INTRODUCTION
For the next two months, the Ottawa Art Gallery is pleased to present Off Grid, a multifaceted program of local, national and international performance, visual and media art. Dedicated to exploring alternatives to and subversions of mainstream urban culture, Off Grid negotiates ideas of inclusion, exclusion, collaboration and intervention in the context of public space and community. With this ambitious project, the Ottawa Art Gallery hopes to emphasize both the advantages and disadvantages of metropolitan life, while promoting opportunities for creative interaction and exchange that respect difference and diversity.

Off Grid features the work of more than 25 artists in on-site, off-site and on-line projects. The methods used by these artists to express ideas about cities range as widely as the themes they have chosen to address, which include, but are not limited to, economic inequity, race, consumerism and urban development. 

It is one thing to talk about cultural alternatives and creative collaboration and quite another to make them happen. Off Grid was motivated by our desire for tangible results, which led us to explore several different avenues. For example, the decision to produce a ‘zine was inspired by our personal involvement in the scene, but also by our confidence in its relevance as a forum for some of the most interesting and independent thought about today’s social climate and culture. Off Grid’s interdisciplinary programming is another manifestation of our commitment to alternative forms of idea exchange, combining media art with installation, photography, performance, street art, graffiti and ephemera. Collaboration is also vital to the intentions of Off Grid, and the Ottawa Art Gallery is pleased to partner with Gallery 101, the Canadian Film Institute and Available Light Screening Collective to present two unique film and video screenings. As part of the public programming for Off Grid, we have also organized a youth workshop in which high school students will collaborate with professional artists to create works of art in public spaces.

We hope Off Grid will contribute to the growing energy and excitement for arts and culture within the Ottawa community, and we hope that you will get involved! In this ‘zine, you will find a schedule of events, all of which are free to attend. To become even more involved, you can sign up to take part in various artists’ projects simply by contacting us. Are you interested in sharing ideas with participating artists?  Many of them have created blogs (http://www.ottawaartgallery.ca/blogs) specifically for Off Grid, and your comments and other contributions are most welcome! 

Off Grid represents a new and expanded program for the Ottawa Art Gallery. It would not have been possible without the hard work and support of Gallery staff and so many people and organizations throughout our community – from local businesses and media to volunteers, visitors, and artists. We are indebted to the ongoing contributions of major funding bodies, such as the Canada Council for the Arts, the Ontario Arts Council, the City of Ottawa and the Ontario Trillium Foundation, as well as special support from the Canadian Art Foundation (Youth Arts Bursary Program), Arts Presentation Canada (Department of Canadian Heritage), Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt LLP and The New RO. 
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The grid is both an ambivalent and ubiquitous structure. Underpinning the logic of our social geography and economic stability, it also galvanizes activist critiques of urban sprawl and capitalism. In many obvious ways, the city is the grid par excellence. Its geometry continues to spread outwards, including more and more of the population within its lattice, a repetitious patterning that seems intent upon compartmentalizing the earth. To be “off grid” thus connotes an indeterminate and experimental state, a critical position at the threshold of the organized and disorganized, the virtuous and the criminal. It is perhaps one of the most important political metaphors of our time – a summersault between activist and terrorist, social deviant and conscientious citizen, radical and moralist. 

The artists in Off Grid demonstrate diverse ways of negotiating this experience. Each responds to the urban environment through strategies that play assiduously on the subtle distinctions between normal and deviant behaviour, private and public space, activism and anarchism, dominant ideology and the politics of everyday. These complex and insightful projects take ideas from, and return them to the world. Most importantly, they invite us to do the same. Living “off grid” involves more than just installing expensive solar panels – it is a complex micro-politics that affects even the most mundane and minute elements of out daily lives.

Marlene Creates’ photographs of city-limits signs reveal the difficulty of describing a city based on statistical facts alone, as well as the inaccuracies that unexpectedly occur in any system. As an ironic document of pre-amalgamation Ottawa, her work also reminds us of the communities that are effectively erased by the advent of the megapolis. 

Eric Glavin’s flattened and formalized depictions of apartment buildings are motivated by his interest in the aesthetic qualities of his surroundings. While he does not aim to critique urbanization per se, he is well aware of the social and political issues his work raises. Glavin believes that cities are multi-faceted places, and wishes to encourage viewers to consider this through their own readings.    

