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Radical Documentary 
& the GardenShip 
Project 
Mark Kasumovic

GardenShip and State embraces a form of radical curating that seeks to 

address issues which, due to their scale and complexity, are inherently 

difficult to represent. In his essay, “Are Some Things Unrepresentable?” 

Jacques Rancière scrutinizes the challenges inherent within representation. 

He locates these challenges in the aesthetic and political limitations 

embedded within the contemporary image. The pursuit of depicting and 

questioning problems that are as intermingled and multifaceted as global 

warming and colonization must address these limitations head-on. This 

opens up an important conversation whereby issues of representation within 

contemporary culture must be considered alongside notions of documentary, 

critical curating and new ways of displaying images together. 

All images must confront a universal challenge: their capacity for adequately 

and accurately representing their subjects. The history of images and the practice 

of image making reveal many complications regarding the tenuous relationship 

between images and what they represent. Roland Barthes famously withheld 

a photograph of his mother in his written observations about photography in 

Camera Lucida, explaining that the image would be meaningless to his readers. 

For Barthes, it was his personal relationship to the photographed subject that 

made the photograph meaningful. Countless other thinkers have raised concerns 

over how images represent others, how meaning is culturally and personally 

ascribed, and how images manipulate the truth in various and subtle ways. 

It is now difficult to imagine how images might solve some of the problems—of 

(mis)representation, of manipulation, of distrust—that they have, at least in part, 

created. This representational challenge amplifies when an image’s subject is 

itself difficult to define. 

Patrick Mahon’s Threshold Flags (2021) introduces an apt metaphor for the 

challenge of representation within contemporary culture. In his contribution 
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to the project, Mahon is “concerned with places where flags appear at a threshold 

site of social or historical engagement,”1 and shrewdly uses halftone printing 

techniques to confuse the legibility of the images being presented. The flags 

are therefore depicted within his images as stuck within a permanent world of 

transition: emerging and receding simultaneously and forever, they persist in the 

particular agony of an unresolved image. Squint as we might, the picture does not 

become clearer. Instead, Mahon’s work raises peculiar questions about the state of 

images today. We are forever learning that images rarely speak with any authority 

to their subject and can only ever show some sides of a many-sided problem. They 

are increasingly touted as endlessly interpretable, shifting in meaning, and never 

fixed (as they once were perceived to be). 

Unfixed and interpretable images create many challenges for artists who wish to 

represent some form of facticity—or even truth—within the world. This challenges 

the concept of documentary as we have come to understand it. As the Threshold 

Flags series suggests, difficulty in representation is amplified when the subject 

matter is globalized, sprawling and abstracted. So, do Mahon’s images symbolize 

the futility of trying to represent sweeping, global issues as an individual artist and 

citizen? Or do they point towards the possibility that we must strive to create new 

1Exhibition label for Threshold 
Flags: Caledonia Occupation 
Site – from Photograph by 
Jeff Thomas(2008), by Patrick 
Mahon. In the exhibition, 
GardenShip and State, co-
curated by Patrick Mahon 
and Jeff Thomas, Museum 
London, London, ON, October 
2021 – January 2022. 

Patrick Mahon, Threshold Flags: Caledonia Occupation Site – from Photograph by Jeff Thomas (detail view)
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ways to describe such problems? As an artist participating in the GardenShip and 

State project, I find the most exciting part has always been to see how individual 

voices can merge and create a new visual language. 

It is worthwhile to briefly reflect upon how ideas around representation are shifting 

within contemporary culture. When considering intertwined and complicated issues 

such as global warming, the lasting ramifications of colonialism, and the evolving 

effects of technological progress on the planet, it is reasonable to deem that 

some things are genuinely becoming “unrepresentable” by nature of their scale 

and complexity. Climate change science, as an example, requires the collaborative 

effort of thousands of scientists and countless experiments to describe how 

human activity alters the natural systems of our planet. Inevitably, perspectives 

and standpoints will be excluded or ignored—whether by the necessity of scale 

or for political purposes. While scientific language is precise, such exclusions 

inevitably lead to distrust, distortion, and manipulation. And while scientists play a 

crucial role in understanding and disseminating climate change, its representation 

must involve many other actors. Artists have a stake in expressing the climate 

change problem, and they play a vital role in representing climate change in 

comprehensible and engaging ways. Artists are challenged with creating images 

(amongst other expressions) that, in some way, might come to communicate the 

complexities of this issue. Representation in contemporary culture is at a critical 

juncture, with many finding it hard to know what and who to believe. How might 

we use collective action to aid, rather than hinder, our collective understanding? 

