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fOrEwOrd
Carla Garnet

I am delighted to write about the results of Patrick DeCoste’s inaugural curatorial 
project Seed Un Cede at the John B. Aird Gallery in Toronto. DeCoste, an established 
visual artist and emerging curator brings three Indigenous artists together to explore 
their interpretations of ‘digital signals from the woodland forest’. How fitting during 
pandemic times to acknowledge the various non-physical ways objects, animals, 
and people interact, exchange information, and connect.

Donald Chrétien, Shawn Johnston, and Bernard Leroux deploy complex visual 
languages as cyphers in this exhibition, to describe and convey aspects of 
contemporary Indigenous experience in electronic media and traditional paint on 
canvas. Their works delicately challenge us to decode layers of personal, visual, and 
auditory messaging to reveal three unique perspectives on life, our relations, and the 
vulnerable network that anchors us to the fabric of the world.

Curated by queer Acadian-Metis artist Patrick DeCoste, and advised by Serpent 
River First Nation, GG Award-winning artist Bonnie Devine, Seed Un Cede digital 
signals from the woodland forest examines the codes and the coding utilized in the 
Woodland School and more recent digital platforms to speak about colonization and 
Indigenous futurism.

The visual arts exhibition showcases the artwork of Bernard Leroux, Shawn Johnston, 
and Donald Chrétien, three Indigenous artists who use traditional and contemporary 
techniques to create personal and vibrant expressions of nature and spirit. 

According to DeCoste, the artworks activate our senses, performing like messages 
from the woodland forest, coded signals, transmitting on a frequency of white birch 
bark and mega-pixels.”

The exhibition featured painting, sculpture, video, and digital animation to express 
individual relationships with land and identity. It was presented on-site from 
September 25 to November 26, 2021, at the John B. Aird Gallery.

This online publication, comprising photo documentation of the exhibit, showing 
Leroux, Johnston, and Chrétien’s work in-situ, along with a brief introduction by 
Devine and curatorial text by DeCoste, contributes to a growing body of visual 
art literature exploring Indigenous imaginings that use technology to picture 
contemporary environmental experience. 

Seed Un Cede. digital signals from the woodland forest. and the dialogue it fosters 
are offered in the spirit of advancing ongoing conversations about aspects of the 
contemporary Indigenous experience in electronic media and traditional materials.

This visual arts project is presented with support from the Toronto Arts Council and the 
Fleck Family.

PrEfaCE
Bonnie Devine
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CuratOrIal ESSaY 
Patrick DeCoste

I gave the director the title: 

‘Seed Un Cede. digital signals from the woodland forest.’

Carla Garnet, the director of John B. Aird Gallery, had invited Bonnie Devine as 
exhibition advisor. Once my MFA thesis advisor at OCAD University, Bonnie connected 
me with the artists’ Bernard Leroux and Shawn Johnston. I reconnected with Donald 
Chrétien whom I had first met in 2014, at an arts workshop at Debajehmujig Creation 
Centre on Manitoulin Island. I now had three artists and a title.

The woodlands around Georgian Bay are the woods of Norvel Morrisseau who created 
a new style of painting in the 60s, borrowing from his past and influencing future 
generations of artists like Chrétien, Johnston, and Leroux. Their works are rooted in 
nature, spirit, and traditions of their land while going baroque with chromostereopsic 
colours, digital animation, and celestial videos.

Donald Chrétien paints with an electrifying and visually vibrating Woodland style. His use 
of chromostereopsis - a method of applying contrasting and complementary colours 
- cause chromatic pulses and aberrations as seen in the “Pollinator” series. The four 
portraits in the exhibition, of a chickadee, bumblebee, moth, and hummingbird, each 
contain a fire burning within, emanating from a central circular shape, the symbol of 
woman. His work is steeped in traditional codes and meaning passed on to the artist 
from his elders, such as Basil Johnston (1929-2015) a respected Anishinaabe storyteller 
and scholar.

While the “Pollinator” series correspond to the medicine wheel (colours, directions, 
elements, seasons, plants, etc.) and emanate from the Woodland School, they also 
carry very personal meanings. Each painting is based on a real person from the 
artist’s life, a portrait of their spirit, their fire within. The artist offers this spirit medicine as 
pollination for hope and for the future.

