ABOUT THE EXHIBITION - GRAND THEFT TERRA FIRMA
DEAR TEACHER:

This guide will assist you in preparing for your tour of the exhibition Grand Theft Terra Firma.
It also provides activities to facilitate discussion before and after your Gallery visit. Engaging
in the suggested activities will reinforce ideas generated by the tour and build continuity
between the Gallery experience and your ongoing work in the classroom. Most activities
require few materials and can be adapted easily to the age, grade level and needs of your
students. Underlined words in this guide are defined in the Vocabulary section.
The tour of Grand Theft Terra Firma has three main goals:
• To introduce students to David Campion and Sandra Shield’s work and artistic practice
• To consider the use of digital gaming and satire to tell the story of the settlement of
Canada
• To explore the artwork within historical, social, and cultural contexts
The tour will take approximately 50-70 minutes and the exhibition is open until November
14th. For bookings, please contact us at info@g2gf.ca

EXHIBITION BACKGROUND:

Grand Theft Terra Firma is an unflinching redress of Canada’s colonial narrative. By combining
contemporary popular culture with historical source material, artists David Campion and
Sandra Shields disrupt the celebratory mythology of nation building and invite us to critically
evaluate our own continued and complicated relationship to colonial practices.
As the title suggests, the exhibition appropriates the language of digital gaming to reframe
the settlement of Canada as a complex heist. Specifically, the title refers to Grand Theft Auto,
a series of popular video games considered highly controversial, in part because they require
players to commit violent and immoral acts to achieve gaming success. Borrowing from this,
the exhibition unfolds as a strategy guide to an imaginary video game based on historical
events occurring within S’ólh Téméxw, now more commonly known as British Columbia’s
Fraser Valley.

ABOUT THE EXHIBITION - GRAND THEFT TERRA FIRMA
Text and image come together to challenge the moral authority of the settler narrative as the
artists employ common elements from gaming strategy guides to structure this body of work.
Photographic portraits introduce us to the “players.” These characters draw on the archetypes
of Canadian history, their fictional backstories describing their roles in the colonial project
while simultaneously connecting our national history to the global conquests of the British
Empire.
Photographs of artifacts from museum collections are presented as the “power objects”
required by the characters for game play, and a series of digitally composed tableaux mimic
gameplay “screen shots.”
These photographic vignettes, achieved in collaboration with Stó:lō community members and
actors of settler heritage, evoke the ongoing impacts of past events. As physical interruptions
in a primarily photographic exhibition, the photostudio backdrop, the outhouse, and the desk
remind us that the writing of history is often a matter of perspective; how we describe and
relate to the story depends on where we are standing.
The artists’ use of gaming, satire, and humour provides entry points into difficult knowledge.
These strategies encourage us to consider how history can become mythologized in its telling.
The exhibition thus supports discussions around emergent notions of personal awareness
and responsibility in the process of decolonization and emphasizes the potential for art to
promote critical discourse in divided societies.

ARTIST’S BACKGROUND:

David Campion and Sandra Shields
David Campion and Sandra Shields create photo-text installations around the themes of
power and its blind spots. They make a practice of appropriating pop literary forms as a
means of sharing uncomfortable knowledge. As white artists with personal histories rooted
in European expansionism, the mechanics of colonization have been a compelling theme for
them.
Sandra comes to the subject as the great-granddaughter of early Alberta pioneers. David
approaches from the vantage of a British immigrant who grew up in southern Africa during
the era that apartheid governments fell. In their work, the artists gratefully acknowledge the
influence and involvement of Indigenous artists, thinkers, friends, and neighbours. Sandra
and David’s early work combined literary nonfiction and documentary photography, resulting
in three books. The couple lives with their son in a trailer park on the Leq’á:mél First Nation
reserve.

PRE-VISIT ACTIVITY: COLONIALISM DEFINED
Objective:

Students learn about settler colonialism and its impact on Indigenous communities.

