




Walter May: After the Rapture

David Garneau

Walter May forages for meaning in the detritus of a society he has fallen into but only reluctantly belongs. He is a 
witness sifting through refuse for fragments to be cobbled into tactile poetry. Once narratives have been discredited, 
become confused, or lost, the only reliable thing is the silent testimony of the hand made. May crafts enigmatic hybrids, 
melancholic comic representatives of the human condition with the sincerity of the last sculptor on earth. He fashions 
solace for survivors.

Often combining natural and manufactured found objects – repurposed furniture, tools, industrial cast-offs, tree trunks 
and branches – May’s unique forms seem to have a purpose, intent, even an animate being that exceeds the mere real 
things from which they emerge. Trailer (2011) is just a burnt poplar branch attached to a stout steel pressure tank. But 
the alchemy of the imagination transforms these two disparate things into a singular new being, perhaps a sprouting seed. 
Plugged (2010) and Pin Pine (2007/8) return wooden handles to the trees from which they came. The gestures might 
remind us that our civilization emerges from nature but has become alienated from it. The attempted return and repair is 
suffused with a comic pathos. The grafts do not mend the rift between nature and culture but embody the suspense that 
is our human nature.

Like the truth-to-materials generation he succeeds, May generally lets his materials be themselves. He chooses objects 
not only for their intriguing shapes but also for their natural or worn patinas. When he decorates, it is with fire. While 
a formalist at heart, his found things resist becoming mere compositional elements and he allows their histories and 
personalities to murmur. His formalist good taste is leavened by surreal humour.

When an artist tries a new art form they tend to carry from their preferred medium themes, style and sensibility that can 
shed light on the darker corners of their primary work. Duets is a series of paired photographs printed this year but taken 
at various times over the past fifteen. If May’s sculptures evoke the body, demand touch, these photographs compose 
a world without people. A witness traverses the scene like the recording angels in Wim Wenders’ Wings of Desire. The 
gaze searches for accidental wit, subtle visual pleasures and mute truths. One image shows a bird bath, the next a mud 
puddle. Two pigeons on a wire; a fallen comrade in the snow in the next image? I saw this. That happened. Isn’t this odd, 
interesting, unexpectedly beautiful? May’s photographs filter out people because they are self-deceptive. Perhaps more 
telling truths can be found in their traces. Perhaps you can learn more about the essence of a person by rooting through 
their house than by talking with them.

The picture that has lingered in my mind since I saw it in 2002 is Braziers Staircase/Group Portrait. At an artist’s residency 
he attend near Reading, England, May asked his colleagues there to lend him their footwear for a few days. Most did. He 
positioned twenty six pairs on a large, translucent skylight. Participants walking through the building could chance upon 
the installation. Like much of his work, the gesture is poetic, subtle, and funny, a gentle intervention into the routine 
world. It is also an ecstatic and melancholic memento mori. The artists have ascended in rapture, leaving only their shoes 
and us behind.

Duets (2018), detail, Brazier’s Staircase/Group Portrait (image 
courtesy of Walter May).



Lisa Baldissera has worked in curatorial roles in public art galleries Western Canada and as an independent curator, consultant, 
and writer for almost 20 years and is currently Senior Curator at Contemporary Calgary.  She has produced more than fifty 
exhibitions of local, Canadian, and international artists and holds MFAs in Creative Writing from the University of British 
Columbia and in Art from the University of Saskatchewan. She is currently a PhD candidate at Goldsmiths College, University of 
London. 
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has completed a number of public art installations and was the recipient of two Canada Council grants to support his studio 
research.

David Garneau is Associate Professor of Painting and Drawing at the University of Regina. 

Mary-Beth Laviolette is an independent art curator and writer specializing in Alberta and western Canadian art. She is also the 
author of three books about art in Alberta. She can still remember Wally’s seminal exhibitions at the Paul Kuhn Art Gallery and 
Southern Alberta Art Gallery (Lethbridge) in 1984 and 1985 respectively. 

Ron Moppett is an artist and has been a friend and colleague of Walter and Margaret May for over forty years.

Diana Sherlock is a Canadian independent curator, writer and educator whose projects create opportunities for contemporary 
artists to produce new work in response to specific collections, contexts, histories and cultures of display. She has published 
over 70 texts in gallery catalogues and contemporary art journals internationally.

Nancy Tousley, winner of a 2011 Governor General’s Award for Visual and Media Arts for outstanding contribution, is a 
nationally known senior art critic, arts journalist and independent curator.

Katherine Ylitalo is an independent curator, writer, garden historian, horticulturalist and educator with over forty years 
experience in Canadian museums, galleries and educational institutions. Currently, she is the curator of the Bow Valley College 
Art Collection.