Shawn Johnston’s videos ‘Feathvrs’ and ‘Bvrch’ offer a disruption to meaning and 
representation. The objects on each screen are feathers and birch bark, respectively. 
They embody traditions of ritual and technology: smudging, writing, and transportation. 
The feathers were found in the forest at Devils Glen on the Niagara Escarpment and the 
birch bark came from the artist’s driveway. The objects are from nature, yet they have 
been disembodied from nature and reborn in a digital world.

The feathers hover upright across the surface, waltzing through a slow square dance. 
The sheet of white birch bark rotates on a dark screen, like a solo dancer leisurely 
spinning a pirouette. The images move and grow from a cellular level, like crystalline 
latticework, a matrix of pixelated beadwork. The birch bark video finishes with a view 
from a car driving down a nighttime highway showing streetlights, road signs, and a 
yellow meridian. A road out of here, a pathway to the future.

It is a common misconception that the land in Canada has been 
respectfully and legally acquired over the centuries, through treaty 
negotiations or otherwise. It should be noted that historically, treaties
are not about land purchases but rather about co-existing and 
sharing the land.

 -  Taylor MacLean 6 Common Myths about Treaties in  
  Canada Centre for Indigenous Studies

The Toronto Purchase Treaty No.13 of 1805 saw 250,000 acres of land sold 
for 10 shillings by the Mississaugas of the Credit to the British Crown. In 1998, 
the Mississaugas argued that the sale price was unreasonable and that 
the Crown had unlawfully taken more land than agreed upon, including 
the Toronto Islands, in the original Toronto Purchase Treaty of 1787.2 The 
Crown (Canadian Government) was forced to publicly acknowledge the 
legality of treaties and to negotiate compensations. The Mississaugas were 
awarded $145 million but did not get any land back.

 -  Donna Duric, 2017. The Toronto Purchase Treaty No. 13 (1805) - 
  Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation [MB7]

Seed Un Cede. digital signals from the woodland forest.

I was walking through the woods near my cottage, along the shores of Georgian Bay, 
when my cellphone rang. It was the director of the Toronto gallery, where I would be 
curating an upcoming show of work by Indigenous artists. She needed a title for the 
show for a grant application. I had no title and no theme, yet. I looked down at the 
land under my feet and I thought: I’m standing on unceded land.

Unceded means not given away. Ceded means given away. Unceded land was not 
given away by Indigenous people to European settlers, it was taken. Where I stand 
on Georgian Bay, a two-hour drive north of Toronto is Crown Treaty 5 land, called 
the Penetanguishene Purchase of 1798. It is another example of the Crown (the 
government) overstepping the boundaries of treaties with First Nations. Fifty thousand 
acres were unlawfully ceded through sleight of hand. This was the basis of a claim 
submitted by the Chippewa Tri-Council (Beausoleil, Rama, and Georgina Island First 
Nations) in 1986 and 1990 to Canada’s Specific Claims Branch but was rejected by 
Canada. I stand on the unceded lands of the Chippewa.
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Bernard Leroux’s “Uncover Recover” video moves along a passageway through a 
night-time forest with a starry sky above. It feels like we are moving in a canoe down a 
river, or in a car speeding along a highway. The stars in the sky are moving in seemingly 
chaotic speeds and directions, connected by navigational vector lines or constellation 
diagrams. We are on a launching pad, navigating our jump to warp-speed toward a 
distant star or planet.

Leroux’s video is projected onto the gallery wall through a thicket of burnt wood 
sculptures. The sculptures “Bois Brulés Inversion” are a collection of found oak carvings, 
fleurs de lis, and other finials, charred by the artist’s torch. They are colonial icons 
intervened by the artist to examine treaties and relations between settlers, Metis, and 
Anishinaabeg.

The soundtrack to Leroux’s video is “Other Frequencies” by musician David Ronald 
DeLeary. We hear squealing modulations of AM radio frequencies, radio telescope 
recordings of Saturn, some wolves howling, an eagle’s cry, and an assemblage of 
intertribal melodies, rhythms, and vocables. The sound is amplified in the gallery space, 
accompanied by Johnston’s “Feathvrs” soundtrack which is an electronic ambient 
and industrial soundscape. “These sounds speak to the past, present and futurity of 
Indigenous spirit” (Leroux, 2021).

Leroux’s launching pad, Johnston’s highway, and Chrétien’s pollinators all show the 
artists’ relationships to home, tradition, and technology. Their works activate our senses: 
Listening to a hummingbird’s vibrating wings, smelling burnt wood, feeling a feather 
touching your hand, licking dripping nectar from a flower. They feel like messages from 
the woodland forest, coded signals, transmitting on a frequency of white birch bark and 
mega pixels.

