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Reading and interpreting art can be a passive or an active experience.  

David Garneau’s solo exhibition Métis/sage typifies his ongoing inquiry into the 

transformative concepts ‘becoming’ Métis and ‘being’ Métis in Canada today. Garneau 

uses a personal narrative to speak about broader experience. Seventeen works of art, 

shown at Urban Shaman Inc., an artist-run gallery in Winnipeg, span the years 2006 to 

2009. This is an exhibition of paintings, which integrate high and low art forms; found 

and altered objects; and souvenir Louis Riel nooses, available for a small donation. 

Aaniin enaabandaman mazinichigewin gidaa-michi-ganawaabandaan gemaa gidaa-

moozhitoon. 

David Garneau gaa-waabanda’iwed Métis/sage ogaganawaabandaan gegwedwed 

aaniin ayinaabanjigaadeg iwe ‘wii-wiisaakodewininiwan’ dago ‘wiisaakodewininiwan’ 

omaa Kaanada akiing noongom. Dadibaajimo Garneau aaniin wiin gaa-bi-ayizhiwebizid. 

Ashi-niizhwaaswi omazinichiganan waabanda’iwem imaa Urban Shaman 

Inc.,omazinichigeg gaa-bimendamowaad imaa Winnipeg aazha gii-ayaamagak 2006 ako 

2009 gaa-akiiwang. Waabanda’iwem mazinibii’iganan bebakaan gii-izhibii’igaadegin, 

mikigaadegin zhigwa meshkwajichigaadegin gaye gegoon. Louis Riel gaa-ondagoonind 

biiminakwaanan adaawaagem giishin wii-wiiji’iweyan. 

My initial questions, as an artist with mixed ancestry: Why do these paintings resonate 

with me? What are they saying? Who are they about? What do they say about the 

image-maker? Meandering through the multiple points of engagement with Métis culture 

and images, I began to consider the complexity of the Canadian cultural fabric for the 

individual and for the whole. 

Nitam igo gaa-noonde-gagwedweyaan owe aabitoozhaaniwiyaan: Aaniin wenji-

nisidotamaan ono? Aaniin  ekidoomagakin? Awegwenag ongo? Aaniin enaadizid a’a 

omazinibii’ige’? Bebakaan genawaabandamaan wiisaakodewinini odizhitwaawin zhigwa 

omazinaakiziganan, ninaanaagadawendaan epiichi-nanaadokowang Kaanada akiing 

izhitwaawin awiya onji gemaa gakina awiya onji. 



Garneau declares his position on cultural identity within the title of the exhibition. 

Métis/sage is a union of two words – Métis and sage – and of the French and Aboriginal 

heritages. Garneau sets up a re/clamation and re/appropriation in the translation of the 

French word and concept metissage – the mixing of blood. Rooted in tradition and 

history, sage is a symbol of women’s medicine in Aboriginal culture, conferring strength, 

wisdom, and clarity of purpose. It is also powerful as a purifying medicine that drives 

away negative energies and symbolizes the West in the Medicine Wheel, and the West 

in the sense of the western colonization, a historical moment for the Métis. The West is 

the geographical location of Métis culture, extending from the Red River Settlement to 

the Pacific Ocean. 

Garneau wiindamaage aweneniwid wiinjigaadenig gaa-waabanda’iwed. 

Métis/sage niizhinoon ikidowinan – Métis dago sage – Baakwaayishing zhigwa 

Anishinaabeng onjisewan. Garneau ogagwe/odoodaapinaan zhigwa ogagwe/miinotoon 

aanikanoochigewin imaa Baakwaayish odikidowin metissage – ginigonaman miskwi. 

Odaanaang onjisemagak, bashkodewazhk aaniish Anishinaabekweg ogii-bi-

aabajitoonaawaa’ zoongaadiziwin, gikendamaawiziwin zhigwa miinigoowiziwin. 

Zoongaadad nookwezong onji ji-maajaamagak anoojigo gegoo zhigwa giwaabandaan 

imaa Mashkiki ditibiseng ningaabii’anong. Ningaabii’anong aaniish waabishkiiwe gaa-

oninamaa’aad Anishinaaben zhigwa gaa-babaamigoziwaad wiisaakodewininiwag. 

Ningaabii’anong aaniish wiisaakodewininiwag gii-ayaawag. Miskoziibiing gaa-gii-

ayaawaad izhi gichigamiing Pacific Ocean gaa-ijigaadeg. 

