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Installation view from Survey ‘69, exhibition at The Montreal Museum of 
Fine Arts in May-June 1969. Michael Morris, New York Letter, c. 1968, 
gelatin silver print, mirror, Plexiglas. The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, 
Purchase, Saidye and Samuel Bronfman Collection of Canadian Art. 
Photo: The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, Henry Koro.

This project was made possible with the generous support of the Audain  
Foundation, the Canada Council for the Arts, the Vancouver Foundation, 
and the British Columbia Arts Council. We gratefully acknowledge the 
support of our Belkin Curator’s Forum members.

Friday, January 20, 12:00 - 1:00 pm 
Reading by bill bissett

Saturday, January 21, 1:30 - 3:00 pm 
Artist’s Talk by Michael Morris

Thursdays, January 26 - March 8, 12:30 - 1:30 pm 
Belkin 101: readings and discussion open to all

Friday, February 10, 1:00 - 5:30 pm  
Concrete Poetry Symposium with Lori Emerson (University  
of Colorado at Boulder), Liz Kotz (UC Riverside),  
Stephen Scobie (Victoria)

Friday, March 2, 2:00 - 3:00 pm
Concert at the Belkin: UBC Contemporary Players 

Thursday, March 29 (all day) 
A Moving, dance performed and created by Rob Kitsos 
and Kim Stevenson with music by Martin Gotfrit

Works from this exhibition are also presented at:

Walter C. Koerner Library, 1958 Main Mall, UBC
January 13 - April 30, 2012

Satellite Gallery, 560 Seymour St. 2nd Floor, Vancouver
January 25 - March 3, 2012 
Opening Reception: Saturday, February 4, 6:00 - 9:00 pm 



This project was made possible with the generous support of the Audain  
Foundation, the Canada Council for the Arts, the Vancouver Foundation, and 
the British Columbia Arts Council. We gratefully acknowledge the support of 
our Belkin Curator’s Forum members.

Letters: Michael Morris and Concrete Poetry

In November 1968, Michael Morris exhibited five large, striped paintings 
at the Douglas Gallery in Vancouver. At the time, Morris was one of the 
most celebrated young (he was twenty-six) artists in Canada and at the 
epicentre of a storm of interest in Vancouver. 

Morris had been singled out in Philip Leider’s “Vancouver: Scene with 
No Scene” article for artscanada in June 1967, in Kurt von Meier’s “Los 
Angeles Letter” in Art International in December of the same year, and 
by Barry Lord in “Canada: The Stir in Vancouver” in the May 1968 
issue of Art in America. In the same month, his painting The Problem of 
Nothing (1966), was reproduced in Artforum. Morris had works in West 
Coast Now at the Portland Art Museum in February 1968 and in the 
Canada 101 exhibition at the Edinburgh Festival in August-September 
of that same year. Besides his show at the Douglas Gallery, he installed 
a mirrored room, Prisma, with Gary Lee-Nova at the Vancouver Art 
Gallery in May and participated in Younger Vancouver Sculptors in 
October at the University of British Columbia Fine Arts Gallery, all this 
while working as a co-curator for a Concrete Poetry exhibition for UBC 
that opened in February 1969. (He had seen the Concrete Poetry 
exhibition at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London in 1965.)

When the American artist Ray Johnson saw The Problem of Nothing 
in Artforum, he wrote to Morris about his anti-happening events called 
Nothings. After participating in a workshop at Intermedia in May with 
Experiments in Art and Technology veterans Deborah Hay and Yvonne 
Rainer, Morris went to visit Johnson and Robert Rauschenberg in 
New York in June before returning to Vancouver to work on the Letter 
Paintings.1

The Letter Paintings were the largest and most ambitious paintings 
Morris made. Triptychs divided by Plexiglas bands and concave mirror 
insets, the Letter Paintings were named after the Letter column in 
Art International. (Morris’s work had been discussed in “Los Angeles 
Letter” in the December 1967 issue.) Rome, Paris, New York, Madrid, 
Beijing, Los Angeles; there were six large paintings plus a study for the 
largest, New York Letter. This painting, not included in the Douglas  
Gallery show and never seen in Vancouver until now, is in fact a 
photograph. The titles give a sense of Morris’s growing interest in the 
mail art network and in the possibilities of networks of peripheries 
and centres. The paintings include mirrors in order to make the works 
interactive within the space of installation and the activity of the viewer. 
This was doubtless stimulated by his then very recent encounters with 
Hay, Rainer and Rauschenberg. But he had, earlier in the year, made the 
mirrored room, Prisma with Gary Lee-Nova and an interest in mirrors 
and mirroring were also present in the collages for his planned book 
of Concrete Poetry, collages and photographs, which he had begun in 
1965 to be called The Problem of Nothing.

