
Awestruck, BC 

 

Julie Oakes was living in the Okanagan in 1991 when national news services ran 

coverage on three of her paintings featured in the exhibition Earthlines, Deadlines, Lifelines. She 

had notoriously pointed a dubious finger at logging practices in BC. Small rats driving 

bulldozers had caught the eye of the industry and a campaign was launched that exerted pressure 

on the public galleries hosting the travelling exhibition to remove the acrylic paintings. The 

galleries maintained their curatorial rights and the paintings continued on display. Two years 

later, Ann Rosenberg of the Vancouver Globe and Mail suggested that Oakes was making 

“making a career of controversy” when in 1992, her painting I’m Glad that I knew Him in the 

Biblical Sense showing at Gallery 56 in Vancouver caught her eye.  

Once her family was raised, Oakes moved from the relative paradise of the lake country 

to New York and then Toronto. While in New York, Oakes completed two Masters degrees, one 

in Fine Arts and one in Social and Political Science. Both a visual artist and a writer, a trilogy of 

exhibitions and novellas, Human Sacrifice, were accomplished during this time as was The 

Canadian Gift Proposal a series of paintings that addressed 9/11 and the aftermath. Oakes was 

ten blocks north of the Twin Towers when they came down and her morning reports from New 

York were heard on Morningside CBC during the weeks following. Big Cock was the iconic 

image that she created in response to 9/11. Big Cock, 116 x 160 inches, is an oil painting on an 

indigo ground made of powdered pigment so that the very masculine rooster in attack position 

stands out like a decal on the surface. In the bottom right corner, there is a plump, waxy-looking 

persimmon, appearing small, precious and vulnerable in comparison. Big Cock will be in the 

exhibition Awestruck at SMASH. 

Awestruck will open at SMASH on November 02. The title describes not only Oakes’ 

reaction to her current life, but also a response to the work itself. Controversy has been set aside 

as wonder took over.   

Oakes’ porcelain, earthenware bronze and glass works were first introduced during her 

solo exhibition at The Canadian Clay and Glass Museum in Ontario in 2011. Swounds contained 

an installation of 120 glass birds suspended from the ceiling of the museum. Once a day, the 

hymn God Sees the Little Sparrows Fall, sung by the Canadian opera Soprano Neema 

Bickersteth, heralded the fall of one of the glass sparrows from the ceiling onto steel plates on 

the cement floor of the museum. Based on the dynamics of the specificity of individuality and 

the fragility of life, Swounds was effective.  

SMASH will host a new installation of porcelain birds along with porcelain harpies, 

depicted singing as told in Homer’s tale of Odysseus. Femme fatales part human and part bird, 

were told as sitting on high cliffs luring seduced sailors to their ruination as their vessels crashed 

on the rocky shoreline. Still rife with contemporary metaphorical associations, harpies or sirens 

were known as “snatchers”. 

Shakespeare’s Ophelia has also gained Oakes’ attention. She has used the rabbits seen in 

bounty-of-the-hunt paintings in her work since 9/11 and the image is presented this time as a 

larger-than-life-size, bronze, rabbit bust entwined with the flowers and herb that the maiden cited 

in Hamlet. 

No longer politicising her Okanagan surroundings, local foliage from across the seasons 

frames a series of bunny portraits. Awe struck acknowledges - unashamedly - fresh insights and 

hope.  



Oakes says, “I liken this work to the idea of a magic wand. Magic wands were introduced 

into my repertoire through fairy tales but the staff of the shaman, ritual objects from the 

ecclesiastic, or even the sign of the medical profession have affiliations to the magic wand. 

Today, the modernity of witchcraft is effective in areas as diverse as religion, myth, sociology or 

politics. The concentration on the puissance of animals that runs throughout Awestruck  is like 

the donning of a mask in a native ceremony. The essence of the spirit of the animal is brought 

within a proximity designed to create a convincing notion of the animal - closer in line to the 

perfection of the spirit than to the actual physicality of the animal.”  

Stanzie Tooth, curator of Lonsdale Gallery where Awestruck ON, showed from June 02 

to July 15, succinctly states -    

In Awestruck, Julie Oakes continues to explore themes of the spirituality 

found in nature through the anthropomorphising of her animal subjects. The 

subjects seem awestruck by the attention paid to them, which engenders a self-

consciousness in their demeanour.  In each portrait, the animal subjects are 

supported by carefully staged scenes, the foliage and environment of the settings 

adding to metaphors of mortality.  Borrowing from vanitas traditions of historical 

painting, the animals are given the reverence of saints- their fur perfect and eyes 

bejewelled- they seem to reflect an ideal of nature rather than the real, messy and 

unpredictable “otherness” of the animal kingdom.  

Awe Struck is couched in formats and techniques informed by Rocco, Classicism and Art 

Nouveau such as the overblown and detailed representations of flora and fauna. The white 

porcelain pieces draw close to fairytale renditions of Beatrix Potter, Hans Christian Anderson or 

even caricatured, big-eyed mangas. By bringing into play the allure of beauty, the human 

inclination towards perfection and the divine is satisfied. The distance between man and animal 

is lessened. 

Julie Oakes’ novel Hooks is now in the bookstores. She will be doing a reading from 

Hooks at SMASH Gallery on Saturday, Nov 3
rd

 at 2PM. 

  

http://www.theoi.com/Pontios/Harpyiai.html  

Harpie: 

Greek name : !"#$% ,  pl . !"#%$%  

Latin Spelling: Harpyia, pl. Harpyiae  

HARPYIAI (or Harpies) were the spirits of sudden, sharp gusts of wind. They were 

known as the hounds of Zeus and were despatched by the god to snatch away (harpazô) 
people and things from the earth. Sudden, mysterious disappearances were often attributed 

to the Harpyiai. 
 

 


