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I don’t think I have ever fully grasped how much of viewing art is a performance. In my 
experience, the act of intentional art viewing often gets overshadowed by external factors 
and distracting habits: catching up with colleagues on the latest art world gossip; striving 
for the perfect sartorial balance between professional and “effortlessly cool” so that the 
recent art grads don’t think you’re irrelevant; staring thoughtfully at an artwork a little while 
longer to avoid catching the eye of someone whom you owe an email. I’ve often found that 
being seen goes along with seeing art. 

That is, until I was invited to spend seven uninterrupted days at the Jeffrey Rubinoff 
Sculpture Park (JRSP) while it was closed for their offseason. Aside from some spring 
maintenance, the widow of the park’s namesake who lives onsite, and the occasional wild 
animal, I had the entire park to myself.  

The JRSP is two hundred acres of land nestled between Mount Geoffrey and the Strait of 
Georgia. The remote Hornby Island property is dotted with more than one hundred 
sculptures, alternating between stainless and Corten steel. The military-grade materials 
are juxtaposed against a peaceful park land, surrounded by daisies and dandelions, 
bumblebees and bald eagles.  

But amongst the acreage, one might miss the intentionality of the park design. Every 
landscape and installation detail was deliberate and predetermined by the artist. 
Rubinoff’s vision for the property was incredibly considered.  

Throughout the site, sculptures often act as windows, gateways, a frame to look through, 
showing you where to turn your attention to spy the tip of a barn or the perfect vantage 
point to see Vancouver Island’s Beaufort Mountain range, emphasizing that the 
environment is a participating component in the art.  

The sculptures made of Corten steel have aged and weathered in a way that makes them 
look like sedimentary rock, as if they have been part of the landscape for thousands of 
years. Further, lichen have made their home on some of the stainless steel sculptures, and 
park staff have been instructed not to interfere with the organic matter while it reclaims the 
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work, inch by inch. These interferences blur the lines between the fabricated and the 
organic, art and terrain.  

     

Some of the sculptures involve building blocks designed with specific ratios, while others 
are considered “counter points,” installed to complete the journey made by a specific tree 
or simulate the contour of a trail.  

This integration extends into land art, with man-made hills built to mirror the shape of 
Mount Geoffrey. Even the purposefully planted trees emerging from the manicured, circular 
marshes do not merely act as a background, but participate as a co-author.  

Every element - natural or constructed - has been orchestrated to create a seamless, 
responsive, and deeply interconnected sculpture park.  

The JRSP demonstrates that art only exists within a context; art is not independent, not 
made in isolation or in a vacuum, and certainly not installed in one. The window-style 
works force this on us by flipping our attention between looking at a sculpture and looking 
through the sculpture. More than site specific, the work is site responsive, site integrated; 
the art completes the landscape rather than competes with it.  
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Walking through an empty sculpture park compared with an urban gallery or museum is a 
completely different experience: outdoors vs. indoors, elbow room vs. crowds, being 
entirely alone vs. in public.  

In the park, I found myself unrushed and unbothered. I discovered that, without social 
obligations or societal supervision, I might not have behaved with the same dedication to 
sophistication as when viewing art in an indoor space. I ran circles around the art, weaved 
through sculptures reminiscent of perching birds with arms akimbo; I called out to the deer 
grazing on the outskirts; I sprawled out in the grass and read in the shade of the sculptures. 
By experiencing the space in such a way, I was able to view the art from more angles and 
perspectives than I could inside a “refined” art space. 

There were no signs dictating a preferred path throughout the park, nor a recommended 
order to approach the works; I was solely responsible for my own navigation, with each day 
unfolding along a completely unprecedented route. 

It is a calm and unrushed way to experience art, and to experience the entire environment, 
multi-dimensionally. It’s freeing to take up space, to need not worry about bumping into 
others while circling a work of art, setting off alarms while trying to get a view slightly closer 
to the cordon, or hovering over a stranger as you lean in to dissect the same didactic. 
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I also enjoyed simply sitting with the art, not being reliant on a QR code, audio clip or 
plaque to guide my thoughts on a sculpture. Removing digital - and arguably all external – 
distractions and influences from one’s experience, changes the encounter considerably. 

If I take away the social choreography, the distracting environs, and the digital impulse to 
document and share, what am I left with? An art viewing experience where my own physical 
presence is my only interpretive tool. An unmediated relationship between the art, the 
environment and my body.  

I am part of the art. It is reliant on my body adjusting and moving around it.  

Sculptures depend on embodied movement to experience the various angles, and 
changing one’s position changes the piece. These works don’t simply allow for multiple 
viewpoints; they require them. As you walk around a sculpture, the planes reconfigure, 
windows appear, shadows slide, proportions distort, and new alignments appear that were 
invisible a moment before. Rather than being a passive observer, the viewer actively 
completes the work, unfolding its full composition through movement. 
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Barry Phipps describes these multiple angles in “Making, Placing, Setting”: 

Photography worked easily for paintings on a single plane but posed an obvious 
difficulty for sculpture. Each work has an infinite number of picture planes and 
compositions. In some regards, each new perspective produces an entirely different 
work.  

Moving around some of the artworks, you will be rewarded for your efforts with a special 
view: a perfect parallel between the sculpture’s triangular tip matching up with the 
adjacent barn roof; stainless steel limbs that run beneath the sky at an angle so that they 
shine blue on a clear day; artworks framing a particular view or parallels of sculptures 
speaking to one another, to a point where they would be worse off having been installed 
alone; or the inversion of a tree and a sculpture lining up seamlessly to create a larger 
composition, an easter egg where the viewer has achieved a beautiful symmetry or a 
complete configuration by using ones owns body to explore the potential viewpoints.  

These are not accidents, but deliberate, considered design on Rubinoff’s part. 
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Rubinoff has described his work as “human size.” In Alistair Rider’s essay “We Fragile 
Humans,” he contends that: 

… nothing about the materials or the compositions that he embraces refers in any 
obvious sense of a human presence. If anything their shapes allude to machine 
parts or structural edifices and invoke only the impersonal, resilient surfaces of 
modern hardware. The great challenge that he undertakes in his work is to hold on to 
a sense of personal scale in the face of forces that constantly threaten to 
overwhelm and eclipse human proportions. 

What Rider misses in his analysis is that the art has been deliberately scaled to “human 
size” because its full experience depends on the viewer’s body navigating the work. A 
sculpture is never a single, fixed object but a shifting relationship between form, 
environment, and the body moving through them. 

After one week of being isolated from any distractions, and therefore fully self-reliant on 
navigating the artworks, I found myself moving differently – more slowly, more intentional, 
more attuned. I observed that I enjoyed the environment as much as the art, the landscape 
essentially the equal of the sculptures having been designed with the same forethought. 
Finally, I learned that art may never be created in isolation, but it can absolutely be 
experienced in isolation. In that solitude, stripped of performance and expectation, the 
encounter becomes unexpectedly simple: just a body, a landscape, and the art. 