These artists are taking back their land, one pixel or brush stroke at a time, and signaling 
their visions of the future for this land we all stand on.
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BErnArD lErOuX



SEED un CEDE examines the 

codes and the coding utilized in 

the woodland school, as well as 

more recent digital platforms, to 

speak about colonization and 

Indigenous futurism. This image is 

a detail from Leroux’s video that 

explores uncovering/recovering 

lost languages in the night sky.

Installation view (left) and still images 
(top and bottom)of Leroux‘s Uncover 
Recover, 2018 accompanied by Bois 
Brulés Inversion (Crown, and Oak 
Cluster), 2018.



Still images from Uncover Recover, 2018, in no 
particular order. For a collaborative project 
between Ontario College of Art and Design 
University / Royal Ontario Museum. Animated 
digital video with multi-media: photos, charcoal 
drawing, 3D graphics, Soundscape - Titled 
Frequencies by David Ronald DeLeary.



Still image from Bernard Leroux‘s Uncover Recover, 2018.



Still image from Bernard Leroux‘s Uncover Recover, 2018, continued.



Detail of Bernard Leroux’s Bois Brulés Inversion (Crown, and Oak Cluster), 2018.



Installation view and details of Bois Brulés Inversion (Crown, and Oak Cluster), 2018, 6 burnt carved wood 
colonial icons, 18” x 12” each. 



SHawn JOhnstOn



Still image of FEATHVR, 2019, interactive new-media work, presented as a looping video, 
link to 3D model: https://skfb.ly/6GKPO 

https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/feathvr-3c6cb39d94b34d0ab7c5c7048781e0ac


Still images from FEATHVR, 2019, in no particular 
order. New-media work, presented as a looping 
video, or rotatiing image (left), link to 3D model: 
https://skfb.ly/6GKPO 

https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/feathvr-3c6cb39d94b34d0ab7c5c7048781e0ac


%20https://skfb.ly/6GKPO




Still images from BVRCH V4 // 2019-2020, in no 
particular order, new-media work presented as a 
looping video of rotating image (left), link to 3D 
model: https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/bvrch-
vconflict-1-24b7dfd14e2f4929bb5c1af353240a79

https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/bvrch-vconflict-1-24b7dfd14e2f4929bb5c1af353240a79
https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/bvrch-vconflict-1-24b7dfd14e2f4929bb5c1af353240a79
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DOnalD CHrÉTIEn



excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Chickadee, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 101.6 x 76.2 cm Installation view and details of excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Chickadee, 2020.



excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Bee, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 101.6 x 76.2 cm. Installation view (left).



excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Humming Bird, 2020, acrylic on canvas,101.6 x 76.2 cm

Installation view and detail of excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Humming Bird, 2020.



excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Moth, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 101.6 x 76.2 cm

Installation view and details of excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Moth, 2020.
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bIOGraPhIES
BERNARD LEROUX holds an MFA from 
OCAD-U. He currently teaches photography 
and advanced digital film production at 
Durham College in the School of Media 
Art and Design - frequently collaborating 
with the Centre for Academic and Faculty 
Enrichment (CAFÉ) and the First Peoples 
Indigenous Centre (FPIC) [Durham College] 
as an educational developer for Indigenous 
Learning.

The unique style and impact of Aboriginal 
fine artist DONALD CHRÉTIEN spring 
from his combined passion for colour 
and woodland-style expression. His 
ongoing exploration of his heritage has 
him concentrating on distinct features of 
Ojibwe clans’ acrylic on canvas. His works 
are exhibited in some of the most interesting 
corners of North America. His Vancouver 
Olympics installation piece, titled: Ngashi 
Nijii Bineshiinh or Mother, Friend, Small Bird, 
is on permanent display in Vancouver’s 
Pacific Coliseum and stands 12 feet high by 
80 feet long. 

