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Opening reception:

The line between the decadent and the morbid is often ambiguous and fl uid. One of the most 
startling aspects of Marianne Corless’  is the interplay of these two energies - at times  is the interplay of these two energies - at times 
creating intellectual tension, and at other times inviting an emotional response. ’s fur ’s fur 
portraits and blanket assemblages introduce us to an artist wrestling with the concept of 
Canadian identity in unique and challenging ways. 

To create the fur portraits, Corless disassembles used fur coats one seam at a time, creates a 
palette of fur fragments from the recovered materials, and then reassembles the pieces into a 
textured mosaic. She uses the same technique on a broader scale to create the fur fl oor coverings. 

The fur coat itself is a charged object. It is lush and sensuous, and yet represents a visceral reality 
of death and dismemberment. It declares wealth and power, but also speaks to the sexual politics 
of male provider and female wearer. And, almost discarded, the thrift store fur coat illustrates how 
an object’s value can change over time. As we stand on the fur rugs, we literally stand on these and 
other complexities.

The history of Canada is inescapably stitched together with fur. The lives of First Nations, French, 
and British people were woven together through the fur trade - creating patterns of beauty and of 

horror. The pelts of the beaver, mink, muskrat, fox, seal, and other animals found throughout what 
became Canadian lands, provided a reason for the colony’s expansion, and an incentive for 
exploitation and violence. 

The fur portraits are literalized metaphors: the icons of a country built on fur become fur-bearing 
creatures themselves. The portraits are also irreverent. It is hard not to smile at the portrait of Queen 
Elizabeth, her furry face at once familiar and foreign, eerie. The smugness of Sir Wilfrid Laurier and 
the pomposity of the Sun King are mocked, their emblematic features blurred and blunted by their 
rendering in fur. 

With the Hudson`s Bay blankets,  moves from irreverence to solemnity. In these works, the  moves from irreverence to solemnity. In these works, the 
fabric “pustules” of smallpox boil and drip with the same threads that suture the blankets together. 
The crudeness of these sutures implies emergency surgery, a primitive attempt to care for the 
wounds of the past. Elsewhere in the series, the geometric structure and somber colours evince 
a ritualism that often accompanies grieving, or the creation of a monument. 

Corless uses materials and images that are inherently political. However, the dimension and 
complexity of the issues explored by her work subvert traditional expectations of so-called “Political 
Art.” Moreover, the craftsmanship and irreverence of the portraits work to defuse preconceived 
notions about their materials and subjects, and the techniques of sewing and quilting used in the 
blankets evoke a domesticity and femininity that is a counterpoint to the diffi cult – and sometimes 
brutal – themes.  raises challenging questions about how colonialism and the historical fur  raises challenging questions about how colonialism and the historical fur 
trade have shaped the identities of contemporary Canadians.   

Meg Walker