The bands of gradated colour were hand-painted to confound the 
crisper graphic look of the hard-edge painting of the day. Morris had 
been trained at the Slade School of Fine Art in London during the 
heyday of British Pop Art. The Letter Paintings and cognate drawings 
and posters refer to Hollywood glitz, Art Deco retro and the growing 
business of celebrity celebration and cultural narcissism. Both dense 
and minimal, the series is formally terse and intense.

The Letter Paintings were conceived as something in front of which 
one might organize a performance. Like his friend, Yves Gaucher, who 
produced his ambitious Grey on Grey paintings for an April 1969 
show at the Vancouver Art Gallery (Morris’s New York Letter is on 
view in Montreal at the Museum of Fine Arts at the same time), Morris 
considered paintings to be “environment conditioners.”

The Letter Paintings, like Gaucher’s, pit pure painting against the 
metaphor of communication which at the time were agitated by Marshall 
McLuhan’s declarations of the paradigm shift coming with  
the digital era.

Biography
Artist, educator, curator, Michael Morris was born in 1942 in Saltdean, 
England and immigrated to Canada at age four. After he graduated with 
honours from the Vancouver School of Art (now Emily Carr University 
of Art + Design) in 1964, Morris attended two years of postgraduate 
studies at the Slade School of Fine Art at the University College London. 
There he discovered the work of Fluxus and the European avant-garde, 
artistic developments that had a profound influence on Vancouver’s 
experimental art scene. When he returned to Vancouver in 1966 Morris 
became acting curator of the Vancouver Art Gallery and curator of the 
Centre for Communications and the Arts at Simon Fraser University in 
Burnaby. 

In 1973, Morris and seven fellow artists (Martin Bartlett, Mo Van 
Nostrand, Kate Craig, Henry Greenhow, Glenn Lewis, Eric Metcalfe, and 
Vincent Trasov) co-founded the Western Front—one of Canada’s first 
artist-run centres—where he served as Director for seven years.

Morris has participated in artist-in-residence programs both in 
Canada at the Banff Centre (1990) and at Open Studio (2003) and 
internationally at Berlin Künstlerprogramm (1981-1998). He was 
awarded an Honorary Doctorate of Humanities in 2005 by Emily Carr 
University of Art + Design.

Michael Morris has been a key figure of the west coast art scene since 
the 1960s and his contribution to the development of Vancouver as 
a contemporary art city has been immense. In 2011, he received the 
Governor General’s Award in Visual and Media Arts. Michael Morris 
currently lives and works in Victoria. 

 
Letters: Michael Morris and Concrete Poetry is co-curated by Scott Watson 
and Michael Turner. 

Michael Morris, Untitled, 1967 (detail), ink on paper. 
Collection of the Canada Council Art Bank.

Michael Morris, Letter Mandala, 1968 (detail), ink on paper. 
Collection of the Canada Council Art Bank.

Gary Lee-Nova and Michael Morris, Prisma, 1968, mirror environment. 
An exhibition at the Vancouver Art Gallery, May 9 - November 4, 1968.

Michael Morris, City Deluxe, 1970 (detail), gouache and ink on paper. 
Collection of the Canada Council Art Bank.

- Scott Watson

1. Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.), a collaboration between ten artists and thirty engineers, 
scientists, musicians and dancers, produced 9 Evenings: Theatre and Engineering in October 1966. 
The artists were Robert Rauschenberg, John Cage, David Tudor, Yvonne Rainer, Deborah Hay, Robert 
Whitman, Steve Paxton, Alex Hay, Lucinda Childs and Öyvind Fahlström.
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