SHAWN JOHNSTON is a queer Indigenous 
Digital Media Artist, living in Innisfil, ON. 
Shawn has a BFA in Integrated Media and 
is a Master of Information (MI) Candidate 
with the Faculty of Information at the 
University of Toronto. His area of focus 
is Archives and Records Management 
(ARM) & Culture and Technology. Shawn’s 
work explores elements of the body, 
memory, identity, and & their relationships 
within the framework of Indigenous 
Culture and technology; Recording, 
preserving, and honoring Indigenous 
history & tradition, propelling it into the 
forefront of modern mode & discourse. 
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PATRICK DECOSTE is a visual artist, 
educator, and occasional curator. 
His work is autobiographical and a 
conversation between Canadian history 
and a queer metis Nova Scotian voice. He 
now lives in Toronto, where he received an 
MFA from OCAD University and received 
the President’s Award for Outstanding 
Achievement in Graduate Studies. His 
work has been exhibited across Canada, 
beyond, and recently at Tom Thomson 
Gallery, Owen Sound. He teaches art 
workshops through the Urban Indigenous 
Education Centre in Toronto.  Some of 
his occasional curatorial projects include 
Bluewater Revue: an art residency on 
Georgian Bay, Daddy I and Daddy II: art 
projects displayed at alternative spaces in 
the artist’s neighbourhood, and Gay Gardens 
at Aird Gallery in the summer of 2020. 

BONNIE DEVINE is an installation artist, 
video maker, curator, and writer. Her 
work emerges from the storytelling and 
image-making traditions that are central 
to Anishinaabe culture. Though formally 
educated in sculpture and installation art 
at OCAD and York Universities, Devine’s 
most enduring learning came from her 
grandparents, who were trappers at 
Genaabaajing (Serpent River) First Nation, 
on the north shore of Lake Huron. Using 
cross-disciplinary approaches and iterations 
of written, visual, and performative 
practice, Devine explores issues of land, 
environment, treaty, history, and narrative.



Bernard Leroux
Uncover Recover, 2018
For a collaborative project between 
Ontario College of Art and Design University / Royal Ontario Museum
Animated digital video with multi-media: photos, charcoal drawing, 3D graphics
Soundscape - Titled Frequencies by David Ronald DeLeary.

Bois Brulés Inversion (Crown, and Oak Cluster), 2018
6 burnt carved wood colonial icons 
18” x 12” each

Shawn Johnston
FEATHVR, 2019
New-media work
Presented as a looping video
Link to 3D model: https://skfb.ly/6GKPO 

BVRCH V4 // 2019-2020
New-media work
Presented as a looping video
Link to 3D model:
https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/bvrch-vconflict-1-24b7dfd14e2f4929bb5c1af353240a79

Donald Chrétien
excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Bee, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
101.6 x 76.2 cm

Donald Chrétien 
excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Chickadee, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
101.6 x 76.2 cm

Donald Chrétien 
excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Humming Bird, 2020
Acrylic on Canvas
101.6 x 76.2 cm

Donald Chrétien 
excerpt from the Pollinator Series, Moth, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
101.6 x 76.2 cm

liST of arTwOrkS

aIrD GallEry
The John B. Aird Gallery (1985-present) is a self-funded non-profit public 
art gallery with a director/curator, a managing board, and charitable-
tax-status. The Gallery hosts up to nine exhibits per year, plus an annual 
fundraiser. These exhibits provide participation opportunities for up to four 
hundred artists per year.

The Aird prides itself on being inclusive, hosting several large-group shows, 
and two or three annual Arts Council and/or Scotiabank CONTACT Festival 
of Photography funded exhibits that pay CARFAC fees. The Gallery’s mission 
is to provide a generous, safe contemporary art exhibition space where 
visual culture can be shared and explored by an audience as diverse as its 
makers. We believe visual culture inspires, engages, and amplifies Toronto’s 
communities. In September 2019 the Aird Gallery moved from the provincial-
government buildings at Bay and Wellesley, to a temporary location on 
West-Queen-West. We foresee returning to our 3,500 square foot space on 
the second floor in the Macdonald Block before the end of the decade.

The John B. Aird Gallery acknowledges the land we are operate on is the 
traditional territory of many nations including the Mississaugas of the Credit, 
the Anishnabeg, the Chippewa, the Haudenosaunee and the Wendat 
peoples and is now home to many diverse First Nations, Inuit, and Métis 
peoples. We also acknowledge that the City of Toronto, where we are 
located, is covered by Treaty 13 with the Mississaugas of the Credit.
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John B. Aird Gallery Artscape West Queen West 

906 Queen Street West, B05, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, M6J 1G6 

A Canadian Registered Charity: 85850 5191 RR0001
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