water crisis that exists nationally.
The photographic images are beautiful — atmospheric in colour, and delicately nuanced
in their clearly articulated surfaces. Nevertheless, these are images that have been constructed to provoke questions. In Harnett’s photographs, blood red is a punctum in the
Barthesian sense: a detail that pricks or bruises, or wounds.
What has happened here? Even a child looking at these photographs would see that
something has gone wrong. Because the TREX program circulates exhibitions to
schools, museums, and libraries province-wide, Harnett knew that an important portion of the audience would be children. She made the work for them, she says. But
who could not see that something was wrong? Harnett enlisted Syncrude, the exhibition’s sponsor and one of the largest producers of crude oil from the Alberta oil sands,
to educate people, everywhere this work is seen, about the deleterious effects of industry on the environment and, specifically, the Indigenous land of reserves. It was a
nimble, non-confrontational political move to accept the commission and then make
the work she chose to make.
But, as the title of the series suggests, “Scarred/Sacred Water” voices layered concerns
that go beyond the ecological to the cultural and spiritual. It was the poetics of her images that engaged me ﬁrst. Or more accurately, what I read as the poetics of the work.
When I began to look closely at “Scarred/Sacred Water,” my Western-educated thought
processes took me directly to landscape and metaphor. Until one morning in the shower:
with water pouring over me, I realized that although she was well aware of it, landscape
as metaphor or text was not what Harnett was about. To echo Lacanian terms, I was
absorbed by the Imaginary, while Harnett was addressing the Real, the land. I read
metaphor; she saw actuality. But then the whole idea of landscape is a construction that
was brought to North America by colonizing settler culture. W.J.T. Mitchell pulls the veil
from the scenic view: “Landscape, we suggest, doesn’t merely signify or symbolize
power relations; it is an instrument of cultural power, perhaps even an agent of power
that is (or frequently represents itself as) independent of human intentions. Landscape

Cold Lake First Nations: Damaged Spring at Blue Berry Point, 2011, Digital print on rag paper, 32 X 23″, Collection of the artist.

Lubicon Lake First Nations: Warning Oil Pipeline, 2011, Digital print on rag paper, 32 X 23″, Collection of the artist.
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as a cultural medium thus has a double role with respect to something like ideology: it
naturalizes a cultural and social construction, representing an artiﬁcial world as if it were
simply given and inevitable, and it also makes that representation operational by interpellating its beholder in some more or less determinate relation to its givenness to sight
and site.”4
How one reads Scarred/Sacred Water, then, can depend not only on one’s point of view
but, more fundamentally, on how one understands the nature of the world. Central to
the artist’s work is the question: is nature animate or inanimate? Indigenous belief answers that it is animate. A settler perspective raises other questions. If nature is animate,
do Harnett’s photographs represent landscape or a body? Is the scarring of the title a
metaphor or something more? Is water a resource or a sacred element? In terms of art,
are Harnett’s photographs documents or constructions? Whichever way they are received they are agents of narrative, as photographs often are. On the one hand, they
are visual news and, on the other, visual narratives of distinctive character.
Cleaving to Indigenous cosmology, Harnett works against the European construction
of landscape and the connotations of property and commodity that attach to it, which
Mitchell deftly exposes. In opposition to notions of landscape, Harnett addresses the
land directly. In her artist’s statement in the interpretive guide to “Our Wilderness is Wisdom,” she writes that when she made the photographs she was “listening to the land.”
“Although this idea of a land ‘speaking’ might sound odd to some, the notion and the
understanding of the concept is core to native spirituality. Absolutely everything has a
spirit, energy, a resonance, a meaning and everything is connected. These connections
might be abstract philosophies, but simply put, everything touches everything, like an
invisible web. We are, individually, a meek part of the metanarrative.”5 In another context,
Loretta Todd writes: “As the old people have said: The land is the culture.”6
Harnett works in and through the belief system of Indigenous culture, even as she employs the technology and analytical tools of Western culture and thought. Her images
of “Scarred/Sacred Water” are dialectical images, which synthesize to create a form
of storytelling, whose visual rhetoric can be parsed. She frames the mise-en-scène of
each photograph in the vertical portrait format, choosing it instead of the expected
horizontal format associated with landscape. The phrase “body of water” in English
transfigures water with a metaphor. Harnett goes beyond metaphor. She envisions,
through embodiment, a wounded and bloody corpus to substantiate an aspect of Indigenous cosmology. The red connotes the body as well as the wound. These Indige-
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nous bodies of water are presented as living characters with distinctive personalities,
much as natural entities are represented as characters in Indigenous stories and oral
histories. All of the waters that Harnett has photographed, in fact, have stories attached to them by their communities, which tell and perpetuate their histories in memory and over time. In Harnett’s photographic images, it is the waters who do the telling
by the showing of their wounds.7
These waters cannot speak literally, of course. Harnett gives voice to their characters
in the way that she has conceived and photographed their images. First, there is the
action that marks the site of the wound with red colouring. The photograph is not a
constructed image so much as it is a document of this result of the action. This is also
where the visual poetics of metaphor operates: the colour red is a visual metaphor for
blood, perhaps universally. Moreover, the releasing of red colouring into the sites is
both a marker and a performance akin to a speech act, an utterance: “Here it is.” And,
more than this, it is an example of the performative, which “constitutes the performance of the specified act by virtue of its utterance.”8 It performs in the here and now
to make manifest the wound, which formerly was invisible, while in the same breath it
invokes the cultural memory of the past in which the land was thriving and its health
was not in question. Realizing what in the vast space of time are recent occurrences,
it calls forth the memory of the health and suffering of the land and, because they are
connected and inseparable, the memory of the health and suffering of the people and
their culture.
This is the power of stories and what they can do, what images can do when their visual rhetoric is parsed. Harnett is an artist and activist, a visual storyteller who honours
the oral tradition while bridging cultures through the making of dialectical images —
translating, retelling, and creating new stories as she goes. Hers is the work, equally,
of poetics and politics.

