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Over the course of five decades, Canadian artist Rodney Graham (1949 – 2022) expanded his diverse practice 
to encompass photography, painting, sculpture, film, video and music. A true polymath, Graham seamlessly 
inhabited different personae, genres and art forms throughout his unparalleled career. ‘It may be a burden to 
reinvent oneself every time,’ Graham said, ‘but it makes things more interesting.’ Shifting across mediums, 
Graham examined the complexities of Western culture with wit and authenticity, revealing a myriad of insights 
into social and historical structures.

In celebration of Graham’s multifaceted artistic vision, Hauser & Wirth Somerset is honoured to present 
‘Rodney Graham. Getting it Together in the Country’. The artist was developing the exhibition prior to his 
passing in October 2022, with the title taking its name from Graham’s 2000 LP featuring improvised guitar 
recordings. Music was a vital and constant theme in Graham’s life, including live performances at many 
Hauser & Wirth occasions, such as the 2014 inauguration festivities in Somerset. In dialogue with the rural 
gallery setting, the exhibition will open with Graham’s major late body of work, ‘The Four Seasons’, created 
between 2011 and 2013. The landmark lightbox series evolved organically and is dedicated to nature’s cycle 
through meticulously staged mis-en-scènes, reflecting a moment of pause and desire to step out of the daily 
grind.

In Graham’s photographic work, each image is a fictional self-portrait, with the artist in costume but always 
recognisable, portraying a vast array of characters. From the props and their placement within the frame 
to the elaborate costumes and stage sets, each scene – either in his Vancouver studio or in public facilities 
around the city – is purposefully constructed and executed with an exceptional degree of technical expertise 
and humour. With both ‘Betula Pendula Fasigiata (Sous Chef on Smoke Break)’ (2011) and ‘Smoke Break 
2 (Drywaller)’ (2012) Graham draws our attention to solitary breaks within everyday routines and places 
himself at the centre of the compositions. It was these two works that instigated the wider ‘Four Seasons’ 
series after fellow artist and friend David Batchelor noted that one clearly represented summer and the 
other was reminiscent of painterly snowflake patterns. With summer and winter completed, in the autumn 
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of 2012 Graham started to work on the large three-panel work that was to represent autumn: ‘Paddler, 
Mouth of the Seymour’ (2012-13). He stated, ‘I had long wanted to do a work based on Thomas Eakins’ 
great ‘Max Schmitt in a Single Scull’, and here I transposed the scene into a contemporary setting with me 
playing a recreational kayaker pausing on a trip up the Seymour River in Vancouver. This is the only ‘break’ 
in the series in which I am not smoking, someone reminded me that it is rather an ‘oxygen break’.’ The final 
spring addition, ‘Actor/Director, 1954’ (2013) finds itself in a double historical setting, featuring a Hollywood 
soundstage in the 1950s during the production of a Technicolor film set in an 18th Century French chateau. 
The blossoms on the fake cherry trees behind the hedge are the sole indication of the season.

References to elements of rock and pop music are central to Graham’s work, as with the sculptural work 
‘Screen Door’ (2005). The title object, usually a simple, cheaply-produced metal door with insect mesh, is 
propped against a wall, giving an impression of being quite out of place in the context of an art exhibition. In 
reality, however, it is a replica, made of solid silver, of the screen door at Elvis Presley’s mansion. The original 
door was sold, along with other Elvis memorabilia, at an auction in 1999. 

Our perception of what we consider art and the self-concept of an artist in different states of consciousness 
is also central to ‘Main Street Tree’ (2006). The Chromogenic photograph forms part of a larger series in 
which Graham explores trees framed upside down. These ‘inverted trees’ follow the artist’s early experiments 
with the camera lucida, a room-size pinhole camera that dates back to ancient times. Through these works 
Graham looks back at the history of photography while making the viewer aware of his or her own retinal 
experience. When interviewed by Anthony Spira in 2002, Graham stated, ‘You don’t have to delve very deeply 
into modern physics to realise that the scientific view holds that the world is really not as it appears. Before 
the brain rights it, the eye sees a tree upside down in the same way it appears on the glass back of the large 
format field camera I use. I chose the tree as an emblematic image because it is often used in diagrams in 
popular scientific books and because it was used in Saussure’s book on linguistics to show the arbitrary 
relation between the so-called signifier and the signified. I was also using a kind of readymade strategy based 
on the disputable assumption that a photograph is not art but an upside-down photo is.’

About Rodney Graham 

Rodney Graham represented Canada at the 47th Venice Biennale with his film work ‘Vexation Island’ (1997), 
which bought him to international recognition. He was subsequently awarded the Kurt Schwitters Prize in 
2003, the Gershon Iskowitz Prize in 2004 and the DAAD Scholarship in 2001. In 2011, Graham was given 
The Audain Prize for Lifetime Achievement in Visual Arts, British Columbia, Canada. He was appointed as an 
Officer of the Order of Canada in 2016 for his contributions to Canadian contemporary art.



Graham’s work has been the subject of numerous major solo exhibitions internationally, among them a 2004 
retrospective that toured the US and Canada, including, among other venues, MoCA Los Angeles, ICA 
Philadelphia, Vancouver Art Gallery. Other institutional exhibitions include: Serlachius Museum Gösta, Mänttä, 
Finland (2020); Museum Frieder Burda, Baden-Baden, Germany (2017); Museum Voorlinden, Wassenaar, 
Netherlands (2017); BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art, Gateshead, UK (2017); Le Consortium, Dijon, 
France (2016); Sammlung Goetz, Munich, Germany (2015); Charles H. Scott Gallery, Emily Carr University 
of Art and Design, Vancouver, Canada (2014); Vancouver Art Gallery, Canada (2012); Museum der Moderne, 
Salzburg, Austria (2011); Museu D’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, Spain (2010); Jeu de Paume, Paris, 
France (2009); Whitechapel Art Gallery, London, UK (2002); Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin, Germany (2001); 
and Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, Austria (1999).

Graham’s work is included in collections worldwide, such as Musée national d’art moderne – Centre 
Pompidou, Paris; Tate, London; The Museum of Modern Art, New York; Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver; 
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa; MACBA, Barcelona and Nationalgalerie – Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Berlin.
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Rodney Graham
Paddler, Mouth of the Seymour
2012 – 2013
Painted aluminum lightboxes with transmounted 
chromogenic transparencies; triptych 
Each panel 304 x 182 x 18 cm / 119 5/8 x 71 
5/8 x 7 in

Rodney Graham
Betula Pendula Fastigiata (Sous-Chef on Smoke 
Break) 
2011
Painted aluminum lightbox with transmounted 
chromogenic transparency 
243 x 182 x 18 cm / 95 5/8 x 71 5/8 x 7 1/8 in

Rodney Graham
Main Street Tree
2006
Chromogenic photograph
228.6 x 185.4 x 5 cm / 90 x 73 x 2 in
Photo: Tom Van Eynde

 