Garneau has self-identified as Métis. Métis can be defined as a person who identifies as 

Métis, or is of the historic Métis Nation Ancestry and is accepted as such by the Métis 

Nation. Garneau’s reinterpretation and interruption of Metissage places the exhibition in 

motion, gaining new understandings of meaning making the endless supplementary 

meanings of the concept without losing its origin. 

Garneau ikido wiisaakodewininiwid. Wiisaakodewinini inaa’ awiya aawiwid gemaa 

izhinikaanidizod gemaa mii gaa-dinoowinid odaanikoobijigana’ mii wenji-inasaawaad 

iwe. Aaniin igo wiin ayinaabandang zhigwa gaa-ayinaabanjigaadenig iwe Metissage 

giwayaabandaan. Ani-gagikendaman bebakaan gegoon aaniin gaye ji-

ayinaabandamamban waniikesiwan idash aandi wenjisemagaki. 

 



Reading his paintings requires an investigative approach to interpret the layers of 

cultural and historical metaphors. Situation, place, time, circumstance and viewpoints 

unfold and construct new points of identification revealing subtexts rich in experience. An 

example of the positioning within cultural identity can be found in painting, Lost. Garneau 

draws onto the canvas with pencil a derelict interior of a wooden barn and then veils it 

small amber dots. The paint absorbs the led pencil altering the original colour. The affect 

causes my eyes to migrate between the foreground to the background. Lost is full of 

symbolism: the gold, wealth; the barn, economic development; and the dots, Métis 

culture. The building is unused dissolving by time alluding to an untold memory 

visualized by Garneau. Each of these signifiers locates the painting within a larger more 

specific narrative. 

Ji-nisidawinaman omazinichiganan ji-naanaagadawaabandaman aaniin enaabandang 

izhitwaawin zhigwa odaanaang gaa-bi-izhiseg. Ezhiwebak, aandi, apii, waabanjigaade 

aaniin ezhiseg aaniin gaye enaabanjigaadeg, mii ezhi-waabanjigaadeg bakaan ge-

izhiwebizingiban. Aaniin ezhitwaad awiya waabanjigaade imaa mazinibii’igewining, Lost. 

Garneau aabaji’aad ozhibii’iganaakoon odoozhibii’aan biigwanaagwaninig biindig mitigo-

waakaa’igan ezhi-ozaawi-mamazinibii’ang. Zhizhoobii’igan bakaan inazinaate 

ozhibii’iganaakoong onji. Mii dash niigaan odaanaang gidayinaabise. Niibowa gegoo ate 

imaa iwe Lost: wezaawaag, wenoodiziwin, mitigo-waakaa’igan, wendaadizing, zhigwa 

memazinaagin. Wiisaakodewininiwi izhitwaawin. Bizhishigwate waakaa’igan ani-

angwiimagak daabishkoo gii-wiindamaagesiing gegoo minjimendaming enaabandang 

Garneau. Endasing ono wiindamaagemagad aaniin enwaadeg dibaajimowining. 

 

Upon entering the gallery, visitors see an 8x5-foot painting, resembling Jacques Louis 

David’s Neo-classical Napoleon Crossing the Alps. Upon closer inspection, there is an 

unexpected leader evoking another time and culture. Garneau’s hero is Louis Riel. 

Rearing a noble steed, Riel is depicted raising a cross over his head. He is enveloped in 

a billowing, brown cloak with a finger-woven Métis sash and leather pouch peeking out 

from underneath. His gesture reveals the will of a commander leading his soldiers into 

battle. The distant landscape reveals not the Alps but the vast, flat fields of Batoche. 

Garneau’s Riel is an act of resistance and re-tells a pivotal story that is rooted in Métis 

history and memory. This is a satirical play on historical painters, how the west was 

documented, and the absurdity of the grand gesture in relation to the expansiveness of 



the terrain. 

