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Gallery 44 Centre for Contemporary Photography is a 
charitable, non-profit, artist-run centre committed to 
supporting multi-faceted approaches to photography and 
lens-based media. Founded in 1979 to establish a supportive 
environment for the development of artistic practice, Gallery 
44’s mandate is to provide a context for meaningful reflection 
and dialogue on contemporary photography. Gallery 44 is 
committed to programs that reflect the continuously changing 
definition of photography by presenting a wide range of 
practices that engage timely and critical explorations of the 
medium. Through exhibitions, public engagement, education 
programs and production facilities our objective is to explore 
the artistic, cultural, historic, social and political implications 
of the image in our ever-expanding visual world.

Olivia Michiko Gagnon is assistant professor of theatre & 
performance studies at the University of British Columbia, 
where she writes and teaches across performance studies, 
critical race and ethnic studies, queer and feminist theory, 
and critical Indigenous studies. She is currently working on her 
first book, which theorizes closeness as a minoritarian method 
of doing history otherwise—though art & performance and 
beyond archival stricture.  

Elizabeth M. Webb is an artist and filmmaker originally 
from Charlottesville, VA. Her work is invested in issues 
surrounding race and identity, often using the lens of 
her own family history of migration and racial passing to 
explore larger, systemic constructs. She has screened 
and exhibited in the U.S., United Kingdom, Canada, Japan, 
Ecuador, Singapore, Switzerland, Mexico, Spain, Austria, 
Norway and Germany and was a recipient of the inaugural 
Allan Sekula Social Documentary Award in 2014. Elizabeth 
holds a dual MFA in Film/Video and Photography/Media 
from California Institute of the Arts and is an alumna of 
the Whitney Independent Study Program in Studio Art, 
Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture, and the Core 
Program at the Museum of Fine Arts Houston. She was Fall 
2019 Visiting Faculty in Sculpture and Extended Media at 
Virginia Commonwealth University. Since 2015 she has been 
the Creative Producer for Arts in a Changing America and 
in 2020 worked on the launch of the Cultural New Deal for 
Cultural and Racial Justice. She is currently co-editing an 
anthology with Roberta Uno and Daniela Alvarez entitled 
FUTURE/PRESENT: Culture in a Changing America (Duke 
University Press, 2023).
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A Bearing Tree is a Witness is both formally complex and 
conceptually generous. In this new set of works, Elizabeth M. 
Webb once again turns her attention to the land that once 
held her family’s plantation in Eastern Alabama. Opened 
to European settlement through the violent dispossession 
of the Muscogee (Creek), this land was first owned by 
white family members and later, by the descendants of 
her Black and Brown kin who had been enslaved nearby. 
Tending to the land’s field notes and plat maps—which 
in her words, “use trees to visualize an imaginary grid 
and create property boundaries, imposing a colonial 
framework on the land that cannot be separated from the 
social”—Webb fastidiously studies not only the brutal ways 
in which land is stolen, claimed, marked and parcelled in 
service of racial capitalism, but also how plant life—trees 
that grow in the “wrong” place, root systems that stretch 
out, leaves that blow freely in autumn gusts and seeds 
skipping quietly across vast distances—all inevitably skew 
human demarcations of property. What can these defiances 
below and above ground teach us, Webb asks, about how 
our bodies might undermine the many systems of control 
imposed upon them? With this question, she asks us to 
think connectively about systems of capture, such that 
technologies of land surveying and colonial map-making are 
thought alongside systems of visuality and racial classification. 
Relatedly, in the same breath, she mines gestures of 
fugitivity in her own family’s negotiation of the “colour line.” 

At the heart of this exhibition is a looping 16mm film that 
carefully and creatively tends to practices of bordering 
both potent and porous. Shot on the former plantation 
land—now blanketed in thick pine, much of which was 
planted to support logging industry—Boundary Exercise (On 
Perambulation) is a kind of impossible representation in 
which we witness Webb burying a 16mm film strip in the soil 
along one of the property’s boundary lines. But somehow, 
this is the very same film strip that we are currently 
watching, the erosion from its time in dirt blossoming 
orange across the screen.¹ As celluloid is buried (or perhaps, 
given its connection to plant cellulose, replanted) in the 
earth, a colonial technology of visual capture is both made 
vulnerable and repurposed such that some other kind of 
decolonial visuality might grow. Harvesting soil from the 
boundary line, Webb has also created a series of soil prints 

