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To toil is to do hard and often physically exhaustive 
work. Of course visions of underpaid and overextended 
labour quickly come to mind. This image is indicative of 
a relationship to work that is a byproduct of an extractive 
economy built upon maximizing profits via exploitation. In 
these instances it is easy to apply these socioeconomic 
conditions as traits of “work” and “toil” themselves when 
in fact they are signs of a system that is designed to 
remain invisible. Indeed, rather than seeing an image of 
toil we glimpse for a moment the invisible frame of the 
relentless capital expansion that surrounds it. I’m left 
wondering: how does one conceive of work and toil 
if they are decoupled from employment and financial 
remuneration?

Another way to contemplate toil is as a form of praxis 
whereby ideas, skills, and theories are learned through 
enacting a process of embodiment. The common misnomer 
of “muscle memory” describes this experience simply. Of 
course, muscles do not contain memory; however, this 
phrase reminds us that physical exertion and repetition 
is an extremely effective way of internalizing cognitive 
information and making meaning. To embody this type of 
work is to make visible and act out one’s own vitality and 
place in the world. 

To be situated within one’s own body is to be connected 
to the earth and one’s place within it. Toil then becomes 
a practice of maintenance between body, mind, and the 
land.
 
Toil, and a Peaceful Life brings together artists who have 
cultivated an embodied relationship to the earth and land 
that operates as an overarching guiding principle—or ethic 
of being—in their life and practice rather than an aesthetic 
or subject matter. At the root of this impulse is a recognition 
that art and life are reciprocal and self-supporting modes 
of being. After all, the point of life is life. 

Graeme Wahn is a photo-based artist working in Lake 
Country/Oyama Isthmus, British Columbia. In addition 
to exhibiting his work and teaching, Wahn has recently 
endeavored into sustainable farming. In 2021, Wahn and 

his partner Forest established Tomato Daily Half-Acre farm 
with the help of the Young Agrarians’ BC Land Matching 
Program. This small-scale farm produces organically 
grown produce that is distributed to the community through 
weekly harvest boxes.

Stephane Gaulin-Brown is an artist and architectural 
designer living and working in Montreal/Tiohti:áke, 
Québec. His work often begins with the impulse to unpack 
the conditions of place within a given site. Theoretical 
and built projects include an artists residency program on 
Mount Tzouhalem, a cabin built on Pender/sťéyəs Island, 
and an analysis of dwelling in place through American 
Land Art. 

Maddie McNeely (Sherbrooke, Québec) and Vincent 
Charlebois (Verdun, Québec) both have a long history of 
tree planting in British Columbia. This consistent return 
west becomes a through line in their respective practices 
that stands in contrast to their otherwise urban lives. 
McNeely’s sculptural works are rooted in process oriented 
exploration and craftsmanship. Here we see elements of 
the more-than-human creep in as carved lines connote 
both a termite’s path as well as a type of sculptural sketch.

Parallel to the exhibition, Vincent Charlebois will be 
initiating a new iteration of his ongoing environmental 
perceptualization project: Nodes. Nodes uses custom-
built weather sensors to gather meteorological information 
from its surroundings thereby creating a living archive of 
climate data. Temperature, humidity, noise, pressure, and 
co2 levels combine to create a portrait of place beyond 
the scale and scope of the human experience. Previous 
iterations of the project have taken place in Madrid (2016), 
Casablanca (2016), Jetřichovice (2017), Belgrade (2017), 
Barcelona (2018-2019), and Montréal (2020-2021).

For this iteration of the project, Charlebois has deployed 
nodes to Wahn, Gaulin-Brown, McNeely—as well as one 
for Pumice Raft itself—to collect data over the course of 
the exhibition dates, eventually becoming available as 
an open archive. The aim of this offsite project is twofold. 
First, to challenge the idea of the exhibition having a finite 
beginning and end; instead favouring the notion that it 
exists on a durational continuum that extends through time 
in all directions. Second, to not only analyze the collected 
data as distinct nodes (like in past iterations) but also to 
uncover the relationships between nodes—a data portrait 
of collaboration and dialogue.
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These various versions of toil end up attempting to account 
for the background influences of a practice. Among these 
overlapping affinities a harmony is felt if not seen. I find 
these types of practices increasingly vital not only for the 
cultivation of a healthy arts community but also for their 
capacity to shift perception and promote regenerative 
practices over extractive ones.
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About the artists: 