Apii biindigeyan wayaabanda’iweng, wedisigewaad waabandaanaawaa’ nishwaasomizid 

akwaanig naanomizid enigokwadeyaanig mazinibii’igan Jacques Louise David 

izhinaagwading omazinibii’igewin Napoleon Crossing the Alps ezhinikaadenig. Jiigaya’ii 

dash ganawaabandaman, gigoshkwi’ig oniigaanii odaanaang onji bakaan gaye gii-

izhitwaad. Garneau ogitenimaan ini Louis Riel-an. Desabaanaad mishtadimoon, 

giwaabamaan Louis Riel ishpinaad aazhideyaatigoon. Giwaabamaa gashkiwepizod 

ozaawaanig agwan zhigwa gijipizod wiisaakodewininiwi gijipizon zhigwa zaagijishkang 

bashkweginiwi gashkibidaaganens anaaming onji. Enaakizod daabishkoo maajiinaad 

wiiji-zhimaaganisha’ wii-anda-miigaazod. Odaanaang gaawiin giwaabandanziin Alps 

gaa-ijigaadegin, nawach giwaabandaan nabagaak mashkoden imaa Batoche. Garneau 

Riel-an odinaabamaan gii-bagijiisiinig mii waawiindamaaged. Wawezhibii’igaade gaa-bi-

izhibii’igewaad odaanaang omazinibii’igeg. Aaniin gaa-izhibii’igaadeg odaanaang omaa 

gechiwaag zhigwa aaniin gaa-izhi-wawezhibii’igewaad odaanaang aaniin igo enakiiwang 

wenjiiwaad. 

Métis/sage is a visual experience and a place for interpreting and critiquing experiences 

about Métis-ness. The works question the multiple conditions and contexts of the 

hybridity rooted in Métis visual language and symbols. 

Métis/sage gimoozhitoon wayaabandaman. Mii imaa ji-izhi-aanikanoochigaadeg aaniin 

enenjigaadeg wiisoodewininiiwing. Ono mazinibii’igewinan wiindamaagemagadoon 

aaniin gaa-izhiwebizing aaniin gaye bebakaan wiisaakodewininiwag gaa-inaabamindwaa 

odinwewiniwaang zhigwa odinwaajichiganiwaan. 

 

Garneau is an artist, writer, educator, critical thinker and curator. This is apparent by the 

use of text, found in paintings throughout the exhibition. Text is used to tell a story when 

two characters engage in dialogue. Text is also used in the form of words, labels or 

stereotypes. Sometimes these words act as the title and serve as a compositional base 

and intellectual starting point. Words and statements like Metis? and Half-breed come 

across as literal statements. Looking closer at these paintings, I interpret these texts as 

uncurbed didactic, goading me to unravel the stereotypes they contain. Garneau places 

the words in conjunction with challenging images creating a curious banter between the 

visual and oral projections of Métis culture. The integration of visual symbol and verbal 



semantics allows me to read Garneau’s paintings from a new set of cultural starting 

points.  I reconsider the simple act of looking. 

Garneau aaniish mazinibii’ige, ozhibii’ige, gikinoo’amaage, onaagadawenjigani zhigwa 

wayaabanda’iwe mazinichiganan inanokii. Waabanjigaade owe omazinibii’igewining 

aaniin ezhibii’iged. Odoozhibii’iganan wiindamaagemagadoon apii awiyag 

gaganoonidiwaad. Wiindamaagemagadoon gaye ikidowinan, enwaazowin gemaa 

izhinikaanidiwin. Naanigoding ono ikidowinan niigaanisinoon ji-wiindamaagemagakin 

wegonen ji-onji-naagajitooyan mazinibii’igewining. Ikidowinan daabishkoo Metis zhigwa 

aabitagoozhaan gwayak wiindewan. Weweni dash ganawaabanjigaadegin, 

gikina’amaagemagadoon, niwiikoshkaa ji-wiindamaageyaan aaniin ekidoomagakin. 

Onabotoonan ikidowinan zhigwa mazinibii’igewinan ji-naanaagadawenjigaadeg aaniin 

gegwe-ikidoomagak wiisaakodewininiwi izhitwaawin onji. Ini nabosingin niwiiji’igonan ji-

nisidawinamaan aaniin gegwe-ikidod Garneau imaa omazinibii’igewining. Bakaan 

nindinaabandaan aaniin ezhi-ganawaabandamaan. 

Garneau’s paintings function between a duality of looking and reading: what is seen and 

what is implied. Two large yellowish canvases with animal heads employ this strategy. A 

single animal head floats on an ochre-soaked canvas beside another canvas with an 

identical background. The second canvas includes two animal heads, both looking in the 

same direction. The heads resemble a drawing from 1874 Germany. At first glance, I 

see a duck. Then I am surprised to see a rabbit. What I once thought was static shifts 

between two mutually exclusive states into a strange and intriguing hybridity 

These bistable images drew on the relationship between viewing and making sense. 