Discussion:

For thousands and thousands of years, Indigenous peoples were richly diversified, selfsufficient cultures living across the land now known as Canada and the United States. The
context of their lives changed dramatically with the arrival of Europeans to the continent.
Settler colonialism is a specific form of colonization that seeks to displace the Indigenous
populations of a place with a new society of settlers. In Canada, the project of settler
colonialism has included the establishment of residential schools and reserves, the outlawing
of Indigenous ceremonies, and widespread resources extraction and environmental
degradation. For Indigenous people, some of the consequences of settler colonialism
include the disconnection from land, history, identity and cultural forms. Colonialism in all
its manifestations is a basic form of injustice and has been condemned as a practice by the
United Nations.
In the exhibition Grand Theft Terra Firma, David Campion and Sandra Shields use the language
of digital gaming to reframe Canada’s colonial past as a complex heist of the land by European
settlers.

Materials:
•
•
•

Access to the library and the Internet
Student Worksheet
Pencils

Process:

1. Discuss the concept of settler colonialism with students, using the paragraph above as a
basis for discussion.
2. Explain to students that the word “colonialism” means the control by one country over
another area and its people, usually for economic gain. What is distinct about settler
colonialism as a form of colonization?
3. To give students a good overview of Indigenous nations in Canada, display the interactive
map found on the Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development website: https://geo.aadncaandc.gc.ca/cippn-fnpim/index-eng.html
4. In order to understand settler colonialism, students should be aware of the various
Indigenous nations in British Columbia. Using library and Internet resources, have students
research and fill in the Student Worksheet.
5. Have each group present their research to the class.

Conclusion:

Discuss the following:
•
•

After completing this activity, do the students view Canada differently? If so, how?
What are some attitudes or beliefs Canadians may have adopted as a result of their
colonial history?

STUDENT WORKSHEET
Name of Indigenous nation in British Columbia: ____________________________________
Language

Ceremonies and
Traditions

Traditional Territory

How settler colonialism
affected them

Current issues and
concerns

Name two other Indigenous groups in British Columbia:
1.

______________________________________________________

2.

______________________________________________________

POST-VISIT ACTIVITY: ACKNOWLEDGING TERRITORY
Objective:

Students create an artwork to acknowledge their presence on the land and territory of
Indigenous people.

Discussion:

Acknowledging territory shows recognition of and respect for Indigenous peoples. It is
recognition of their presence both in the past and in the present, and it is an essential element
of establishing the healthy, reciprocal relations that are key to reconciliation. In many settings,
acknowledging Indigenous territory has become a common practice. It often involves a brief
statement at the beginning of a gathering or event to name the Indigenous territory that
the gathering is taking place upon. The acknowledgement may also involve recognizing the
treaties that have been made in that area, or an acknowledgment of the fact that no such
treaties exist. It may also involve expressing gratitude to the Indigenous stewards of a place,
while also acknowledging the ongoing oppression and struggles for justice that are facing
those same people and their communities.
In the Boundary, for example, events or gatherings held at various institutions often begin
with the following statement:
“We [I] would like to begin by acknowledging that we are on the traditional and unceded
territory of the Sinixt and Sylix Nations.”
In the exhibition, Grand Theft Terra Firma, artists David Campion and Sandra Shields encourage
us to consider our relationship to the land and critically evaluate the settlement of Canada.

Materials:
•
•
•

Paper
Painting or drawing supplies
Images of the Boundary (from magazines, newspapers, the internet)

Process:

1. Discuss with students the concept of territorial acknowledgment and its importance, using
the discussion above as reference.
2. Ask the students: Do they know the name of the Indigenous people on whose territory
they live? Tell students they may not realize it, but their home is most likely built on land
that was used by Indigenous people for thousands and thousands of years. Do they perceive
themselves as newcomers to this place?
3. Ask students what the concepts of “land” and “territory” mean to them. What images
come to mind when they think of the land they live on? How do they relate to the land
around them? How can they honour the land from both a historical and an environmental
perspective? What are some of the different kinds of land in the Boundary or the
neighbourhood in which they live? For instance, beaches, forests, downtown, residential areas,
parks, cemeteries and so on.
4. Explain to students that although territorial acknowledgements are usually expressed
verbally, they will be making an artwork to acknowledge their presence on Indigenous land.

