
Most people will never visit BC’s north coast and
Great Bear Rainforest. However, an exhibition, a
film, books, calendars, and an online art auction
now give everyone the chance to experience this
breathtaking place, through artists’ eyes.

Raincoast Conservation Foundation’s sweeping
‘Oil-Free Coast’ initiative began last June with a
two-week cruise taking 50 artists as a group to
Haida Gwaii and the coastal rainforest. They went to document
what increased oil tanker traffic in the area will put at risk. Their
trip developed into a collection that is part education, part
fundraiser, part adventure, and all sheer magic.

Already shown in Vancouver and Victoria, the resulting
exhibition of sixty-three works of art, donated by their creators,
is currently hung at ArtSpring on Salt Spring Island until
December 16, when it moves to Nanaimo, opening on
December 20 at the Nanaimo Art Gallery. Other towns and
communities across Canada are asking for the exhibition and
the foundation is looking at ways to extend its tour. 

The June expedition to the rainforest aboard the Raincoast
Foundation’s 70-foot research vessel Achiever and Mothership
Adventures’ Columbia III is documented in the 22-minute film
Reflections, now screening in communities around the province. 

From any location, one can experience the artworks in the
online auction. Go to www.raincoast.org and click the Oil-Free
Coast auction link to place your bid. 

An additional fundraising acquisition could be a coffeetable
art book, Art For An Oil-Free Coast: Canada’s Raincoast At
Risk, combining the artworks with prose and poetry. David
Suzuki writes the foreword, essays by Briony Penn and Jessie
Housty do the introductions, and Wade Davis contributes the
afterword. Proceeds from sales will support Raincoast’s scientific
research and the Oil-Free Coast campaign.

The book is available at Raincoast’s website and, together
with calendars and other paraphenalia, at the exhibitions. It
makes a wonderful Christmas gift.

Beautifully displayed, both in the book and at the exhibitions,
is a wide range of artistic styles, showing the variety of individuals
who have embraced Raincoast’s mission. 

Some of the more modestly-priced artworks offer a view into
the coast’s vulnerability, such as Kevin Johnson’s ‘For Generations

to Come’, in which two black-and-white pencilled
sea otters peer innocently over a raft of bull kelp,
floating on the ocean surface… One can imagine
their expression in the face of an oil tanker. 

Few of the works depict the interaction
between humans and nature, focusing instead on
the landscape and its animal inhabitants. ‘Halibut
Catcher #2’ is one exception, in which Harold

Allanson evokes the age-old fisherman, who may now, due to the
depletion of our seas, be out of time. 

Although human impacts on the coast may inspire the
initiative, the artists’ categorical focus on flora and fauna–without
the presence of people–could be due to the effect the natural
environment had on the artists. 

Singer-songwriter and artist Mae Moore said she felt
transformed during her time exploring the raincoast aboard
Achiever. ‘I’ve been in wilderness before, but never in a place that
was this profound,’ Moore told Island Tides. ‘If everybody could
spend just one day in the Great Bear Rainforest, there would be
no question about shutting down tanker traffic and pipelines on
this coast. People are so far removed they don’t feel that same
connection. I knew in my head that I was against the [Northern
Gateway pipeline] project, but when I went there it shifted from the
intellectual and I knew it in my heart.’

Moore, who said she was ‘honoured’ to be on the expedition,
submitted an acrylic painting that illustrates the estuary at
Kynoch Inlet. At the time of writing, there was one bid on her
colourful capture of the idyllic estuary with a lone raven poised
above the waters, observing, listening. 

In the auction, there are several high-contrast prints by Roy
Henry Vickers–‘Orcas in Oil’ is the darkest–and many other
intricate, intriguing visions of salmon, bears, birds, beaches, and
waves. Each painting, sculpture, carving or print evokes the
beauty of this place that would be forever changed if an oil spill
were to occur.

‘Oil over water? It should just never happen,’ said Moore,
referring to Enbridge’s plan to ship diluted bitumen overseas in
supertankers.  

The highest reserve prices in the auction are ‘Calvert Island
Eagle’ by Robert Bateman, and ‘Raincoast Bowl’ by Craig
Benson, valued at $42,000 and $50,000 respectively. 
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Benson’ s bowl, measuring almost one-metre-wide, was cast
in bronze from a carving in a single piece of Brazilian soapstone
weighing 227 kilograms. Carved over a period of 15 months.
‘Raincoast Bowl’ represents the coastal estuaries, combining
lifelike visages of wolves, bears and salmon. 

In Bateman’s 61cm x 91cm oil painting, a bald eagle stands
sentry over the pristine Calvert Island white sand beach. Just north
of there is Hakai Luxvbalis Conservancy Area–the largest
provincial marine protected area on the BC Coast (more than
1,200 sq km of land and sea). What would Eagle say of the plan to
ship diluted bitumen, by sea, within 200km of this pristine place?

Other well-known names include Robert Davidson, Carol
Evans, Christian Morrisseau, Dorset Norwich Young and Alison
Watt. All are united in their goal to stop the proposed Northern
Gateway pipeline, firm in the belief that an oil spill from the
collision or grounding of a supertanker would have a catastrophic
impact on this remarkable region. 

‘These artists have done a magnificent job depicting the
ecologically rich, wild places Northern Gateway puts at risk,’ said
Brian Falconer, Raincoast’s Director of Marine Operations. ‘This
was an enormous commitment for them.’

Their efforts arose out of passion to protect their coastal home,
though. ‘It would be a form of genocide to let [Gateway] go ahead,’
said carver Craig Benson when he spoke with Island Tides. 

Raincoast’s Misty MacDuffee commented, ‘The opportunity
with the art is to to engage Canadians in a dialogue about our
energy future. If BC landlocks the tar sands it gives the rest of
Canada time to think about how we can use our oil energy at
home to help the transition to renewable energy. It’s the
opportunity to put a new energy vision on the table.’ 
Raincoast Conservation Foundation is a team of

conservationists ‘empowered by scientific research’ to protect
the lands, waters and wildlife of coastal BC. 0
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