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Joy Walker: Fictive Foldings, Mixed 
Messages 
by Gary Michael Dault 
  
I notice that Fashion magazine has been atwitter for the past couple of issues with mini-
features offering consumer guidance in the art of wearing stripes. Such articles, helpful as 
they well might be to stripe-anxious women, do not of course assay an adjacent, more fun-
damental question: how to look at stripes.
     
The last time stripes were the subject of any sustained rumination was during that brief 
period in the 1960s when, in a narrow window of cultural perusal wedged between the 
heydays of pop art and minimal art, the art world turned its attention-deficited gaze upon 
Optical (or “Op”) Art (Bridget Riley, Richard Anuszkiewicz, Victor Vasarely etc.), temporarily 
valourizing it in William C. Seitz’s exhibition, The Responsive Eye, mounted at the Museum of 
Modern Art in 1965. 
     
Optical Art was mostly about dazzle.  And dazzle, like fireworks, burns quickly back to noth-
ing.  By 1967, Op Art seemed merely showy and empty and, except for a brief revisitation of 
the work of Bridget Riley a few years ago, dwindled into a begrudging paragraph or two in 
college art history textbooks.
     
But now, into this mostly evacuated terrain (still coloured by the already fading memory of 
Daniel Buren and, more recently, by the environmentally variegated stripe-art of the brilliant 
Hong Kong artist Stanley Wong, who calls himself anothermountainman) appears Joy 
Walker’s insistent and sustained preoccupation with stripes—the stripe redux.   
     
This isn’t the Optical Art of art history.  For where Op Art busied itself mostly with the formal, 
push-me-pull-you acquisition by the eye of momentary retinal flash, Joy Walker’s stripe-vital 
art is not so much about the performance of the stripe as about what one might term the 
ontology of the stripe. 
     
Walker has proceeded, in her work, from the use of the grid as a means of imposing resolute 
flatness and order (in the generation of surface designs for textiles) and, the service from 
resolute flatness—ordered and locked by grids.    
     
Traditionally, the grid—especially the symmetrical grid—is the realm of generative and 
sustained repose.  Repose as in Agnes-Martin-Repose, where regular grids hold the viewer 
in a state of relaxed attentiveness (her viewers are like birds perched on wires). When the 
grid’s symmetry is broken—as in the paintings of Mondrian—the repose is not, as a conse-
quence, shattered, in turn, but only alerted.  Rupture the symmetry of the grid even further 
than Mondrian did, however, and you get increasingly amplified states of graphic restless-
ness.   
     
E.H. Gombrich notes in his The Sense of Order: A Study in the Psychology of Decorative Art 
(1979) that “any designer of geometrical patterns knows that he has it in his power to adjust 
their balance in one way or another by his setting of visual accents and that, conversely, the 
weight of these accents can be assessed by the degree to which they affect the balance”      
(p. 139).  Walker’s folds are her accents.  Their “weight” is not only “addressed” by her acts of 

folding, but is scuttled into a sort of decorative anarchy where the idea of “balance” has now 
become a wistful, repressive condition—an unresponsive solidity by which she has come to 
feel confined.      
     
Walker’s striped planes appear, initially, to be folded over upon one another—which, pre-
dictably, would inevitably make for a series of highly anxious, unstable graphic objects.  But 
the “folding” within these objects is fictive, each example evincing a newly visible shard of 
content, programmed to make palpable the effort of, the action of folding.  With Walker’s 
foldings, all this is made subtle to the point of sheerness since her folds are shadowless 
(shadows are holes in light and there are no holes in Walker’s black-white matrices and vec-
tors).  Where there are fictive folds, there are fictive volumes.
     
And where there are fictive volumes, the resulting faux-volumized artifact is to some degree 
transformed into a mostly metaphysical entity—a folded proposition on the trajectory of 
pure looking: an object too visually complex to “follow” (as in “I don’t follow you”), and there-
fore the emblem of our having “given up” and allowed the folded entity to reside in the 
realm of essentially unfathomable visual trials. 
     
I visited Joy Walker in her Toronto studio not long ago to become privy to the progression 
her works underwent from flatness to roundness to flatness again and finally—in the large-
scale prints making up the present exhibition—to simultaneous flatness and roundness—a 
state of self-cancellation, which reads as a sort of perceptual moiré experience.  Walker help-
fully walked me through her procedures, but when I got home, I found, to my considerable 
dismay, that I’d forgotten almost everything she had shown me.  So I emailed her for a 
reminder. These are the steps she sent back to me:

I used lined, grid and polka dot papers (all of which I drew by hand).
then crumpled them
then flattened them out by stepping on them 
them photographed them size-as
then enlarged them and cleaned them up in Photoshop
these files were then sent to a reproduction house so the images could be printed 
out on vellum at 36” x 40” (eventually to be used for the screenprinting) 
then the reinforcing and removing of unwanted information from the large vellum 
printouts
and then the screenprinting proper at Open Studio with OS printer Nadine 
Bariteau.