Walter May
Although primarily known as a sculptor, Walter May’s practice has also included drawing, digital photography, installations, and 
on occasion, performance art. He has an extensive exhibition record with over two dozen solo and collaborative exhibitions or 
projects and numerous invitational and group exhibitions at the regional and national level including the 1998 and 2010 Alberta 
Biennials. International activities have included the production and exhibition of work at Château Mathieu in Normandy, Kling 
and Bang Gallery, Reykjavik, the Lui Haisu Arts Museum of Shanghai, and Galeria Klimy in Warsaw. May has undertaken artist 
residencies at Prairie North (Grand Prairie, Alberta 2004), the Brazier’s International Artists Residency (Oxfordshire, England 
2001), and the Djerassi Resident Artists Program (Woodside, California 2010). Commissions have included a four-part sculpture 
with an associated print portfolio for the 2012 Honens International Piano Competition and a 19 foot-high bronze sculpture for 
Le Germaine Hotel, Calgary (2017). Walter May’s work is represented in public and corporate collections including the Alberta 
Foundation for the Arts, Nickle Galleries at the University of Calgary, Art Gallery of Alberta, Canada Council Art Bank, Glenbow 
Museum, University of Lethbridge, University of Regina, Honens, and several others.  From 1982 to 2013, Walter May was a 
faculty member at the Alberta College of Art + Design, teaching primarily in the sculpture program. He served three terms 
as President of ACAD Faculty Association and was the faculty representative to the Alberta College of Art + Design Board of 
Governors from 1991 through 1993. 
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all works courtesy of the artist unless noted otherwise
measurements in centimeters, height x width x depth

Gold Black Magic, 1976
33 x 363 x 38
A warped 2x4 is connected to a twisted 2x12 and 
coloured with black stain, pearlescent gold lacquer and red 
over black crackle finish paint.

Enchanté Angle, 1976
57 x 39.5 x 5.5
A pencil drawing of a cigar decorated with a feather and 
yellow cord.

Blue Torpedo, 1976
57.5 x 40.5 x 5.5
A pencil drawing of a cigar decorated with printed cloth 
and twine.
 
Rounded Flat Rocks, 1977
51 x 65.5 x 4
A pencil drawing of flat rocks with rocks.

Bearclaws, 1978
23 x 12.75 x 4
A pencil drawing of a bear claw with the claw.
 
Squirrel Tails, 1978	
39.5 x 12.75 x 5.2
A framed pencil drawing of a squirrel tail with the tail.
 
Border Crossing, 1978
48.5 x 66 x 4
A pencil drawing of small black stones with small black 
stones.

Pine, 1978	
76.8 x 57.2 x 6.4
A pencil drawing of small branches with branches.

Bi-Focal, 1978
57 x 93 x 7
A mirror image pencil drawing of sticks and string with the 
original model.
Collection of the Canada Council Art Bank / Collection de 
la Banque d’oeuvres d’art du Conseil des arts du Canada

Sinuous Curve and Golden Rectangle, 1978
57 x 79 x 5.5
Pencil drawing of bamboo stick with bamboo, elastic band 
and thread construction.

Untitled (Feathers), 1979	
65.5 x 81 x 4
A framed pencil drawing with a construction made from 
feathers and bamboo that is attached to the frame.
Collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts

Untitled (Snake), 1979
65.5 x 81 x 7
A pencil drawing and a construction made from bamboo, 
feathers, a rubber snake and cord attached to the frame.
Collection of the Canada Council Art Bank / Collection de 
la Banque d’oeuvres d’art du Conseil des arts du Canada

Lookout, 1984
287 x 101.5 x 292
A stained veneer hoop, painted conduit and a small 
branch are attached to a warped 4x4 beam. This is in turn 
connected to the wall by additional conduit ending in a 
black rubber hose.

Outlook (aka Arcade), 1987/1997/2017
434.5 x 66 x 106.5
A wire brushed stainless steel chair is propped against 
a wall and supported by copper pipe, a burnt wooden 
handle and a small pile of cement. Outlook was originally 
constructed in 1987 as part of an installation entitled 
Arcade (modified in 1997 and again in 2017). 

Iron Hand, 1989
8.5 x 210 x 288
Three steel rods with circular ends are threaded into a 
heavy steel push rod.  Five round rocks are placed under 
circular openings in the sculpture.
Collection of the Nickle Galleries

Low Table High Chairs, 1990/1991/2017
table 57 x 126 x 137, configuration of chairs variable
A low steel table is surrounded by a collection of metal 
stools that support metal objects.