Garneau’s wit allows us to read into the relation, challenging us to go beyond the first 

layer of literal perception to activate secondary perception systems. These paintings 

became a metaphor. They use cognitive dissonance in play with social and cultural 

perceptions about Métis-ness. 

Niizhwewig inaabanjigaadeniwan Garneau omazinibii’igewinan. Wegonen 

waabanjigaadeg zhigwa wegonen inwaajigaadeg. Niizh waabizaawaagin apibii’iganan 

awesi-ozhtigwaanan eyaamagakin aabadad owe onji. Awesi oshtigwaan agondeni 

miskwaanig apibii’igan mazinaakideg bezhig miinawaa apibii’igan odaanaang. Ani-niizh 

iwe apibii’igan, niizhiwag awesiwag oshitigwaaniwaan. Ezhi-niizhiwaad bezhigon 

inaabiwag. Daabishkoo bezhig mazinibii’igan 1874 gaa-ozhibii’igaadeg imaa Germany. 

Nitamaabandaman igo, zhiishiib giwaabamaa. Ningoshkwi’ig waabamag waabooz. 



Nitam ningii-nisidawinaan inendamaan bebakaanakin gegoon memeshkwajisewan ezhi-

nabosegin. Ezhi-niizhingin ji-ganawaabanjigaadegin ji-nisidawinaagwakin. Garneau ezhi-

na’id ogashkitoon owe ji-inaabandamang daga wegonen genawaabandaman bakaan ji-

ani-inaabandamamban. Ono mazinibii’iganan gii-ani-wiindamaagemagadoon bakaan 

gegoo onji. Mii wenji-aabadak niizhwaabanjigewin aaniin enaabamindwaa 

wiisaakodewininiwag odinaadiziwiniwaang zhigwa odizhitwaawiniwaang. 

The archeology of memory can be interpreted as the braiding of historical and personal 

narratives. Two 4x5-foot paintings expose a memory full of quiet annunciations from an 

unusual main character tracing a story of loss, racism and cover-up. These paintings are 

part of a series honouring the life of seventeen-year-old Neil Stonechild. In 1990, 

Stonechild was found frozen to death in a snow-covered field on the perimeter of 

Saskatoon after he had been dropped off by local police officers. It was common for 

police to apprehend Aboriginals who were under the influence of alcohol and drop them 

in remote locations so that they could walk back to sobriety. The legacy of Stonechild’s 

tragic story comes to represent all Aboriginal people who have gone missing, met with 

violence and experience racism. 

Gete-minjimendamowin inaabanjigaade daabishkoo nabonigaadegin odaanaang gaa-

izhiseg dago awiyag odibaajimowiniwaan. Niizh mazinibii’iganan 4X5 mizid inigokwaagin 

ozhibii’igaadewan ji-dibaajimoomagakin awiya gegoo gii-wanitood, gii-majenimind 

anishinaabewid zhigwa gaajigewin. Mii dash ono mazinibii’iganan ji-nanaakomind ashi-

niizhwaaswi dasobibooned Neil Stonechild gaa-inind. 1990 ekiiwang, gii-mikawaa 

Stonechild gii-mashkawaakwajid bashkwaang agwajaya’ii Saskatoon gaa-ishkwaa-

bagijiwebinaawaad zhimaaganishag. Mii ako gaa-izhichigewaad zhimaaganishag imaa, 

ogii-moozhaginaawaa’ Anishinaabe’ gii-minikwenid, mii gaa-izhi-bagijiwebinaawaad 

agwajaya’ii oodenaang neyaab ji-bi-giiwe’osenid ji-aatebiinid. Mi dash awe Stonechild 

odibaajimowin wiindamaagemagad aaniin anishinaabeg wenji-wani’indwaa, 

miigaanindwaa dago gaye gii-majenimindwaa. 

 

 

 

 

 



Starlight Tour is a reconstruction of evidentiary details from the inquiry. There are 

images of Stonechild’s coat, the lacerations on his forehead, his missing shoe, the 

handcuffs, an investigator’s suit jacket, and comic-book style action and narration 

bubbles. The images are broken flashing pivotal moments throughout the investigation. 

In XX one is simultaneously aware of the picture's surface and its content. I am 

confronted with the terrible reality of a body lying limp on the ground, while figures stand 

above. Garneau defuses the scene by veiling the image with a constellation of painted 

dots. The result is an oscillating image that allows me to engage and disengage with this 

disturbing scene. I lingered for a while, wondering about are our responses and our 

personal positions in relation to this tragic event. 