Vincent Charlebois is an interdisciplinary artist. His 
research-based practice constitutes an assemblage of 
disciplines such as performance, text and media art. His 
work takes form through technological interfaces with 
nature and human-machine interactions in the context 
of dematerialized exchanges. His projects explore the 
perceptualization of ecosystems through environmental 
data and the poetic and political potential of the archive. 
He holds a BFA in Intermedia/Cyberarts from Concordia 
University and a Master in Advanced Ecological Buildings 
and Biocities from the Institute for Advanced Architecture 
of Catalonia. He fabricated future forests in Canada for a 
dozen seasons and currently lives in Montreal. 

Stephane Gaulin-Brown is an artist, and architectural 
designer, working and living in Montreal. With a 
background in architecture, Stephane completed his 
M.Arch with theorist and historian Alberto Perez-Gomez at 
McGill University. His research concerned the intelligibility 
of lived space and a critique of the materialist concept of 
space as geometric void. These concerns occupy his art 
practice. In his work he often uses techniques of surrealist 
automatic drawing, natural symbolism, and the logic of 
Christian icons. He has given talks sharing his research at 
the Ontario College of Art and Design, the Universities Art 
Association of Canada, 8eleven gallery in Toronto, and the 
University of Montreal. 

Maddie McNeely is a visual artist working in sculpture, 
textiles and installation, with a focus on woodworking and 
weaving. Her practice centres around the desirability of 
objects and constructed forms and is rooted in process 
oriented exploration and craftsmanship. Born in Toronto, 
Ontario, she is currently pursuing an MFA in Sculpture at 
Concordia University.

Graeme Wahn is an artist living and working on the unceded 
territories of the Syilx/Okanagan peoples. He holds an MFA 
from Simon Fraser University (’19), and a BFA From Emily 
Carr University of Art & Design (’15). His practice stems 
from ongoing engagements with photographic processes 
however now, his work looks towards alternative optical 
formations as means to pressure ways in which one 
can see, make, or be in new images of the world. He is 
currently a sessional faculty member at the University of 
the Fraser Valley (Abbostford) and has exhibited widely 
throughout Vancouver, most notably with solo and group 
exhibitions at venues including the Vancouver Art Gallery, 
TRAPP Projects, CSA Space, UNIT/PITT Society for 
Art and Critical Awareness, Audain Gallery and Polygon 
Gallery in North Vancouver.

About Pumice Raft:

a pumice raft is an ecological phenomenon that usually 
follows an underwater volcanic eruption. Amongst the 
lava, plumes of pumice stones slowly float to the surface 
of the ocean. If the wind is calm the individual stones form 
what some sailors have reported as floating islands that 
appear out of nowhere. The pumice raft has even been 
known to ferry flora and fauna to new shores. More than an 
illusion on the horizon, a pumice raft represents a vessel, 
a conduit, a vehicle; its very constitution cultivates an 
environment where things can come together in the spirit 
of collaboration.

Pumice Raft is also an alter ego, a lecture series, a tool, but 
most recently a non-profit space in Tkaronto ON, Canada 
that advocates for an ecological approach to the display 
of visual art and the facilitation of related education. The 
physical space of Pumice Raft currently resides on the 
land of the Haudenosaunee, the Huron-Wendat, and the 
Anishinabewaki                      .

End Notes:

¹The phrase “Toil, and a peaceful life” comes from a 
poem by Ms. Sandra Cuervo of Canora, Saskatchewan 
and performed by Natalie Voykin, Anne Chersinoff, Edna 
Sapriken and Karen Markin. The quartet performed the 
song on the grounds of the Kootenay Doukhobor Historical 
Museum in Castlegar, British Columbia in c.1996.

Civilization.ca - doukhobors - toil and peaceful life. 
Accessed May 5, 2022. https://www.historymuseum.ca/
cmc/exhibitions/cultur/doukhobors/dou11eng.html.


