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For more than forty years now, Christos Dikeakos has made works that occupy a threshold space 
among several of the main traditions of Vancouver art. His development has been a protean elaboration 
of variants on the possibilities he has recognized within those traditions.

He was among the first group of young artists and art students to get involved with the experimentation 
in and around photography in the later 1960s, and he organized the first exhibition of this work while still 
a student at the University of British Columbia. The exhibition, New Attitudes in Photography, included 
work by already well-known figures such as Douglas Heubler, Bruce Nauman, Dan Graham, and Ed 
Ruscha, as well as by the local student-artists who were hurrying into this movement – Iain Baxter, Ian 
Wallace, Christos, and myself. The work was generally what came to be called ‘photoconceptual.’

Yet, like most of his colleagues, Dikeakos was not really, or not seriously, a photographer in the late 
60s. He was more interested in collage and most of the work he did at that time was collage, and this 
remained the case for many years, until he turned more decisively to photography in the mid-1980s. 

This enthusiasm for collage was once again part of the local art and literary scene. The main stimulus, 
shared by poets and artists, came from the example of the Surrealist publications of the 1920s and 30s in 
which writers collaborated closely with artists and others, including intellectuals and political activists. 
This aspect of Surrealism was being rethought and reinvented in the context of the counterculture of 
the moment, and in the work of radical teachers at both of the city’s universities. Ronald Hunt, an 
itinerant and somewhat obscure British scholar, was among a substantial contingent of foreigners who 
taught in the city starting in the mid 60s. In 1969, he created the exhibition Transform the World! Poetry 

Must Be Made By All! at the then influential Moderna Museet in Stockholm. The show is considered one 
of the first and still one of the best expositions of the fusion of the radical avant gardes of the 1920s, 
and its catalogue became a source book for a new generation who were in the process of rediscovering 
the complexities and excitement of that era. Dikeakos took courses on Dada and Surrealism from 
Hunt, discovering the collage and publication work of the artists in that movement, particularly André 
Breton and Marcel Duchamp. Younger artists and writers in Vancouver were reviving and extending 
the fusion of poetry and found imagery in little magazines such as blewointment, radiofreerainforest, and 
Tish, as well as in poetry readings that fused into dance and music performances and, soon enough, 
rock concerts with light shows. In 1971, Dikeakos organized another exhibition, this time The Collage 

Show, which brought together the work of the Vancouver artists most intensely caught up in this 
development. 

The late Robin Blaser, one of the most important of the American emigrés in Vancouver, was also a 
significant influence on Dikeakos, and became a life-long friend. Blaser encouraged the young artist 
to go more deeply into the esoteric iconography and the symbolism of Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped 

Bare by her Bachelors Even (1915-23), and, as part of that dialogue, emphasized the connections between 
the personal symbolic structure of that work and mythic orders of thought in general. Blaser’s poetry 
elaborated on those notions over several decades of writing, publishing, and teaching in Vancouver.
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In 1957, as a ten-year-old, Dikeakos himself had emigrated to Vancouver with his parents from 
Thessaloniki, Greece; he brought with him memories of traces and shards of the ancient world still 
underfoot in the contemporary cityscape. The city itself could be experienced as a form of collage, a 
‘Merzbau,’ to use the term Dada artist Kurt Schwitters coined for his own room-sized constructions of 
found materials. These memories played their part in the development of Dikeakos’ insight that the 
place itself, the place where the artist finds himself or herself, was a vast, layered and concentrated 
assemblage of fragments of many pasts, different presents, and contending futures. 

The late 1960s and early 1970s were also the moment when the revival of the indigenous arts of the 
West Coast began to surface as a central aspect of contemporary culture in Vancouver. Dikeakos was 
one of the first artists to notice and become curious about this, partly because of his encounters with 
Robert Davidson when the two were adolescents. By the early 1960s, at around the age of fourteen, 

Davidson was already active as a carver, working on the small-scale argillite totems that had become 
a staple of the tourist trade, but which also acted as entry-points for native artists who were intent 
on taking things much further. By the later 1960s, Davidson and a number of others, many of them 
guided and inspired by Bill Reid, had laid the foundation for the emergence of the forms and styles of 
tribal and clan art as a paradoxical yet inescapable element in the notion of contemporary art in British 
Columbia. Dikeakos was able, almost instinctively, to make the connection between the references 
to the distant past exemplified in the form-languages of Coastal Native styles and that of his own 
native styles, left behind in Greece. Part of the excitement in Vancouver over Surrealism was due to the 
Parisians’ fascination for and appreciation of the indigenous art and ritual of the Northwest Coast. The 
fact that the French scholarship of the 1930s was so closely associated with the Surrealist movement 
had the effect of placing the native arts of British Columbia in the framework of avant-garde art, rather 
than in that of history or anthropology. 

Christos Dikeakos, Orchard, Osoyoos, BC, 2011, ink-jet photograph, 13 x 31 in. (33 x 78.7 cm)



4 5

These currents flowed together for Dikeakos – the esotericism of Duchampian symbolism, the fusion 
of the literary and the visual in collage and page design, the reminiscence of mythic language and 
its startling presence in both the prehistory of B.C. and its immediate present – all of this further 
complicated by the new omnipresence of photography and its challenge to the whole structure of 
western modernist pictorial art. By the middle of the 1970s, his work had shifted somewhat, from 
aggressive collages of highly-charged political imagery, to larger and more nuanced compositions 
that attempted an interpretation of Greek myths, such as that of Icarus, in a style that seems to have 
combined elements from Robert Rauschenberg and Ian Wallace, as well as aspects of Haida art. His 
original collages were photographed and then enlarged, often to impressive sizes, and then hand-
coloured. This work occupied him for more than a decade and was the subject of an exhibition at the 
Vancouver Art Gallery in 1986, the catalogue of which featured a long text by Robin Blaser. 

