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When Iain Baxter and I met in February 1966, at his installation Bagged Place (Fine Arts Gallery, 
University of British Columbia, Vancouver), he had a camera slung around his neck. What he has 
done with, and done to photography since is unique, ingenious, and groundbreaking. The camera 
has been Baxter’s constant muse throughout his career. During the myriad times we met over 
almost fifty years, I have never seen him without one.

Except, perhaps, in that eye-catching 
2011 portrait of him wearing his 
ampersand baseball cap and standing, 
fully dressed in black, in a swimming 
pool up to his rib cage in water, 
holding a hefty-sized ampersand. He 
was posing for the camera shortly 
after legally adding an ampersand to 
his last name – hence BAXTER& – and 
being made a Fellow of Canada’s 
Royal Society, the most prestigious 
honour, government honours 
aside, that Canada bestows only on 
those whose accomplishments are 
innovative and enduring. 

Cameras had been popular earlier, 
of course, but BAXTER& recognized 
that by the 1960s everyone 
understood the process of making 
photos of themselves, their families 
and friends, their travels, and events 
in their lives; people became the 
creators of their own history. The 
question BAXTER& posed to himself 
then was: How can I, as an artist, 
set an example that unlocks the 
creative potential that the camera 
gives everyone? One of BAXTER&’s 
fundamental principles is that objects 
in everyone’s daily life should be, 
and are, subjects they know well. In 

using photography so extensively, 
BAXTER& was using a medium that 
just about everyone was drawn to 
and could appreciate. He focused his 
lens on everyone’s everyday things: 
what they owned, worked with, used, 
or saw.

Consequently, BAXTER& 
‘visualeyesed’ the world in his 
photographs, sculptures, and prints, 
in ways that people found familiar, 
amusing, and startling: utensils, tools, 
flowers, dishes, detergent bottles, 
scrubbing sponges, bagged oranges, 
pop bottles, billboards, highway signs, 

Installation of Bagged Place, UBC Fine Arts Gallery, Vancouver, 1966
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Pipes, North Vancouver, British Columbia, 1968
Photo credit: Kevin Baer

ACT#80 – World’s Most Productive Open-Pit Copper Mine, Chuquicamata, Atacama Desert, Chile, South America. 
Crater is 2 miles long, 1,200 ft deep, 1968  Photo credit: Kevin Baer

urban scenes, rural landscapes, media 
images. You could say that BAXTER&’s 
choices exist in a ‘taste-free zone.’ 
Although these objects were familiar, 
BAXTER& photographed them in a 
way that made them memorable. 
He wasn’t slick or meticulous about 
drawing attention to sharp detail and 
technical finish; he wanted his idea or 
his sense of humour behind a photo to 
be paramount. 

When he was working with the 
Vancouver photographer Fred 
Herzog (who considers BAXTER& a 
mentor) compiling the catalogue of 
the 1968 Piles exhibition (taking shots 
of ‘pile’ forms around Vancouver), 
Herzog told me:

“Iain would say ‘That’s the shot. Go 
ahead and shoot it.’ And I would say, 
‘Okay, Iain, just as soon as the light 
gets a little better.’ And he would say 
‘No! No! Shoot it now. You don’t have 
to wait for the light to change.’ He 
was more interested in the idea of the 
photograph than in the technical or 
aesthetic aspects of it. And that’s the 
prime aspect of his work that makes it 
both subtle and compelling.”

From the start, BAXTER& used 
photography in an idiosyncratic 
way. He told an audience of fashion 
magazine editors at the Parson’s 
School of Design in New York: 

“You don’t have to tell children to be 
creative. They can’t help themselves…
What if someone said to you ‘Go out 
and play.’ Would you find things to do 
until the street lights came on?” 

Try that out on any adult today, and 
the result will be puzzlement and/or 
a blank stare, because most adults, 
except artists, inventors, scientists, 
and designers, have lost the ability 
to play or create; in BAXTER&’s own 
words we all need ‘to develop an eye 
for the comic irony of life, and to keep 
playing always.’