High Chairs from the collections of:
Alberta Foundation for the Arts
Canada Council Art Bank / Collection de la Banque 
d’oeuvres d’art du Conseil des arts du Canada
Wayne Giles
Marcia and Blake Senini
Deborah Herringer Kiss
Dorothy Dyker Johnstone
Walter May

Low Table collection of the artist

WORKS IN EXHIBITION



Powerboxes (Knob, Light, Alarm), 1993
38 x 23.5 x 24.2; 39 x 22.3 x 34.3; 38.5 x 22.3 x 23
Galvanized metal electric boxes originally designed to 
contain switches, alarms or lights are filled with a mixture 
of dried clay and acrylic binder.
Collection of the Nickle Galleries

Blocks, 1993
71 x 89.8 x 102.4
A restored wooden chopping block is encased in a wire 
glass vitrine.
Collection of the Canada Council Art Bank / Collection de 
la Banque d’oeuvres d’art du Conseil des arts du Canada

Artifact, 1994
71 x 89.8 x 102.4
A pebbled wire glass vitrine contains a steel framework 
from which an artifact is hung.
Collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts

Approaching the Tourist’s Museum, 1994
137 x 66 x 246
A scale model of the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, is 
supported by a galvanized duct with a wire mesh cylinder. 
Inside the cylinder is placed a sheet metal model of a 
human skull.
Collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts

Dam Plugs/Our Nature/Meander, 1994
approximately 626 x 395 x 35.5
A network of galvanized boxes and cable are arranged to 
describe a diagram on the wall.

Ascended, 1997
82.55 x 20 x 20
An aluminum office chair patterned after an oak office 
chair is attached to the wall. The seat and backrest are 
encrusted with a mixture of dried cracked clay and acrylic 
binder.
Collection of Anne and Hugh McKenzie

Damaged Goods, 2000
81.3 x 241 x 114.2
A cracked travertine tabletop with steel legs displays a pile 
of burnt claw hammers.
Collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts

Grindstone, 2002
197 x 101.5 x 66
A frosted wire glass vitrine supported by steel legs 
contains a pedal-powered grindstone cradled in a wood 
trestle.  Half of the trestle has been burned, the other half 
has been painted with whitewash.
City of Calgary Civic Art Collection

The Incinerator, 2003
416.5 x 67 x 246
A circular stack of firewood supports a galvanized metal 
duct, which in turn supports a scale model of an early 
twentieth century incinerator building with an enlarged 
smokestack. A small non-functional object is visible within 
the model of the building.
Collection of the Nickle Galleries

Yellow Fish, 2008/2009
69.2 x 231.75 x 3.17
A large framed inkjet print of a dried fish with dried fish in 
a test tube hung adjacent to the frame.
Collection of Andrew Brooks

Brown Fish, 2008/2009
64 x 195 x 3.17
A large framed inkjet print of a dried fish with dried fish in 
a test tube hung adjacent to the frame.

Gold Grey Fish / Fossil Fish, 2008/2009
68.5 x 196 x 3.5 / 69 x 196 x 3.5
A high-resolution scan of a fossil of a small fish and a small 
dried fish are presented as large inkjet prints on archival 
paper. The original fossil and the dried fish are displayed 
with the framed prints.
Collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts

Puff, 2009
13 x 7.5 x 15.5
A wooden pipe attached to the wall emits a small burl.
Collection of Ron Moppet and Katherine Ylitalo

Pin Pine, 2009
595.36 x 38 diameter (not including adjustable float)
Wood tool handles are inserted into the trunk of a jack 
pine wherever there was a knot. The tree is hoisted at an 
angle by a steel cable, passed over a support and attached 
to a plastic float filled with buckshot, thus converting the 
float into an anchor.
Collection of the Nickle Galleries

Plugged, 2010
472.44 x38 x 45.72
A pine tree (trunk and roots) that has been washed by the 
river is adorned with wood buttons and handles. The tree 
is hung from the ceiling by a short length of chain.

Slicker, 2010
36 x 363.2 x 139
A fir beam raised on two small burnt cedar blocks is 
partially covered by a rubberized rain coat. A burnt arbutus 
branch is laid on top of the beam.



Trailer, 2011
89 x 343 x 86.5
A steel pressure tank stabilized by small wooden wedges is 
attached to a burnt poplar branch.

Looped, 2011
67.3 x 183 x 71
A large walnut burl is placed on two lengths of burnt 
bentwood.

Chairlift, 2012
306 high (other dimensions variable)
Two bentwood chairs are attached to steel pipes which are 
supported by separate cast iron bases.

Plume, 2012
128 x 66 x 56
Rawhide goatskin is stretched over a section of tree trunk 
which is attached to a galvanized sheet metal stovepipe 
containing a piece of burnt driftwood.

