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Today, it seems as if the Internet has 
shifted	the	place	of	value	from	a	fi	nished	
work	of	art	to	an	ongoing,	artifi	cial	
persona. In order to perpetuate his or her 
career, the artist is responsible for con-
structing the context that is most sellable. 
This idea of a “personal brand” or con-
structed context has been largely attrib-
uted to the rise of network culture online; 
however, the idea of branding has been 
a part of Canadian art for decades. 
 It began with the once-underdog 
Group of Seven, grew with General 
Idea, and most notably came to prom-
inence in the 80s with a group of artists 
that critics have called the Vancou-
ver School of Photoconceptualism. Ian 
Wallace, Jeff Wall, Roy Arden, Stan 
Douglas, Rodney Graham, and Ken 
Lum are often credited with this 
shift in artistic branding, though, if 
you look closer, these artists’ supposed 
self-promotion is better understood 
as a club of like-minded friends. In or-
der to understand the group beyond 
somewhat	fl	imsy	art	historical	categor-
izations, we must see the Vancouver 
School as a strong social circle rather 
than	a	unifi	ed	art	movement.	
 The Vancouver School as an aesthetic 
approach is for the most part an aca-
demic construction. Wall, perhaps the 
member most disapproving of the 
categorization said, “The work of [my 
colleagues] or my own [is] often pointed 
to as somehow representative of art in 
Vancouver or even Vancouver art. Noth-
ing could really be further from the truth.”

 The term photoconceptualism has 
been linked to these artists mostly be-
cause	of	its	fairly	general	defi	nition	and	its	
geographic connection to the west coast 
of Canada.  Photoconceptualism is not 
defi	ned	as	photography	with	a	concep-
tual intention, but rather photographic 
works that emerge out of conceptual art 
and late modernist tendencies. Although 
Photoconceptualism shares many of the 
same aesthetic properties as modernism; 
it simultaneously critiques modernism 
from within. Modernist photography fo-
cuses on highlighting the inherent qual-
ities of the medium (motion blur, focus, 
the frame, etc.), while photoconceptual-
ism, according to critics, is concerned 
with subject matter and representation, 
which allows artists to move freely in and 
out of different mediums and techniques.
 During the late 1960s, the art canon 
in Vancouver (and for the most part Can-
ada) consisted of pastoral landscapes 
and traditions of coastal aboriginal art. 
Unlike Toronto, Montreal, New York, 
and LA, Vancouver’s contemporary art 
market was severely lacking commercial 
art galleries and buyers. Because of this 
stagnation, galleries tended to be prov-
incial in their programming in efforts to 
promote local talent. This resulted in few 
international artists exhibiting in Van-
couver, and little international attention 
to Vancouver-based artists. 
 In response to this regionalism, Wal-
lace, then an emerging artist and profes-
sor at the University of British Columbia, 
lectured his students on the importance 
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of situating art in an international  
context, or even constructing a context 
through critical and theoretical writing. 
	 It	was	at	UBC	that	Wallace	first	met	
Wall and Graham. Early on, these three 
artists formed a bond over common  
interests in contemporary art and Euro-
pean cinema. In 1972 Wallace accepted 
a teaching position at the Vancouver 
School of Art (later Emily Carr Univer-
sity) where he went on to teach Arden 
and Douglas. Meetings, exhibitions, lec-
tures and even a post-punk band called
UJ3RKS (“you jerks”) would be the prod-
ucts of a blossoming friend circle.
 The moniker of the Vancouver School 
of Photoconceptualism, irrespective of 
the artists’ wishes, was born in 1985 when 
Wallace curated an exhibition at the 49th 
Parallel Centre for Contemporary Can-
adian Art in New York that featured all 
of his friends. In the text accompanying 
the show, Wallace at once understood 
and refuted the categorization: “We take 
an intense interest in the production and 
exhibition of each other’s work, providing 
an immediate intellectual rapport and 
spontaneous interdependence…We en-
courage and emphasize our differences, 
conceiving and producing all works in-
dependently of each other.”
	 Perhaps	the	most	significant	charac-
teristic of photoconceptualism is the im-
portance of language and writing.  
And while all of the above artists em-
braced these modes of expression, it 
can’t	be	said	that	they	defined	the	
group aesthetically. Key to the Vancou-

ver School mythology was Artspeak,  
a hub for conceptual-based artists and 
students familiar with Wallace and 
Wall’s academic writing. Artspeak pro-
vided not only a meeting place for dis-
cussion between artists, writers, and 
poets, but it also presented exhibitions 
of Arden and Douglas. 
	 “These	talks	were	the	first	time	 
that I found myself in a conversational 
community larger than a handful of 
friends,” said Douglas. “I think the con-
tact with poetry is also where I be-
came interested in vernaculars of rep-
resentation.” So, we see that the sup-
posed Vancouver School was informed 
as much from without as within. 
 Generally, artistic movements are 
brought on by political or world events 
(the	first	World	War	births	Dada),	 
a response to a previous movement (mod-
ernism births post-modernism), or  
a collection of artists working with a sim-
ilar aesthetic (abstract expressionism). 
These Vancouver-based artists do not 
gracefully fall into any of these categories. 
Wallace, Wall, Graham, Lum, Douglas, 
and Arden are unique in their intention 
to construct value, not as a group, but as 
independent artists writing about each 
other. Wallace has written many essays 
on Wall; Wall has written extensively 
about Arden and Douglas, and so on. 
This circle of Vancouver-based artists 
has become an internationally celebrated 
group of not by creating similar work,  
but by acknowledging that strong work 
can come from strong friendships.
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