The enlargement of the photographs in these works seems to have opened the way for Dikeakos to 
come into a new relationship with photography by the later 1980s. This moment was the high point 
of the evolution of photography as a gallery or museum art form and Vancouver artists played an 
important role in this development. Most of those of Dikeakos’ generation, such as Ian Wallace and 
myself, had made the small monochrome photographs that were characteristic of conceptual art in 
the 1960s and 70s, but had reconsidered the anti-art presuppositions of that work by around 1980, 
and had then moved in a different, even opposite, direction, one that engaged with potentials that 
permitted photography to be considered as a ‘tableau,’ a free-standing, even singular image that was 
to be experienced the way paintings had been since the beginning of the modern tradition. 

This direction was controversial because it seemed to many to be a revision of the canonical neo-avant-
garde impulse to go beyond the established categories of ‘fine art’ or ‘bourgeois art,’ using photography 
as a means to restructure the viewing experience, the content of the work, and its relation to other social 
media. The new large-scale photography appeared to be abandoning this project and as such seemed to 
be moving in a reactionary direction. This controversy continues into the present day. 

Dikeakos’ work Sites and Place Names (1988-92), combined dozens of fairly large colour photographs 
of places in Vancouver and Athens with a folding wooden cabinet containing related material, 
including maps. The Vancouver work announced his new direction, which involved an extension of 
his engagement with Native culture and specifically with the history of local sites in relation to the land 
claims settlement discussions that were becoming increasingly prominent in B.C. politics and culture 
at the time. The Athens project was a location scouting of an ageing place, contrasting the modern city 
with the forgotten untidy-to-derelict mythic and sacred precincts. 

These photographs were carefully composed and made, very much in the spirit of the new pictorialism. 
The images were overprinted with words or passages, prominently including native tribal identities. 
Although the prints were not large, they were assembled in a grid on a wall near the cabinet, and the 
ensemble of pictures constituted a large image panel. The cabinet made a direct reference to several of 
Duchamp’s pieces that involved containers that housed and displayed various elements; thus the work, 
basing itself on the Duchampian framework of inner complexity and linguistic fusion of image and 
text, managed to recombine the elements present in his earlier styles or forms, but with the emphasis 
now on local history instead of Greek and aboriginal myth; on urban, or street photography in colour 
rather than re-photography of collage done in black and white and hand-painted. 

Dikeakos’ work moved further in this direction during the 1990s and into the 2000s. His photographs 
became much larger and began to do without the overlaid textual elements that were still present in the 
Sites and Place Names works. He concentrated on a specific area of Vancouver – False Creek, which had 
become the site of complex urban disputes and debates since it had first been restructured for Expo 86, 
then redeveloped through a series of classic Vancouver real-estate deals, then once again restructured 
in connection with the 2010 Winter Olympics. Dikeakos’ concentration on the area is centered on the 
fact that parts of False Creek can be considered to occupy significant aboriginal sites, all of which have 
been obliterated by the intensive developed nature of the zone. In these pictures Dikeakos returns to 
some of the political themes that were present in his earliest photographic works, revealing that his 
sympathies have not changed over the decades.

Over the past six or seven years, his interests have changed form once again. He has continued to 
make large cityscapes concentrating on the conflict between runaway real estate over-development 
and the increasingly isolated and weakened traces of the earth it all sits upon. But to this direction he 
has added elaborately constructed photomontages that resemble and possibly comment upon my own 
work as well as, and maybe more closely, the comic stagecraft of Rodney Graham’s lightboxes or Stan 
Douglas’ complicated strategies. Dikeakos’ consistent subject in these works is the status of aboriginal 
arts in the local art market. In works such as The Room (2009), which shows the shopkeeper Jerry 
Woolfman in his backroom at the 3 Vets store, a gentle contemplation of the participants in the selling 
and appreciation of native arts is engaged in, but for all the good humor and affection, the critical 
intent is never disavowed. These works are a complex expression of Dikeakos’ long engagement with 
Native art and culture; they show us the care that non-Natives display for this work, for example, 
in The Collector (2013), but this care is never separated from the process of possession, trade, and the 
assessment of value in a system far different from the one in which much of the work was made. These 
pictures reveal to us the absence of the potlatch, and as such they are the lament of an artist whose 
instincts seem to be with the alternate, utopian economies with which the word ‘potlatch’ has been 
associated throughout the period of avant-garde art and its anthropologies. 

Dikeakos and his family opened their first restaurant, Kozmas, in 1982. It was probably the first Greek 
restaurant in Vancouver to break away from the Canadianized Greek food of the post-war period and 
return to an authentic style. Kozmas was a financial success while at the same time being an important 
gathering place for artists and writers, and there Dikeakos, along with his wife Sophie and his sister 
Alexandra, established their great reputation for hospitality. That reputation has evolved through three 
restaurants, the current one being Sophie’s Cosmic Café, a local institution for more than two decades. 
Christos and Sophie Dikeakos are icons of hospitality in Vancouver, and this quality makes its presence 
felt in Dikeakos’ art as well – the work has been devoted to an imagining of a world other than the 
one we recognize so easily in his pictures of polluted creeksides blotted with trash and festooned with 
poorly-constructed condominium towers. This is a landscape of appropriation and possessing without 
any clear ethos or purpose. It is inhospitable and Dikeakos has worked and played against that lack of 
generosity in his work and his social life with commitment, learning, artistry and humour. 
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