POST-VISIT ACTIVITY: ACKNOWLEDGING TERRITORY
5. Have students look for and select one or more images of the Boundary or their respective
neighbourhoods. These can be found in magazines, newspapers or online sources.
6. Provide each student with a large piece of paper and access to drawing/painting materials.
7. Have students draw or paint a scene inspired by their selected images.
8. As a final step, have students include their name and territorial acknowledgment at the
bottom of their artwork as seen below.

My name is: Jane Doe
I live on: the unceded traditional territory of the Sylix and Sinixt Nations

Conclusion:

Discuss the following:
• Ask students whether and how they think about the land and its history differently now.
• Ask students why they chose their particular scene.
• Ask them to consider how histories of the land inform their lives today.

The Great Land Sale, 2016, Inkjet Print on Vinyl

VOCABULARY
Apartheid: a policy or system of segregation or discrimination on ground of race. Apartheid
was a formal policy of the South African government from 1948 to the early 1990s.

Appropriation: the action of taking something for one’s own use.
Archetype: a very typical example of a certain person or thing.
British Empire: all the territories and colonies across the world that were ruled or

administered by the United Kingdom beginning in the 16th century with its height in the
19th and early 20th century.

Colonial/Colonize: a process that occurs when settlers arrive at a place in order to

establish political control over it. This is done by creating new governing systems and ways
of living, being and doing that make the ways of those who were there before inferior. This
creates unequal relationships between the colonizer and the Indigenous people.

Decolonization: taking a critical look at how colonization has affected Indigenous Peoples
in Canada, and reacting to the history of oppression that Indigenous Peoples have been
through.

Indigenous: referring to the first inhabitants of Canada, including First Nations, Inuit, and
Metis peoples.

Reconciliation: in Canada, a multi-faceted process that restores lands, economic self-

sufficiency and political jurisdiction to Indigenous peoples, and nurtures respectful and
just relationships between Indigenous peoples, Canada and non-Indigenous Canadians. It
is an effort to renew the relationship between settlers and Indigenous peoples, based on
recognition of rights, respect, cooperation and partnership.

Redress: the act of setting right an unjust situation
Residential Schools: Canadian government-sponsored religious schools established

to assimilate Indigenous children into Euro-Canadian culture. Children were forced from
their homes and forbidden to speak their original languages or to practise any of their own
cultural ways of life.

Reserves: tracts of land set aside under the Federal Indian Act and treaty agreements for

the exclusive use of a First Nations group. Members possess the right to live on reserve lands,
and administrative and political structures are frequently located there. Reserve lands are not
strictly “owned” by First Nations group but are held in trust by the Crown.

S’ólh Téméxw: the traditional territory of the Stó:lō people in the Fraser Vallery.
Stó:lō: a group of First Nations peoples inhabiting the Fraser Valley and lower Fraser Canyon
of British Columbia.

VOCABULARY
Tableaux: a group of models or motionless figures representing a scene from a story or from
history.

Treaty: agreements made between the Government of Canada, Indigenous groups and
often provinces and territories that define ongoing rights and obligations on all sides.

Unceded: status of land when no agreement as to ownership or use has been made. In

Canada, not all lands or waterways are governed by treaties or other agreements between
Indigenous people and newcomers, and Indigenous peoples have not surrendered (ceded)
these rights although both groups make use of them.

Vignette: a short description, picture, or piece of acting which expresses very clearly and
neatly the typical characteristics of the thing that it represents.
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