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Steve Higgins (Artist in Residence, MSVU Art Gallery) at his drafting table with the plans for his structure mounted
behind him. Photo: Megan MacKay

The high-pitched hum of power tools reverberates off the lofty ceilings of Halifax’s MSVU
Art Gallery. Artist Steve Higgins drops the piece of lumber he was preparing to saw in
two, pulls out his earplugs, and looks up to see who’s calling him.
Higgins has been working feverishly in the Gallery alongside his assistant, NSCAD
University student Aaron Sinclair, to realize one of his “impossible” architectural designs.
It’s a work he’s creating for a residency that’s giving him his first chance in 30 years to
create a room-sized three-dimensional sculpture based on his own twisted charcoal
drawings of dystopic architectural structures. "I couldn't have realized this piece in my
studio,” a sawdust-covered Higgins explains to me over the noise.
Higgins’ residency was made possible in part by the Halifax Regional Municipality’s
Residency Initiative program, which provides $3,000 to organizations that facilitate artist
residencies within the city. For many artists, residencies are crucial in helping them
realize their creative projects.
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While many artists make ends meet with teaching and arts administration positions, their
wages are typically quite low. According to Statistics Canada, median earnings for artists
in Canada were only about $12,900 per year in 2006, the most recent year for which
they have figures. That’s less than half the typical earnings of all Canadian workers. By
landing a residency, however, an artist can focus for an uninterrupted period of time on
projects, create networking opportunities between artists, critics and curators, and
integrate artists into the local community.
MSVU Art Gallery director Ingrid Jenkner recalls that, in 2009, she invited Kim Morgan to
create a site-specific installation in the Gallery, prompting Morgan to ambitiously cast a
PEI lighthouse in latex. Her resulting piece—Range Light, Borden-Carleton, PEI, 2010—
went on to win the 2012 Lieutenant Governor of Nova Scotia Masterworks Award, and
was recently exhibited at MASS MoCA’s Oh Canada exhibition.
For some artists, the creative inspiration that can come from a residency is best found
beyond our borders. Each year, Canada's national arts funder, the Canada Council for
the Arts, invests about $500,000 of its $180-million budget in six international
residencies for promising artists whose careers are on the rise. “We’re there at a really
crucial time. The residency is a tool,” explains International Residencies Program Officer
Pao Quang Yeh. “We’re giving them access to meet other curators, critics, writers—
those are really valuable experiences for them.”
After Canada’s 2002 Sobey Award Winner, Brian Jungen, completed the Canada
Council’s International Residency program in London in 2003, his career took off.
Jungen had an exhibition at the Tate Modern in 2006 and his 2009 exhibition, Strange
Comfort, made him the first living Native artist to exhibit at the Smithsonian National
Museum of the American Indian in Washington, D.C.
For emerging Nova Scotia-based artist Katie Belcher, a four-month Canada Council
residency at the Cité Internationale des Arts in Paris in 2012, provided her with an
invaluable opportunity to create work on a large scale, while immersing herself in
another culture.

“As my work is rooted so much in my own relationship with various aspects of cultural
history, I found Paris incredibly inspiring,” she says. “To become a part of the foodmarket culture, or to spend hours with a particular exhibition—for me, the Northern
European wing of the Louvre, and the Soutine exhibition at l’Orangerie—was incredibly
beneficial as research for my current project.” She’s since had an opportunity to work
directly on the wall at a gallery at Queen Street Studios in Belfast, Northern Ireland:
something that she attributes largely to the work she developed during her residency.
Of course, the cultural exchange works both ways. Inviting international artists to
complete residencies in remote areas of Canada can not only help artists, but can also
transform hard-to-reach rural communities into buzzing creative hotbeds. Millionaire Zita
Cobb set up the Shorefast Foundation on her native Fogo Island, Newfoundland: an
island with a population of under 3,000. The Foundation funds residencies for artists
from around the world through its Fogo Island Arts program.
A Fogo Island Arts residency inspired Scotland-based artist Rory Middleton to create a
work inspired by the geography and local inhabitants. For Steady Water, Middleton
synched up the site-specific video installation of a Fogo Island sunset with field
recordings of wind, birds and underwater ice, then projected the work over a natural
amphitheatre for Island residents to enjoy. “I can see,” he says, “how the Fogo Island
residency experience is [still] influencing my work in subtle yet substantial ways.”
For others, a residency in a remote natural area of Canada can create needed focus in a
secluded environment. To prepare herself for her upcoming debut at the Venice
Biennale, Shary Boyle escaped the hustle and bustle of Toronto for a residency at the
Banff Centre, working with the tranquil backdrop of Canada’s Rocky Mountains.

Kinnear Centre for Creativity & Innovation at The Banff Centre, Banff, Alberta. Photo © The Banff Centre 2013

Boyle was a recipient of the Centre’s Paul D. Fleck Fellowship, which provides the
Centre’s resources to artists whose creative achievements distinguish them within the
arts community. “It helps a lot to be able to remove yourself for a month or six weeks,
and get perspective and focus, and get out of the frenzy and frenetic energy of the city,”
Boyle explains in a National Gallery of Canada video promoting the exhibition.
Higgins by contrast, has chosen a residency that thrusts him into the local community.
As he works, visitors can watch him engage in his theatre of labour from the mezzanine
above, and interrupt him, as I have, with questions about his process. For his completed
structure, Higgins will suspend tangled webs of boards and beams from the Gallery
ceiling, creating functionally useless ladder-like passages into thin air. The chaotic
nature of it is quite disorienting,” he explains. "I want that structure to really be
imposing . . . It's almost the antithesis of what architecture's supposed to be."
His installation will be permanently dismantled once the exhibition ends. The temporary
nature of the work he will create during his residency doesn’t bother him, though.
Instead, it the lack of permanence enhances the experience, as it does for many artists
who complete residencies. For Higgins, as each experience comes to a close, it
pollinates the next. “I live within the experience itself, and I gain from that,” he says.
Note: Steve Higgins’ artist residency at MSVU Gallery runs until 19 April, after which he will exhibit new work in the Gallery until 28 July 2013.
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