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The term housing architectural historian 
Harold Kalman argues, is quite distinct 
from the word house – the latter 
connotes ‘dwelling’ whereas the former 
refers to “the houses of the working 
class, particularly those built for it by 
government authorities or private 
developers.” �  Likewise, Kalman points 
out, both terms significantly diverge  
from the affecting term home, a word that 
specifically evokes deeper sentiments 
related to familial life. �

In his exhibition HOME | Works, 
Anishnawbe artist Frank Shebageget 
carefully weaves together all three 
concepts in his art. His installation  
and sculptural practice recalls a time  
and place keenly rooted in the history  
of Northwestern Ontario. Born in  
Upsala, a small unincorporated 
community 144 kilometers north of 
Thunder Bay, Shebageget’s work details 
the past history of the region as well 
as his own through architectural and 
dioramic work.  

For example, in the installation  
The Housing (2009), Shebageget evokes 
the standardized and government issued 
mining houses that also simultaneously 
points to both the forced relocation of 
Indigenous communities and Western 
ideals of modern living. A group of 
uniformly made millboard houses 
are arranged in a circle on a wooden 
platform, placed directly before an 
architectural drawing of a house – one 
very much like the home his father built 
in Upsala. Shebageget reflects, “This 
work addresses housing development 
on reserves and allows us to visit this 
community built by western concepts and 
modelled for a “typical nuclear family.” 
Is it Indian? Is it isolated? — these are 
questions we [must] ask.” �  

Indeed, it’s a question that is further 
examined in Small Village II (2004) 

where Shebageget has constructed 
several miniature cardboard houses. 
Stacked vertically, these single-family 
houses also reference the proliferation 
of condominiums increasingly found 
in urban centres across Canada. This 
work illustrates how we can easily be 
“disconnected from both the ground and 
the surrounding geographys — suburban 
sprawl gives way to an acute sense of 
confinement.” �  The current explosion of 
condominiums in cities such as Toronto, 
Calgary and Vancouver has not only 
created disconnects from the genius loci 
of its environs, but also a crisis in the 
accessibility of housing costs for middle 
and low income families.  

The repetitive and precisely made objects 
in the exhibition once again question the 
promise of development and progress: a 
de Havilland Beaver, an iconic bush plane 
that is well-known for opening Northern 
Ontario for resource development and 
the transportation of goods. In Beavers 
(2008), Shebageget has handmade 
1692 miniature Beaver planes and 
methodically suspends them from a wire 
grid anchored on to the walls. Nestled 
in the corner of the gallery, the cluster 
of planes resembles a school of fish. The 
plane was first flown in August 1947 and 
was produced commercially until 1967. 
In total, 1692 Beavers were made, and as 
a tribute to the plane’s ability, many of 
these are still flying to this day.�  While 
the plane is frequently credited  
for opening the north for the trade of 
goods, they were — like many other  
types of small planes — also associated 
with the removal of children from 
communities to church-administered 
residential schools. �  In this work, we 
are presented with both insight on the 
history and impact of this powerfully 
small aircraft across northern Ontario.

A seemingly thematic departure from  
the works that focus on housing,  

Cell (2010) is made from a series of nylon 
fishing nets that are hooked on a  
hanging metal frame. The installation 
calls to mind the luminous underwater 
world of marine life and the activity of 
fishing. As the spotlights hit the sheer 
nets, they reflect and vibrate across 
the room. A decidedly minimalist 
installation, the work points to both the 
leisurely and industrial pursuit of  
fishing, but also to the transformative 
nature of the netting. However for 
Shebageget, the work also recalls the 
hours spent in his childhood home 
untangling fishing nets for his family. �

The work of Frank Shebageget draws  
on multiple histories, images and the 
built environment. Moreover, it sheds 
light on how communities — not only 
draw from the distinct understanding 
between housing, house and home — 
but also have a definite link with the 
development of land and resources in 
Canada. In HOME | Works, Shebageget 
intertwines a complex history of 
Northwestern Ontario to see through the 
appearance of progress and its lasting 
impact on the people of this region.
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