On the Nickel, 2013
343 wide (dimensions of individual components vary)
Nickle and chrome plated objects are partially dipped in 
tar and suspended from bead chain.

Level Best – Hobble, 2013
68.5x 45.5
Portions of two tree trunks connected by a steel cable are 
separated by a split wooden bowl.

Bottoms Up Black Sheep, 2013
148 x 106.5 x 109
A section of tree trunk is adorned with several small 
objects including part of a burnt bentwood chair. Attached 
to the top surface of the trunk is an arrangement of 
painted metal table legs. The construction is placed on a 
black sheepskin.

Hooped, 2015
83.2 x 76.2 x 61
A burnt bentwood chair frame is held in a metal windsock 
hoop.

Good Wood Bad Wood and a Cane, 2015
104 x 255.3 x 40
The trunk of a poplar tree with a partially hollowed burnt 
interior is pinned to a fir beam with a burnt wood cane.

Plank, 2015/2016
266.7 x 41.3 x 40.6 
A used plank has been partially burnt and adorned with 
several wood bars and handles. Attached to one side of the 
plank is a handrail made from galvanized pipe.

Beam Bowl Burl, 2015
106.5 x 55.8 x 66
Across the top of a reclaimed wood post are laid two 
burnt canes that support a burl and a small burnt bowl.

Dry as a Bone, 2015
133.5 x 66 x 40.5
Atop a heavy cast iron pedestal is a stack of objects 
including a bent branch, chipped enameled saucepan and a 
bunch of burnt wooden grapes.

Blue Moon Underbrush, 2015
Blue Moon: 89.5 x 96.5 x 66 
Underbrush: 89.5 x 52 x 6 
A pair of bentwood chairs sit atop tree fragments.

Return to Totem with Duct, 2016
200 x 380 x 74
A warped 2 x 4 is bolted to the wall with galvanized iron 
pipe flanges. Above the 2 x 4 hangs a handmade galvanized 
extraction duct plugged by a burnt mallet at one end and a 
burnt bowl at the other.

Still Life with Canes, 2016
198 x 244 x 76.2
The remains of a heavily pruned tree is pinned to a 
perforated metal table by 12 walking canes. The table 
surface is covered in plaster and latex paint. All of the 
canes but one have been burnt.

Dogleg Saucepan, 2016
81.5 x 35.5 x 16.5
A stack of objects including a bunch of burnt wood grapes, 
a chipped enamel saucepan and a bent branch sits atop a 
heavy cast iron flange.

Breach, 2017
76 x 243 x 59.5
Stone slabs with concrete, wood, implement and hardware 
(2 parts).

Torch, 2017
58.5 x 24 diameter
Blowtorch and part of a wood cane in glass dome with 
wood base.

Twine, 2017
75 x 27 diameter
Baling twine, and part of a wood cane in glass dome with 
wood base and cap.

Spout, 2017
34 x 21.5 diameter
Wood and broken spout from teapot on wood stand.

Pipe, 2017
56 x 28 diameter
Wood and pipe in glass dome with wood base.



Campsite Photographs
18 campsite photographs, each 42 x 34
This ongoing series of campsite and fire pit photographs 
has been gathered over the last seventeen years during 
excursions to natural and wilderness areas located 
primarily in Alberta and British Columbia. The photos were 
taken using various digital cameras, have been printed in 
several sizes and are usually exhibited in blocks or groups, 
or as part of installations that include other objects. 

Each photo is signed, dated and titled with reference to a 
location on the back of the image.

Small Fireplaces (shelved)
each 15 x 20
A series of black and white photos of fire pits mounted on 
shelves. Each photo is signed, dated and titled on the back 
of the image.

Duets
All images are printed in 2017 on Epson Velvet Fine Art 
Paper, each 40.6 x 50.8
A block of photographs featuring incongruous, portentous, 
futile or unusual situations. Examples of recurring imagery 
includes falling or fallen objects, black animals, accidental 
drawings, containers for fuel or fire, the effects of fire and 
water on the environment, etc.
Highwood Logs Oldman Bonzai; Haystack Night Pool; Tree Fall 
Burner Door; After Burn Rising Water; Electrical with Cows; Bird 
Bath Puddle; Black Plume White Plume; Pigeon Wire Waxwing 
Crash; Waterton Tanks; Woodpile; Cold Refinery Campfire; 
Brazier’s Staircase/Group Portrait; Prairie Deadfall Kilarney 
Pruning; Crows Tank; Tree Fence Windows Fence; Steeple Dog; 
Yellow Tank Demolition; Frost Constellation; Bird Tracks Hose 
Track; Feathers Chair; Carcass Crumble

Walter May, 2018 (image courtesy of Christine Sowiak)
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