In his essay, “Are Some Things Unrepresentable?,” Jacques Rancière scrutinizes 

the challenges inherent within representation. He locates these challenges in the 

aesthetic and political limitations embedded within the contemporary image, and 

within language at large. What is interesting to consider in Rancière’s argument 

is how it relies on the presumption of a shared vocabulary of images that are not 

exclusive to its subject.2 This implies that there is no specific kind of photograph 

that is understood as, for example, an “environmentally concerned” photograph; 

instead, this kind of photograph must borrow elements from a long history of 

representation. While interpretability is a valuable feature of certain images, 

Rancière perceives interpretation as a significant limitation as well. When we 

think of particular images specifically, such as images of ecological disaster, 

they can (and often do) mimic the same biases and aesthetic traditions found in 

art historical periods, such as Romanticism. Further, the same image presented 

in different contexts is understood in drastically different ways—for example, an 

image presented in an art gallery as opposed to a news spread. This malleability 

is a valuable quality for the poetic image, but presents a problem for Rancière 

when an “appropriate” and specific language of description is required.3 But what 

exactly is the appropriate language of images representing crises, both within art 

and otherwise? Are these images always biased, and if so, does that make them 

fallible? Should images remain neutral? Is that even possible?

2 As an example, Rancière 
compares the writing of 
Robert Antelme’s The Human 
Race, which describes the 
horror of concentration 
camps, to that of the 
American behaviourist novel 
or of Flaubertian writing 
styles (of small perceptions 
placed side by side) that 
address much less distressing 
topics. This shows that a 
particular style of writing 
might well be suited towards 
certain subjects, but is not 
exclusive to the subject, and 
is often appropriated and re-
contextualised. See Jacques 
Rancière, The Future of the 
Image (London: Verso, 2007), 
123–125.

3 Rancière, The Future of the 
Image, 126.
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Alexander Galloway considers the influence of interface and context within images. 

He responds to Rancière’s question of representability by categorizing the types 

of images typically in circulation into four groups. He does this to understand 

how images communicate differently, depending on how they uphold and contest 

certain conventions.4 One of his categories is labelled “truth”, and while the title 

is problematic in this context, he suggests that only those images that have no 

aesthetic or political coherence have an opportunity to reflect the world in a 

“truthful” way—implying that all others images are somehow partial, biased and 

ultimately subjective. There is a problem here, because an image that avoids 

being coherent (aesthetically and/or politically) is difficult to understand and 

runs counter to our general expectation for how images work.5 However, within 

the framework of a curatorial project, images have the opportunity to introduce 

new ways of seeing old (and new) problems through how they are framed and 

interconnected—or as Galloway might say, by the interface through which we 

interact with them. But what are the new image languages, and the contextualizing 

interfaces, currently addressing globalization, colonization, the ramification of 

technologies on the planet, climate change and other sprawling issues? 

In our new image ecology, curatorial projects must confront and embrace the 

challenges of addressing the “unrepresentable,” despite its overwhelming 

challenge. From the inception of the GardenShip and State project, co-curators 

Patrick Mahon and Jeff Thomas created an “artist-led” and workshop-based 

approach to this collective, which offered the freedom for participating artists 

and researchers to unreservedly debate and propose the work that would 

eventually comprise the final exhibition. The early proposal circulated by Mahon 

outlined the impulses of the project. Thomas introduced the spirit of the Two Row 

Wampum Treaty.6 Combined, these elements provoked our collective impulses 

for experimentation and investigation, without a particular motivation other than 

curiosity and mutual exploration. To cite the Two Row Treaty, each participating 

artist was on a “separate-but-equal” journey, and this framework aptly set the  

tone of a collective voice composed of individuals with varying backgrounds  

and perspectives. This curatorial approach removed much of the expectation  

to align with a particular curatorial thematic (i.e., ensuring that a specific  

politic or aesthetic is adhered to when artists are creating their works).  

While the GardenShip project entailed a vision of sorts—an idea towards 

addressing a series of problems—the problems were open-ended, questioning  

and never assumed. This is visible in the breadth and scope of works produced  

for GardenShip, which offers responses to its themes in as many ways as there  

are contributors to the project itself. 

GardenShip and State lent itself to the production of works that straddle a 

radical documentary line, one that raises questions regarding the appropriate 

language for describing a particular subject. While there are roots to the term 

‘radical documentary,’ I propose that this approach is becoming more valuable in 

contemporary culture, and should not necessarily exist as a historical term.  

4 See Alexander Galloway, 
“Regimes of Signification” 
in The Interface Effect 
(Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2012), 
51.

5 Considering Rancière’s idea, 
this type of image might lack 
the “shared vocabulary” that 
renders images intelligible to 
viewers.

