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Wil A ccess of Caribbean and Caribbean Canadian artjsts so often
iy 12 e:&;iting outside Canada? \_flctoria-paseq, ]amgicarybom artist
led on pbelisa skilled mult|d|sc1pl}qaw a.rtlst with animaginative ming
chaf'es C:—ucts compelling spaces for _cntucal _duscourse. His art practice Spans
whocons e decades, with an extensive period spent on the west coast of
oot th':e has an impressive international exhibition record, inc|uding at

A )a. Art Museum Miami, Havana Biennial, Brooklyn Museum and Santo
he .f"-zo giennial; he was also the chief curator at the National Gallery of
DO“‘,TS gut “Charles Campbell: as it was, as it should have been” was his
i alolt; exhibition in Vancouver. .
first (;ne might exp?CF/.gi"en his lpternatlonal experience, that he'd have
ady had an exhibition at the likes .of t.he Yancpuver Art Gallery, which
a":ies itself as one of the the top arts institutions in the Pacific Northwest
o:lat sther public ga!|eries in thg rggion. Campbell shareq with me that hi;
entiying a5 a Caribbean artist in BC often leads others to assume that
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Oreven deemed a threat.
Despite thg “othering” of his work in Canada, the methodologies
Campbell applies to his artistic process are deeply rooted in contemporary

Maroonscape series. Maroonscape 1: Cockpit Archipelago (2019) is an
Intricate sculpture perceived as a broken, asymmetrical hive. It is made of
mat board and wood and serves as an architectural map inspired by
Jamaica’s Cockpit Country, an area with hills, ridges and deep valleys,
where the Maroons settled. The Jamaican Maroons were enslaved Africans
who fought, revolted and escaped from the plantations, forming their
own free communities. Their resistance proved detrimental to enhancing
profits for the British, who eventually signed treaties with the Maroons,
granting them land and autonomy in exchange for their peace and support
of the colonial militia. Campbell integrates his personal relationship to this
landscape with the spirit of resistance to imagine a futuristic model of
autonomy against colonial forces.

Throughout the gallery, the sound installation Maroonscape 2: Yet Every
Child (2020) echoed the songs of birds local to Jamaica’s Cockpit Country
region. Campbell spent much time recording birds and editing their
sounds into little fragments, which were then translated into Morse code
and reconfigured into a quotation from Afrofuturist author Octavia Butler.
This brilliant integration of sound functions as a multispecies language-
in-progress in search of emancipation in the spaces Campbell conceives.
Viewers undergo Actor Boy’s method of time travel to become immersed
in another utopic future created by Campbell, with each specific trill and
tweet of a bird acting as a portal through time and space, one that enables
a direct link between our ecological environment and futuristic notions
of liberation.

The polarity of the cross-cultural reception of Campbell’s art raises questions
about how Caribbean contemporary art is underrepresented more broadly,
and why the success of Caribbean and Caribbean Canadian artists often
happens outside Canada. Museums and galleries function as institutions of
power that define the value of artistic and cultural production through the
persistent bad habit of “othering” descendants of Caribbean heritage.

Many Canadians—especially art consumers and institutional gatekeepers—
do not view Caribbean contemporary art as relevant or relatable to the
established colonial Canadian narrative. The birth of modern art is owed to
racialized artists, yet the recognition has not followed. The colonial lens that
defined modern art is the same one upholding the merits of contemporary
art now; there has been almost no evolution in white imperialist thought that
frames so much of the Canadian art world.

If the challenges to colonialism that emerge from Campbell’s conceptual
landscapes and multidisciplinary works continue to be reduced to racial and
cultural stereotypes perpetuated by Canada’s outdated and complex
relationship with the Caribbean, will there be a future for Caribbean art in
Canada? What would that look like? Social justice movements have begun
to challenge colonial rhetoric, but Charles Campbell reminds us that there
is more work to be done. —KRYSTAL PARABOO