Walker’s final, wanton, screenprinted non-grids hover out at the far edge of what Gombrich 
calls “continuity monitoring” (p. 108).  In Walker’s hands, graphic change (direction, imagi-
nary vectorial speed, inauthenticities of ersatz depth, etc.) is so abrupt that it threatens to 
overload the graphic system that she began with—which had subsequently fed her spatial 
metamorphoses (there is a certain whiff of graphic Oedipal revolt bound up in all this).  The 
Walker works created during the Open Studio residency are, as a result, modalities of high 
graphic restlessness—where the somnolent ur-grids that fueled her researches and experi-
ments have been so intoxicatingly interrupted she has found herself with a series of still 
quiet icons of graphic rapture—whispers of irresolution tamed into maps for the varieties of 
contemporary perplexity.
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Demonstrated, detail of work in progress, lithography on paper and lithography on/in handwoven 
linen, 32” x 42”, 2011. Printed by Jill Graham and woven by Caitlin Erskine-Smith; created under the 

auspices of the Open Studio Visiting Artist Residency, 2010-11.

Caitlin Erskine -Smith
D e m o n s t ra t e d

May 5 - June 11, 2011
Artist Talk 
Thursday, May 5 | 6-7 pm

Opening Reception
Thursday, May 5 | 7-9 pm

Caitlin Erskine-Smith: Demonstrated
by Owen Coggins

Caitlin Erskine-Smith’s new work, created during the Visiting Artist Residency at Open 
Studio, uses printing and weaving techniques, and builds on previous works, which explore 
issues of communication, meaning systems, and the difficulties, frictions and unintended 
repercussions of using them. Demonstrated introduces a more explicitly political focus into 
her treatment of these themes, addressing the uses and abuses of words surrounding the 
G20 protests.

Influenced by weaving practices in places ranging from Ireland to Bolivia, yet estranged 
from the embedded cultural memories and signifying systems of colour and pattern in 
those traditions, Erskine-Smith chooses instead to address other meaning-making systems 
in her weavings. In many cases, she examines writing as a site of culture, history and mean-
ing and calls attention to undervalued “women’s work.” The artist’s large-scale textile works 
display, and demand, a dialogue between process and content, often with a view to uncov-
ering the ways that the priority accorded to final, contained meanings often obscures a 
habitual disregard of methods and processes.1 Previous works index the dialectic, perhaps 
even oppositional, differences between end product and process, between meaning and 
the way that meaning has been constructed or call attention to unpredictable circulations 
of meaning concerning intended uses and connotations of certain types of textiles as cul-
tural signifiers.
 
Viewers are confronted with expanses of language, text overlaid with text, faded or illegible. 
Traces remain of previous writings, and there is no blank page from which to start. All lan-
guage depends on these traces of antecedent language; no new thread can be independent 
of the structure as a whole. The effect of words receding into background traces implies a 
contradiction of writing’s claim to fix meaning permanently. Other works by Erskine-Smith 
take the elements and forms of language and push them to the limits of their conventional 
uses and meanings. We are invited to consider the fragments of words and the shapes of 
writing as images in themselves, cut adrift from their foundations in meaning and purpose: 
a “beautiful but illegible handwriting” 2  that Michel de Certeau describes in reference to art 
which gestures towards, but ultimately denies final meaning, urging us to consider the 
material substance of communication. The works complicate and disturb any simple under-
standing of language as transparently conveying fixed ideas, showing us that words are 
images in themselves, separate from references and images they may conjure up. 
Consequently, these images may have unexpected echoes and connotations of their own, 
and intended meaning may be refracted through these effects. Wittgenstein wrote that “A 
whole mythology is laid down in our language,” 3 and Erskine-Smith’s work evokes those 
unpredictable effects at the borders of what we consciously communicate, playing with and 
confounding our intentions regarding what we wish to express and to conceal. 

The structure of weaving suggests to the viewer that language and communication must be 
a co-operative project: meanings are not simply given, they must be worked at, produced, 
created; they depend on each other’s place in the whole structure as much as their own. In 
Demonstrated, the artist contrasts the layered process in printmaking with the integrated 
structure of weaving, inviting reflection on the implications of employing different meta-
phors in thinking about processes of communication. We are shown communication as 
weaving, where layers are bound together, inextricable and interdependent as a result. This 
is presented alongside printing, where meanings are stratified—some emphasized, others 
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downplayed or obscured, depending on which layers are written over others. “A metaphor 
can change the world,” 4 and the artist’s contemplative use of the two different media with 
parallel content provides space to consider the ways in which our representations of the 
world can structure our experience of it. 