Iwe Starlight Tour wiindamaagemagad aaniin gaa-izhiseg iwe apii gaa-

ganawaabanjigaadeg. Giwaabandaan Stonechild obiizikawaagan, gii-gaagiishkishkaad 

oskatigong, nabekizined, gashkinikepizonan, zhimaaganishiwi-biizikawaagan, 

mazinibii’iganan ozhibii’igaadegin aaniin ekidowaad awiyag. Mazinibii’igaadewan 

dibaajimong aaniin gaa-izhiseg apii gaa-andooshkigaadeg. Imaa XX zhemaag awiya 

ogikendaan wegonen debaajimoomagak. Ji-gikendamaan gagwaanisagendaagwak 

awiya neshangishing mitakamigaang zhigwa awiyag ganawaabamaawaad. Mii dash 

Garneau omamazinitoon omazinibii’igan ji-bagakaabanjigaadesinog. Mii dash gii-

babizwaabandaan ganawaabandaman aaniin gaa-izhisegwen. Ningii-

naanaagadawendaan aaniin ji-doodamang, aaniin ji-inendamang owe gaa-gii-izhiseg. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Publishing and reclaiming are other strategies used by Garneau the re- conceptionalize 

of the physical and cultural landscape. There are beaded maps that describe the path of 

Métis people. Three 4x5-foot paintings depict Edmonton in the 1880s, Red River in the 

1870s and Ste. Madeline today. All are about migration. They reveal the transition from 

the French river lot system to British gridlike surveying and segregation system. In these 

contemplative and quiet paintings, the overlay of painted dots referencing Métis 

beadwork is a reminder that these communities began as Métis settlements. Beadwork 

can trace a family history that connects the Métis culture back to the land. 

Omazinibii’igewinan zhigwa bakaan gegoo izhichige Garneau ji-gikenjigaadenig aaniin 

ayizhinaagwadinig imaa dezhindang. Manidoominensag aabadiziwag ji-mazinibii’ang 

wiisaakodewininiwag omiikanawaan. Niswi 4X5 mizid inigokwaagin mazinibii’igaadeg 

Edmonton 1880 ekiiwang, Red River ningoji igo 1870 ekiiwang zhigwa Ste. Madeline 

noongom. Gakina wiindamaagemagadoon aanjigoziwin. Waabanjigaade ani-aanjiseg 

Baakwaayishag odizhichigewiniwaa’ dibina’oonaawaad aki Anishinaabe’ zhigwa 

Zhaaganaashag gaa-gii-izhi-diba’akiiwaad aki. Ono mazinibii’iganan 

manidoominensikaadegin bengitoomagakin ji-gaganawaabandaman ji-maamikawiseyan 

wiisaakodewininiwag ono odooninamaawiniwaan. Manidoominensiwi-mazinibii’iganan 

wiindamaagemagadoon wiisaakodewininiwag zhigwa akiing gaa-bi-dazhiikewaad. 

David Garneau integrates the history of painting and elements of Métis culture. He asks 

questions to provoke a collective wondering and create a dialogue that connects 

individuals to the collective memory and the story of Métis heritage. He is an investigator 

of historical, material and contemporary Métis culture. The space Garneau redefines is 

both linear and non-linear and is a natural consequence of the combination of unveiling 

visual narratives and verbal word play. Métis/sage reveals Garneau’s the true sensibility, 

allowing for the re-telling of culture through memory, politics, and desire. 

David Garneau odoozhibii’aan odaanaang mazinibii’igewin zhigwa wiisaakodewininiwag 

odizhitwaawiniwaa’. Odoozhibii’aan ji-gagwedweng aaniin ji-izhi-gikenjigaadeg 

odaanaang aaniin gaa-bi-izhisewaad wiisaakodewininiwag. Onandooshkaan odaanaang 

gaa-izhiseg, odoozhichiganiwaan odaanaang zhigwa noongom wiisaakodewininiwag. 

Etenig Garneau owiindamaagewin gwayak dibaajimo zhigwa bakaan odizhisidoon mii 

aaniish ezhiseg dibaajimoyan gimazinibii’igewining zhigwa gidikidowining. Metis/sage 

waabanda’iwe Garneau enenjigaadeg miinawaa ji-wiindamaageng izhitwaawin imaa onji 

minjimendamowining, ezhiwebiziwaad bemaadiziwaad zhigwa nendawenjigaadeg. 



 