6 The Two Row Belt, as it is 
commonly known, depicts 
the Kaswentha relationship 
in visual form: a long, beaded 
belt of white wampum with 
two parallel lines of purple 
wampum along its length. The 
lines symbolize a separate-
but-equal relationship 
between two entities based 
on mutual benefit and 
mutual respect for each 
party’s inherent freedom of 
movement: neither side may 
attempt to “steer” the vessel 
of the other as it travels along 
its own, self-determined 
path. Jon Parmenter, “The 
Meaning of Kaswentha and 
the Two Row Wampum Belt 
in Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) 
History: Can Indigenous Oral 
Tradition be Reconciled with 
the Documentary Record?” 
Journal of Early American 
History, 3 (2013), 83–84. 
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An excellent example of this new form is Mary Mattingly’s Ecotopian Library, 

which is framed as a public toolkit combining objects and information from 

varying disciplines not often residing in the same physical space (forestry, 

geology, literature, botany, poetry, philosophy and the social sciences). 

Mattingly’s unique conglomeration of objects and experiences can exist in 

few places other than a museum setting, and her rethinking of documentary 

begins to (re)construct image/object relationships entirely outside of everyday 

experience. This interconnected and interdisciplinary approach towards 

documentary produces an experience for participants beyond traditional 

narratives (and the associated problems when we approach documentary-as-truth). 

This encourages viewers to piece together understanding from various sources. 

Mattingly’s proposition resembles our contemporary experience: as sifters of 

information trying to make sense of conflicting viewpoints. Most importantly, it 

also leaves the door open for viewers to have their discovery within the work. 

           
                                                                

Ron Benner somewhat differently constructs an interconnected arrangement of 

organic and inorganic matter in his address and imaging of built and natural 

landscapes. In his multimedia installation, As The Crow Flies, the viewer is also 

invited to develop and imagine their own understanding and narrative of this 

abstract journey due south from Toronto and London, Ontario. Benner’s politic 

and aesthetic are quite different than Mattingly’s, yet somehow the installations 

fit seamlessly within the same exhibition. The expanded value of the GardenShip

project is how these works can then be linked to, and infiltrate, other ideas within 

the exhibition, furthering the potential language being formed by this strange 

network of images. For example, Adrian Stimson’s video work, included amongst 

Naamo Ooko’o’wa Omahkokata A’paissapii… - Bee Tower and Gopher Looking, 

mashes images of varying qualities, subjects and scales. From cell phones and 

flying drones, and oversaturated sunsets to scenes of quarantine: how do these 

scenes relate to one another? Is this constant stream of images representative of 

how we typically engage with each other and the world? And if so, does this reflect 

Ron Benner, As the Crow Flies Mary Mattingly, Ecotopian Library
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on how we come to understand our own place in it? These relationships stimulate 

more questions than answers. Yet questions are, in all likelihood, more helpful in 

addressing the problems of our present.

Speaking of questions, I personally find that GardenShip feels more like an 

experiment than a theme, rooted in questions rather than statements. Questions 

themselves are not particularly rare within curatorial frameworks. It is less 

common for a collective of artists and researchers to be encouraged to discuss 

and workshop their ideas throughout the entirety of a curatorial project—up to 

and including the exhibition and the production of this catalogue—but also in the 

foreseeable future as a collective of artists drawn by the gravity of GardenShip’s

themes. We are beginning to see more projects like this, necessarily so, as they 

offer frameworks for dynamic, responsive and experimental works. And successful 

experiments require this ongoing incubation period. 

The proposition of this curatorial project as an experiment is validated when 

considering the roots of genuine discovery, or a new way of understanding a 

problem. The notion of discovery is questioned by Paul Feyerabend—a philosopher 

of science on the radical edges of his craft—and he might say that it is only 

the unexpected, random and pluralist meeting of ideas that stand a chance of 

creating something new and different. It is this relationship between what informs 

a radical document with notions of radical curating that is interesting to me as 

a practitioner. When producing work that tries to speak to some truth about our 

current condition, it seems necessary to find unlikely connections and to at least 

attempt to create a fitting vocabulary for what is being represented. This is what 

hopefully makes each artwork unique in its time and place, but ultimately what 

could also work towards creating a collective voice that is loud and worth listening 

to. Considering the many crises we face, both perceived and actual, it does feel 

like more radical curatorial forms are necessary in order to envision meaningful 

change towards a more sustainable future. GardenShip demonstrates that there is 

a case to be made for projects that similarly embrace the unexpected and relish in 

the spirit of genuine experimentation, collaborative learning, and discovery.

Adrian Stimson, Ina’kitapii Sais’skiimoko ooko’o’wa - Little Peoples Green House (video stills)

“When 
producing 
work that 
tries to speak 
to some 
truth about 
our current 
condition, 
it seems 
necessary to 
find unlikely 
connections 
and to at 
least attempt 
to create 
a fitting 
vocabulary for 
what is being 
represented.”