Through video and photography, Milutin Gubash explores human interaction in cities. Based on newspaper articles about urban deaths, crimes and injuries, his work spans the gap between a compassionate desire to understand other people’s experiences, and a voyeuristic fascination with their lives. Gubash reminds viewers that participating in a community requires more than mere awareness of events, and that co-habitation involves more than regulating crime or mourning tragedy.   

Doug Lewis’ video, On Looking (2005), captures and magnifies the movement that occurs along sidewalks, tuning its minutiae into monuments and its traces into substantial clues. This project points out the difference between seeing and looking by emphasizing the physical engagement and intellectual commitment required by the latter. Our surroundings are often taken for granted, but a heightened awareness of them can contribute to a greater sense of ourselves and how we interact and with others.

Oliver Ressler is a deeply engaged political activist who uses art and media as his tools in the struggle for social justice.  Developed with writer Dario Azzellini, Disobbedienti (2002) is a documentary that features the Tute Bianche, a group of Italian activists concerned with the effects of globalization and the so-called "new economy."  Ressler’s collaboration with artist David Thorne, 3 Proposals for Banners (2004), is part of an ongoing series called “Boom!” that uses non-functioning URLs to communicate the “hysterical excess”
 of capitalism.

John Scott’s impulsive style of drawing conveys his immediate interpretations of the world around him, as well as his concern for issues affecting his life and the lives of others. Scott is distressed by large-scale urban developments, which rarely take into consideration the reasonable welfare of the population who must live there.  His growing dissatisfaction with living in a major city fraught with noise, pollution and disgruntled crowds is a theme in much of his recent work.  

In their installation, Carts (2005), Trevor Mahovsky and Rhonda Weppler have arranged hallow, aluminium foil molds of shopping carts throughout the gallery space. These shinny, insubstantial forms are evocative of the volatility of economics, the superficial nature of consumer culture, and even the transitory experience of the homeless. Their meticulous work is as disposable as any mass-produced item that is purchased, used and then forgotten. 

Labrona, Juan Carlos Noria, Other and Patrick Thompson are four provocative street artists who have left their marks in Ottawa, Montréal and many other cities around the world. Their subject matter and styles vary widely, but their political self-awareness is consistent. They view the streets as a place to voice ideas about culture, and have challenged many of the stereotypes associated with graffiti.  Brought together to create an indoor mural, these artists have also produced maps to help others find some of Ottawa’s most intriguing graffiti sites. 

Dean Baldwin’s single channel video installation, Attachments (2003), questions the implicit authority of architecture and public sculpture. Complimented by a Wagnerian soundtrack, Baldwin’s repeated action of clinging to the surfaces of city structures uses wry humour to accentuate the burden of grandiose cultural ideologies. The succession of images that depict him literally hanging off the physical features of Munich are evocative of peril, tenacity, abnormality and the sometimes overwhelming process of negotiating one’s physical body through the urban grid. 
Victoria Stanton’s ongoing series of public live-art actions, (Being) One Thing at a Time (initiated in 2003), is part of the artist’s “interest in disrupting quotidian expectations and blurring the ever-porous boundaries between art and life.”
 Volunteers are asked to perform a series of simple, group actions in a public space: kissing for and hour on a street corner, feeding each other in a restaurant, and holding up welcome mats on the street. This project explores the ill-defined point at which public behavior becomes inappropriate.

The Pigeon Homing Project (2005) is an “adoption agency for city pigeons”
 in which participants select a life-size painting of a pigeon that is then permanently “homed” on the wall of their residence. Pigeons are often considered urban pests, frequently associated with vagrancy and homelessness. With this project, Annie Dunning explores the boundaries of our living space, questioning who is and is not welcome to seek shelter there. 

In their collaborative project, Finder Keepers, Uta Riccius and Sarah Thrasher invite unsuspecting members of the public to make contact with an unknown person. Pieces of ephemera, such as receipts, postcards, lists, and notes, are hidden in the pages of books located in two bookstores and a public library. Each piece of ephemera has been stamped “Finders Keeps” along with an invitation to write to looseresweepers@hotmail.com. These seemingly haphazard attempts at making contact play upon our fear of and desire to connect with strangers.
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