Because BAXTER& viewed life with 
a kind of childlike innocence, he saw 
opportunities for images that others 
might miss but could understand. 
Who else would take a snapshot 
of a pile of rocks? Of a pyramid 
(pile) of hair? Of a mountain (pile) 
of sawdust? Who else would set 
a foot-square mirror in the middle 
of a shallow rapid in the Seymour 
River behind his house in North 
Vancouver and show the surrounding 
broad landscape of river and forest 
reflected in the mirror’s small but 
wide-ranging compass? Each time he 

took an unusual photo of an ordinary, 
domestic subject or setting, he was 
redefining the nature of art, and 
expanding the viewer’s idea of what 
‘seeing’ could be. BAXTER&’s photos, 
if you gave them a little time and 
thought, could reset your mind and 
make you appreciate more intensely 
the next time you saw an ordinary 
thing in an open-minded way. One of 
BAXTER&’s ambiguous buttons is Art 
Is All Over. For him art is everywhere 
and everything, because it’s how 
you look at art that makes it art, not 
simply the object or scene itself.
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Another key series of photographs, 
called ACTs and ARTs, ran through 
1968: Aesthetically Claimed Things and 
Aesthetically Rejected Things (what the 
acronyms stood for) were BAXTER&’s 
photo guides to an appreciation of 
the world of art and the environment, 
and at the same time a critique of the 
world of art, and a condemnation of 
the practices of those human activities 
that endanger the natural world. 
These works, emblazoned with the 
gold seal of the N.E. Thing Company 
- his corporate persona of the time 
- were the central body of works in 
Canada’s representation at the São 
Paulo Biennial in 1969. The most 
important of these were the entire 
production of Marcel Duchamp, which 
received both BAXTER&’s  
ACT and ART gold seals of both 
approval and disapproval, the very 
pinnacle of ambiguity.

BAXTER&’s light boxes, which he first 
showed in 1967 - a real novelty at 
the time - were a direct extension of 
his work filing slides of paintings and 
sculptures in the Fine Art Library at 
Washington State University, where 
he earned his M.A. in Fine Arts, after 

a B.Sc. in Zoology and an M.Ed. at the 
University of Idaho. (BAXTER& did 
brilliant and amusing extensions of 
other artists’ works: a Kenneth Noland 
chevron painting, for example, was an 
exact replica of one but with ribbons 
(instead of pigment) that meander off 
the canvas, and, like ivy, run up the 
wall and across the ceiling and down 
the wall and across the floor in wavy, 
variable, and unpredictable paths). 
The light boxes began as slides, and 
the cover of Art in America in May, 
1969, was a quilt of BAXTER&’s slides, 
with cardboard mounts, titles, and all. 
The projection of images, he knew, 
was increasingly the way people saw 
or learned about the world in daily 
situations through photography, 
film, video, and television - and now 
phones and tablets. We often say that 
a picture is worth a thousand words. 
BAXTER& says: “A word is worth 
1/1000th of a picture.”

When video came along, who but 
BAXTER& had the idea of repeating, 
in 1973, Galileo’s gravity drop 
experiment (proving that heavier 
objects do not fall faster than lighter 
ones) from the top of the leaning 

Tower of Pisa by dropping his 
running video camera to document 
the journey from top to bottom? 
Who else but BAXTER& would load 
a camera, set the timer, and toss 
the camera in the air where it would 
twist, turn, and take a random photo 
before he caught it? He did a series 
of these in 1979 for an exhibition at 
the University of Lethbridge.

BAXTER& made an impact in 
Vancouver in 1974-1975 with his 
N.E. THING Professional Photo 
Display Labs, the first Cibachrome 
lab in western Canada. The process 
permitted the reproduction of 
large-scale works, which caught 
every artist’s attention. The shop 
was acquired a year or two later 
by Jeff Wall, who was surely 
influenced by BAXTER&’s large-
format photos, like Blow Up (1980). 
Then the light boxes reappeared in 
the EYESCREAM RESTAURANT, 
which BAXTER& opened in 
1977, practically next door to the 
Cibachrome lab. The generation 
of artists a few years younger than 
BAXTER&, some of whom were his 
students, were influenced by these 
original works: Roy Arden, (who 
worked at the restaurant), Stan 
Douglas, Chris Dikeakos, Rodney 
Graham, Ken Lum, Ian Wallace, 
and others. More than just the light 
boxes were BAXTER&’s activities 
in conceptual art and electronic 
communication, his connections 
with major international artists, and, 
most of all, his ideas about opening 
up wider possibilities, socially and 
artistically, with photographic 
images and conceptual information 
projects. BAXTER&’s acquaintance 
with artists Robert Smithson, (whose 
ideas closely paralleled BAXTER&’s) 
Laurie Anderson, Seth Siegelaub, Ed 
Kienholz, Joseph Kosuth, Richard 
Hamilton, Dennis Oppenheim, 
Beverly Pepper, Ed Ruscha, Larry 
Weiner, Carl Andre, Italian art critic 
Germano Celant, and American 

Motel, 1990
Photo credit: Kevin Baer
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critic Lucy Lippard, the latter two of 
whom took a particular interest in 
BAXTER&’s work and recognized 
its originality and importance. He 
recently discussed a collaborative 
project with Ai Weiwei.