Erskine-Smith’s use of weaving and printing as the stage for language also provokes reflec-
tion on ways to consider memory and history itself: stories are captured, contained and 
transmitted in language, but the page on which stories are written, the grounding in his-
tory and cultural and linguistic tradition, is also vital in the production and circumscription 
of meaning. The effects of different registers of speaking and writing are also hinted at, in 
the use of different fonts, sizes and styles, provoking us to ask: to what extent may these 
arbitrary designations of form affect the reception of messages? What far-reaching political 
consequences might they engender, particularly if they remain unexamined?

Language is always political, as power relations and the different places of writing and 
speech always affect dialogue. The work examines different levels of discourse which privi-
lege certain interpretations of events and the world while silencing others, reminding us of 
the intrinsic connection between power and language: “authority” as the power to author. 
The G20 protests are subject to many contested interpretations in a swirl of talk and news-
print, misinformation and accusation—with a police inquiry into the largest mass arrest in 
Canadian history still not yet authorized, it is obvious that some voices are heard more 
clearly than others.

The use of different layers in the work is emblematic of different aspects of the after-the-fact 
production of the G20 event: the traces of voices and events remain preserved in writing, 
but which writing is to be privileged, which to be believed, which to be recorded as histori-
cal truth? The work speaks to the layering of accounts of events in producing history, and 
the unavoidable fact that certain versions of events, authored/authorized by those in pow-
erful places, will inevitably and sometimes deliberately obscure the writing of other histo-
ries: histories of violence done to individuals’ bodies and rights in the production of an 
“official” version of events. Despite wide-ranging dissent and evidence to the contrary, even 
from unexpected sources, this enforced truth-by-documentation is stamped across the 
speech of the dominated, captured and mediated in print, across the names of anonymous 
protestors, across defiant memories of lived experience. The transcription of experience into 
writing can never be a transparent process, still less so when mediated by news organiza-
tions and police institutions with a variety of agendas. Caitlin Erskine-Smith’s work draws 
our attention to the political issues inherent in the writing of history, warning us to be aware 
of the uses and misuses of language: that words can obscure as much as elucidate; that the 
political scene of writing is implicated in any claim to truth; and that despite sometimes 
deliberate attempts to imply the reverse, “history is never sure.” 5

1To view previous examples of Erskine-Smith’s work, see:  http://scattermint.com/?page_id=63
2de Certeau, Michel. The Mystic Fable. Trans. Tom Conley. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992. 70.
3Wittgenstein, Ludwig. “Philosophy.” Philosophical Occasions 1912-1951. Ed. James C. Klagge and Alfred 
Nordmann. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1993. 199.
4Rimbaud, Arthur, cited in Claude Levi-Strauss. Structural Anthropology. Trans. Clare Jacobson and Brooke 
Grundfest Schoepf. Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor. 1967. 197.
5de Certeau, Michel. The Possession at Loudun. Trans. Michael B. Smith. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2000. 1.

Joy Walker is an artist originally from Montreal, 
living and working in Toronto. She studied textile 
design at OCAD and for over 20 years, has 
designed and produced printed textiles for retail-
ers and design consultants throughout Canada 
and the U.S.  Her artwork reflects her interest in 
pattern, repetition, geometrics and the ephem-
eral using a variety of methods including print-
ing, photography, drawing, stitching and cutting. 
Joy’s work has been exhibited in numerous exhi-
bitions and is included in private and public col-
lections. She is also the programmer of 
*QueenSpecific, a window exhibition space on 
Queen St. West in Toronto displaying site-specific 
art installations. She is represented by MKG127 
gallery in Toronto. Joy Walker would like to thank 
Heather Webb, Jill Graham, Daryl Vocat, Sara 
Kelly, Astrid Ho, the Open Studio members and 
the amazing Nadine Bariteau, for her screen-
printing expertise.

Born in Toronto, Caitlin Erskine-Smith has stud-
ied art and design in Europe, South America and 
at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design. 
Building on these experiences of intercultural 
dialogue and divergence, she is particularly 
interested in the use of the spoken and written 
word and the way in which intended and com-
municated meaning can be estranged. Focusing 
in textiles, her work incorporates traditional 
techniques to consider modern conflicts of iden-
tity, language, and change. She has exhibited in 
numerous juried exhibitions including Unity and 
Diversity, at the Cheongju International Craft 
Biennale, Korea, at Nuit Blanche and Luminato in 
Toronto, and at Nocturne, in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia.


