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Figure 1. Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto. View of The Grange  
(built 1817)
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In All Directions, artist statement (2001)1

Luis Jacob

The Grange was the private residence of the Boultons, one of the 
most prominent families in Toronto’s early history. As a site of eco-
nomic and political power, the residence had a strong public role, 
being a place where members of the nineteenth century ruling class 
would meet, socialize and form partnerships.

This public role continues to this day, but in a significantly trans-
formed manner. Whereas The Grange was initially public in the sense 
that its occupants and guests exerted power of wide-ranging effects, 
the house today is public by virtue of its designation as a historic site, 
and its placement as annex to the Art Gallery of Ontario.

It may indeed be more accurate to view the Gallery itself as an annex 
to The Grange—as the Gallery is linked architecturally and ideologi-
cally to the house from which it originated. These roots are nourished 
and perpetuated by the Gallery through its donated collection and 
sponsored programming. Through its collection the Gallery becomes 
the public repository of the collecting tastes of wealthy individuals; 
through its programming the Gallery realizes the publicity require-
ments of powerful corporations. The Art Gallery of Ontario connects 
the holders of social wealth and power to an audience that is both the 
Gallery’s philanthropic beneficiary and its means of support. This is 
one way in which the Gallery fulfills its public role today. 

It is public in another way—as its curators, artists and audience use 
the Gallery to present their own various points of view. One can 
consider as the very definition of the Art Gallery of Ontario, its role 
as a site where these often competing manners of “being public” are 
engaged in struggle with one another.

During "House Guests", contemporary artists are invited to com-
memorate and interpret the Gallery’s roots at The Grange, and the 
Gallery audience is invited to experience current artistic practice in 
the context of this historic house.
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As a guest at a house—in general, or in this instance—it is your pres-
ence that is being requested. A “good guest” is one that recognizes 
and respects the nature of the place he or she is being invited to.

In a famous passage, the German-Jewish writer Walter Benjamin 
described history as an angel being blown backwards by the force of 
a storm caught in its wings. The angel is caught with such force that it 
is projected towards a future it cannot see. It can only face the past—
and this past is a catastrophe, a pile of wreckage growing skyward.

In my work for "House Guests", I have chosen to depict this angel 
from a somewhat lighthearted perspective. In my version, the angel 
moves forward—not backward—and it is driven by the energy of its 
own exhilaration. Notably, the angel has lost its wings, but it is pre-
cisely this fact that enables it to run of its own volition. It has also lost 
the fullness of its body; it is now reduced to a set of coordinate points 
on two axes in space.

The storm that assailed it may not be presumed to have ceased, but it 
is the angel’s newly disembodied form that has freed it in some way. 
Like schoolchildren are imagined to do on the last day of class, this 
angel rushes towards the future with excited anticipation.

It is bad manners for a guest to run and flee from its host’s house. 
Perhaps the house’s walls will prevent the angel’s luminous, pixillated 
body from rushing outside and doing itself harm. For the walls of this 
house are fleshy. These walls are built by history, they are maintained 
by history, and they are the walls that history will build upon or 
overcome. That is the nature of their fleshiness. Our angel will per-
haps only bump its head on the wall, emerging without harm to itself 
and without disgrace to its host. Or it will perhaps traverse this wall, 
emerging into the park outside and the city beyond—this city where 
more people are servants than either hosts or guests.

In my version, the angel is poised between these two possibilities, 
umbilically connected by a plug to the unseen electrical system of 
The Grange.
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Note
1 This text was originally published in House Guests: The Grange 1917 
to Today, edited by Jessica Bradley and Gillian MacKay (Toronto: Art 
Gallery of Ontario, 2001).