BAXTER&’s work took a major 
leap forward in the mid-1960s with 
the arrival of the Polaroid camera. 
Although invented much earlier, 
the Polaroid was suddenly an 
affordable, functional, system. In 
this instant-develop film process 
BAXTER& immediately found delight 
in combining drawing and film by 
taking, for example, a Polaroid of 
the red end of a flashlight beside 
a portion of a ripe red tomato, and 
then, after affixing it to a sheet of 
paper, completed the images of 
both objects with pencil drawing. 

He painted a triptych of a circle, a 
triangle, and a square, one red, one 
yellow, and one blue – the primary 
colours. In each one was a small, 
colour Polaroid: the perimeter of each 
shape showing a brush applying the 
paint to the geometric figure.

Through the 1970s, Polaroid 
developed a large-format version 
of its camera, which produced 
instant vertical 24 X 20 inch photos. 
In 1979 Polaroid thought enough 
of BAXTER&’s work to invite him 
to The Hague in the Netherlands 
to use and experiment with this 
new technology. BAXTER&’s work 
in the large-format was, oddly, 
surreal and full of startling images, 
some are anthropomorphic, and 
some were simple still lifes. The 
Gemeentemuseum Den Haag 

mounted a major exhibition of them 
and, following this success, another 
with the large Polaroids in Boston. 
BAXTER& travelled across the USA 
for several months, sponsored by 
Polaroid, making Polaroids of ‘beauty 
spots’ by holding up a circular mirror 
that reflected the image, say, of the 
Golden Gate Bridge, but which also 
shows, prominently, the parking lot 
of Chrissy Field, where people leave 
their cars and then walk along the 
shore to the abutments of the bridge 
and Fort Point nestled underneath its 
southern end. In 1986, BAXTER& was 
invited to Japan to continue his series 
of Polaroid ‘beauty spots’ project, 
a return to the country that had 
launched him as a painter and given 
him a basis for his Zen approach to 
life and art.

An Approximately 10” Casually Painted Red Square, 1979
Photo credit: Kevin Baer
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In 1976 he created exhibitions for 
the Summer Olympics in Montréal 
and Kingston, Ontario; the exhibition 
Celebrations of the Body was 
remounted and was the focus of 
a symposium at Exeter University 
in England in 2011. In 1988 he was 
commissioned to create the poster 
for the Winter Olympics in Calgary 
where he mounted an exhibition of 
his work.

The last couple of decades have 
not seen any slowing down 
of BAXTER&’s production or 
inventiveness; indeed, he has made 
the transition to the digital and 
social media world with aplomb 
and finesse. He has now had over 
110 exhibitions of his own work; 
his work had been shown in major 
institutions in over 200 exhibitions 
in England, France, Italy, Scotland, 
Spain, Switzerland, Japan, and 

the United States of America. In 
2009/2010, under the leadership 
of Adam Lauder at the University of 
Toronto, a group of young scholars 
in Canada, France, the USA, and 
Italy launched the world’s first online 
Catalogue Raisonné of BAXTER&’s 
work. He has received four honorary 
doctorates, several major prizes, 
the Queen’s Golden and Diamond 
Jubilee Medals, and had major 
retrospectives of his work at the Art 
Gallery of Ontario in 1982 and at 
the Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Chicago, and again at the Art Gallery 
of Ontario in 2010-11, as well as a 
retrospective of his multiples at Art 
Metropole, Toronto, 1992. In 2010 
he was commissioned to design an 
ECOART VAN, which for a number of 
months went from school to school in 
the Greater Toronto area to enchant 
children and help them learn about 
the environment.

A BAXTER& Archive and Study 
Centre has been established at the 
Art Gallery of Ontario. He has been a 
guest artist at the Université Paris-
Sorbonne, at the Slade School of Fine 
Art – University College London, 
and the University of Venice. Recent 
exhibitions have been held in Geneva 
and Nice, and the reprise of Bagged 
Place was organized at Raven Row, 
London, in 2013. 

Published on the occasion of  
IAIN BAXTER&’s exhibition “….Only 
Photography is Up To the Task” 
presented at TrépanierBaer Gallery 
October 16 to November 14, 2015. 
www.trepanierbaer.com

Budda Kamikura, 1986
From Japan Reflections
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