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More than twenty years ago Christos Dikeakos 
produced his Vancouver and Saskatoon Site 
and Place Name (1988–92) works as “a 
recuperative project to piece together and 
overlap aboriginal and non-native histories 
and territories. The certainty of words and text 
was used with photography to locate and to 
describe.”1 His recent photographic tableaux 
continue to “engage the idea that there exists 
conductive resonances in cultural and natural 
spaces.” Dikeakos’s methodology is to think 
through using his instinctual curiosity, taking 
into account the necessity of research and 
dialogue with elders, as well as engagement 
with physical space that is ambulatory and 
experiential. As an artist he is deeply aware of 
the complexions and paradoxes of photography, 
and the troublesome nature of the medium 
once the trope of a “decisive moment” is 
“dispensed” with. For example, the Northwest 
Coast objects in Dikeakos’s camera work are 
made by Indigenous peoples and operate within 
mythic time—portraying how the world began 
and the active relationship between the creation 
spirits and the peoples—whereas European and 
settler cultures have embraced and accepted 
the empiricism of historical time and personifi-
cation (“great men” and “great events”), which 
appears in art making with the terms “genius” 
and “masterpiece.” Oral tradition and creation-
myth cultures are not concerned with such 
arbitrary meritocracy.

These complexities come forward in consider-
ing The Collector (2013) and Naikoon Park 
(2014). The former appears descriptive and 
self-evident; the collector is seen sitting in a 
modest apartment home surrounded by North-
west Coast objects. Dikeakos noted his “life is 
fully integrated with his collection of extraordi-
nary high quality,” and as Professor Susan M. 
Pearce emphasized, “objects are not inert or 
passive; they help to give shape to our identities 
and purpose to our lives.”2 More than fifty years 
ago, historian George Kubler wrote an object 
proposition: “The only tokens of history continu-
ally available to our senses are the desirable 
things made by men [and] nothing gets made 
unless it is desirable.”3 

The desirable—and the impulse for collect-
ing—has a unique locality resonance, which 
is underscored in Dikeakos’s work. British 
Columbia is one of the few places where there 
is active collecting of things that are indigenous 
to the province, a region that is often defined 
and identified in relation to Northwest Coast 
imagery.4 We invest meaning in objects and 
works of art that is not wholly quantifiable or 
measurable—the intrinsic value. In turn, this 
can precipitate the “enigma” of things as one 
culture engages another through collecting. This 
activity is the generator of curiosity and ways 
of knowing, even if the collecting is a one-way 
route. Both cultures are transformed through a 
legitimized system of exchange and a shift in 
values, beliefs and ideologies that is centred on 
local knowledge.

Christos Dikeakos himself collects Northwest 
Coast baskets (some are presented in this ex-
hibition) for their intrinsic beauty and power to 
communicate. As a high-functioning amateur, 
he has maintained a long-standing interest in 
examining Indigenous cultures and their rela-
tionships to settler culture—then and now—as 
well as the resonance that manifests through 
the “lure of the local.”5 Needless to say, this too 
informs his photography.

Naikoon Park is Dikeakos’s epigram on the cul-
tural space of nature. This location is within the 
ancestral home of the Gwak’rala’chala people 
of Haida Gwaii. The absurdity of recording the 
“sound of a tree” (or something in the tree that 
we cannot see?) works on our imagination and 
sense of this place. The photograph came about 
during location shooting for an artist documen-
tary that Dikeakos appeared in. He took the 
soundman off the shoot with his microphone 
boom and windsock, led him to the site and 
asked him to pose. Dikeakos speaks of the 
soundman as a stand-in for the shaman:

…who were believed to be in touch with 
a language of memories, cosmologies 
that could go outward and backward to 
produce a knowledge of the world. Bog 
land was a source of medicinal plants, 
hallucinogens and poisons, and finding a 
place to discover oneself, a rich biological 
environment with hanging moss gardens, 
pools of water and Sitka spruce. 

This speculative act of recording or collecting 
natural sound folds into an understanding of 
“intangible heritage.”6 

To continue, The Room, Three Vets (2009) 
and Raven’s Tail (2015) offer a view into the 
commercial interchange of cultural things. 
Three Vets Ltd. has been a family-run business 
in Vancouver since 1947 and now specializes 
in outdoor, camping and fishing gear (serving 
nature as culture). Dikeakos made note of a 
handwritten sign that informs the shopper of 
“native art” for sale in a tucked away room. 
The photograph shows Jerry Wolfman, son 
of the business founder Bill. The artist recalls 
that: “Jerry decided to pull forward a bear 
mask and examine it, a pose similar to that of 
Rembrandt’s sitters.” The location for Raven’s 
Tail is a business in the village of Old Massett, 
to the west of Naikoon Provincial Park. Sarah, 
the blond woman, is the owner and was mar-
ried to a now deceased Native chief. Dikeakos 
describes the photo: “To the left is Lisa Hage-
man, who is trading a handmade wool dance 
apron, signifying the shimmer and gleam of 
the raven’s tail, for a woven spruce hat made 
by Lisa’s great grandmother Selena.” The artist 
posed the two women as to avoid the idea that 
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they are shopping and, among other things, 
moved the rack of embroidered sweaters  
and wraps closer into the “image zone.”  
He continues:

The woven-wool cloak fabrics and spruce 
root hats were made by women artists 
for high-ranking nobility and chiefs, and 
were the most important regalia worn 
during communal gatherings. During 
the Potlatch ceremony, the high ranking 
host gave everything away except for his 
domicile and the chiefly garments worn. 
Basket and wool garment weaving is a 
complex geometric abstraction of motifs 
that signify symbolic torsion maps [a 
distortion], migration routes and—in a 
way—the DNA of the birthing of the art 
and culture. 

There are many other subtleties to explore in 
these works, but one is the connective tissue 
of art and cultures over time and place, which 
is best seen in The Music Lesson (2013), 
the (de facto) companion work and counter-

point to The Collector. Dikeakos noted that 
the modest interior of The Collector gave him 
the idea to depict a facet of Western cultural 
instruction. The Music Lesson resonates with 
the collector’s passions by introducing the 
young girl, Mia, who shares the same space 
but is focused on her lesson and practice.7 
Dikeakos’s use of the historical European 
tableaux painting as a model (likewise for 
other works) generates a space in which the 
Mediterranean and European worlds comingle 
with that of Northwest Coast peoples. The 
image is composed of two separate shots, 
as Dikeakos set his camera on a horizontally 
centred tripod in order to avoid the distortion of 
a wide-angle lens; the joining point is the edge 
of the living room wall. In this bicameral image 
we can consider the invisible presence of the 
Muses of Greek mythology, who protected and 
encouraged the arts, and whose name the 
word “museum” is derived from. 

Without homage or artifice, Dikeakos’s photo-
graphic staging opens up the history of things 
and cultures to ask better questions for, as 
he wrote, “the many contexts where objects 
circulate, accumulate and re-circulate,” and in 
the smallest measures of gesture and space, 
the “infinity” of space between.8 

Dr. Ihor Holubizky 
Senior Curator, McMaster Museum of Art/ 
Adjunct Assistant Professor, McMaster University

1 All quotes from Christos Dikeakos are from unpublished 
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and edited with permission.
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History of Things (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
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