using the indexes of U.S. Department of Agriculture aerial 
stereograms of Alabama’s Lee County—the site of this 
former plantation land and the home of her great-grandmother, 
Paradise.² These stereograms were used to document soil 
erosion as a result of over-farming due to plantation 
economies. Layering multiple images atop one another, 
however, the indexes can be strange to look at and difficult 
to interpret. What’s more, the stereograms’ (unusual) 
vertical orientation would have forced a viewer to literally 
rotate them in order to properly view the images in 3D—a 
fact resulting from the way that the planes were forced 
to fly amidst errant wind patterns as they tried to capture 
the landscape from above. Here, the legibility of image 
and grid are undermined by both natural forces and formal 
techniques, even as Webb’s re-rendering of them in and as 
soil brings them closer to the natural world which they seek 
to capture and are inevitably disordered by. 

Webb has also created five porcelain maps—one for each of 
five (“illegitimate”) Black sons who inherited the plantation 
land, including Webb’s great-grandfather (and Paradise’s 
husband). A clash of land and language, these fragmented 
sculptures are illuminated by lightboxes and bring together 
the plat maps, accompanying field notes and transcribed 
interviews with family members—all of which are arranged 
diagonally. Staging some of the ways in which stories can 
intervene in mapping practices, or perhaps how stories 
of refusal are always layered atop (so often semi-buried 
beneath) landscapes of domination, these body-like 
sculptures ask us to linger in difficulty at opaque sites of 
reading and knowing.

I am always struck by Webb’s refusal to run from systems of 
violence. Instead, she seems to burrow into them, trying to 
understand how they operate always in mutually-reinforcing 
conjunction with one another. This profound understanding 
and practice of entanglement as the grounds of both 
oppression and liberation is in part what gives Webb’s work 
its dense texture and its ceaseless demand that we consider 
the challenging nuances of contradiction. For example, she 
tells us that a bearing tree is “witness” to a survey corner; 
yet, following the great Saidiya Hartman, she also insists 
that landscape—which is to say, that tree—is a vital witness 
to Black histories excluded from the archive.³ Resonantly 

and elsewhere, Webb has cast both a double acorn and her 
hands in the shape of a frame. Cast in bronze but coated 
in platinum—that material which was used to create the 
first standard metre and therefore lies at the origin of 
standardized measurement—these works formally clasp 
together visual capture and the body, quantification and 
natural variation. And it is from the position of the double 
witness, these multivalent sites of domination and refusal, 
that Webb works and asks us to pause alongside her.

One of the things that makes Webb’s work challenging to 
write alongside is that she is always laboring to formally 
perform the very thing that the work is trying to deal with 
conceptually. That is, the disordering of a white colonial 
order whose insidiously interconnected systems variously 
impose themselves not only on the natural world—land, 
trees, plant-life—but on actual bodies and the communities 
and kinship webs they form. One of the challenges of this 
writing, then, is to trace the complexity of her practice 
without (un-intentionally) containing it or trying to fix it 
in place. In other words, the risk of language—as its own 
system of capture—is that it might re-order that which 
wants so desperately to be free. This set of works—like so 
much of her practice—is recursive, in that it contains the 
growth of previously planted seeds, even as it plants new 
ones for some future possibility. This exhibition is also a 
testament not only to her brilliance, but to her curiosity and 
expansive capacity for research. This is to say that for Webb, 
a surveying instrument, or an oak tree, or wind patterns, 
or plant cellulose, or the colour purple, or a material like 
platinum-iridium alloy or a loved one are all openings—not 
to a past that is passed, but rather, following Hartman, to 
new ways of thinking and feeling our entanglement with 
histories of both violence and resistance in the present.⁴ 
I want to take Webb’s cue—and invite you to do so, as well. 
This means lingering with everything that A Bearing Tree is a 
Witness is, without trying to force it into a predetermined 
shape, without demanding that it serve any one political 
project. Instead, taking our time with its dense materialities 
and the density of its historicity, let us ask together what 
it allows us to think and feel that we could not before. And 
just as Webb does, let us look for where each one of us is in 
the tangled story that it labors to tell.

1 Viewers will note the film’s recurring use of purple, which is both the colour of Webb’s nail polish and that of spray paint used on a tree 
trunk. The latter is boundary marker paint, whose colour signifies a property boundary in Alabama and a number of other U.S. states. The 
former is a reference to some of the literature on racial passing, in which nail beds—both whether or not they bear a half-moon and if they 
have a bluish tint—are identified as supposed “indicators” of race.
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