Driftpile First Nation: Driftpile River from Swan Hills, 2011, Digital print on rag paper, 32 X 23″, Collection of the artist.

Lubicon Lake Indian Nation: Damaged Creek and Land Access, 2011, Digital print on rag paper, 32 X 23″, Collection of the artist.
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notes
1.

Tanya Harnett is a well-known multidisciplinary artist, whose work has been shown here and abroad. She is an
associate professor at the University of Alberta, where she teaches by cross-appointment in the Faculty of Native
Studies and the Department of Art and Design. Ideas and observations attributed to her in this text are
derived from two interviews with the artist (recorded on Sept. 6 and Oct. 6, 2017), unless otherwise noted.

2.

CBC News investigation in 2015 found that the condition of water on Canadian reserves was comparable to
that of Third World countries. “The longest running water advisory is in the Neskantaga First Nation in Ontario,
where residents have been boiling their water for twenty years. Nazko First Nation, Alexis Creek First Nation
and Lake Babine, all in British Columbia, are next on the list with water problems spanning sixteen years.
Between 2004 and 2014, 93 per cent of all First Nations in Saskatchewan and New Brunswick reported at
least one water advisory in their communities. Alberta is close behind at 87 per cent.”
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/bad-water-third-world-conditions-on-ﬁrst-nations-in-canada1.3269500.
A 2017 report from the David Suzuki Foundation and The Council of Canadians, making the same
comparison, found conditions largely unchanged. https://globalnews.ca/news/3238948/first-nationsdrinking-water-crisis-liberals-promise/.

3.

“Our Wilderness is Wisdom,” curated by Heather Shillinglaw, also included the work of Alex Janvier and Curtis
Johnson. The exhibition was organized by the Art Gallery of Alberta for the Alberta Foundation for the Arts
Travelling Exhibition Program and sponsored by Syncrude Canada. It travelled throughout Alberta in 2012 to
schools, libraries, museums, health care centres, and other community facilities.

4.

W.J.T. Mitchell, “Introduction,” in Landscape and Power, 2nd ed., ed. W.J.T. Mitchell (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2002), 1–2.

5.
6.

http://www.trexprogramsoutheast.ca/ﬁles/2012/10/Our-wilderness-is-wisdom...pdf.
Loretta Todd, “Yuxweluptun: A Philosophy of History,” in Beyond Wilderness: The Group of Seven, Canadian
Identity, and Contemporary Art, John O’Brian and Peter White (eds.) (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queens
University Press, 2007), 345.

7.

The Whanganui River in New Zealand and subsequently two rivers in India were granted personhood under
the law in 2017, recognizing them as living entities. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/newzealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being.

8.

Mieke Bal, Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide (Toronto, Buﬀalo, London: University of
Toronto Press, 2002), 174.

