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Scarred/ Sacred Water 
Tanya Harnett 

 
An exhibition by Canadian First Nations artist Tanya Harnett opens on 20 October (until 3 
May 2015) in the Museum’s Long Gallery. 
 
The exhibition consists of six large photographic works, and explores environmental 
degradation and water contamination on First Nations land in Alberta, Canada, from 
subterranean oil and gas exploration. 
 
Artist’s Statement 
 
In the summer of 2011 I visited five First Nations communities in northern Alberta, 
Canada, all of whom have environmental concerns about their water: Paul First Nation, 
Alexis First Nation, Driftpile First Nation, Cold Lake First Nation and the Lubicon Lake 
First Nation. 
 
In each community, local people were asked to direct me to a location where they could 
identify problems with the water. The water body was then highlighted by pouring strong 
red food colouring into it, sometimes by the people themselves, or sometimes by me 
being directed with hand gestures. 
  
The participants in the project were First Nations political leaders and environmentalists. 
All of these people had strong feelings about water contamination, but not all of them 
were prepared to give their names. These are politically charged issues at the provincial, 
national and international levels, but they are also sensitive issues on First Nations 
reserves. 
 
First Nation stewards of the land are witness to rapid environmental change that is 
affecting the lakes, rivers and creeks. They feel charged with the authority to note these 
changes, and to speak in defence of the land. 
 
As a First Nations person, I have the obligation to represent my family and my people 
well. As an Albertan, I believe we can be more informed about these environmental issues  
 



       

   

 
by asking and listening to First Nations witnesses. As an artist, I have the opportunity to 
give awareness to some of these pressing issues. 
 
Being a Carry-the-Kettle band member from Saskatchewan and an Albertan living in 
Lethbridge, my artistic engagement comes with responsibilities that might not be 
apparent to those who are uninformed about First Nations protocols.  
 
Reservations were assigned through the treaty process and they are the places of 
sovereign nations. I can’t just walk in and take pictures. My engagement will always be 
from one nation to another. Many Indian people know my reserve and more often than 
you might think, they know a member of my family.  
 
As an Indian, I have the obligation to represent my family and my people well.  As an 
Albertan, I see my province being contaminated. I believe Albertans have the opportunity 
to be more informed about these environmental issues by asking and listening to First 
Nations witnesses about their perspectives. As an artist, I have the fortunate opportunity 
to create a place for engagement, discussion and to give awareness to some of these 
most pressing issues. The Scarred/ Sacred Water is a series of artwork that belongs to 
everyone. 
 
Tanya Harnett 
Carry the Kettle First Nation, Saskatchewan, Canada 
 
Canadian artist and curator Derek Michael Besant writes: “The images appear harmless 
enough initially, until you recognize the wounding. In Harnett’s hands, a peaking wave 
becomes an open sore, a beach becomes a toxic leak, and a road ends in hemorrhage. 
Her signs on the land are visceral and epic, like arriving at some battleground after the 
siege … there is a plea in Harnett’s series to simply regard the world as a body, which 
can suffer the same issues as any person might physically.” 
 
Notes for Editors 

• Since 2007 Tanya Harnett has been Assistant Professor in Native American 
Studies/ Art Department, at the University of Lethbridge, Canada.  

• The Pitt Rivers Museum’s Long Gallery is an exhibition space for contemporary 
work that connects with the Museum’s themes and research interests. For more 
information see: http://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/pastexhibitions.html 

• The Pitt Rivers Museum is one of Oxford’s most popular attractions, famous for its 
period atmosphere and outstanding collections from many cultures around the 
world, past and present. Admission, exhibitions and events are FREE. 

• The Pitt Rivers Museum was founded in 1884 when General Pitt Rivers, an 
influential figure in the development of archaeology and evolutionary anthropology, 
 



       

   

 
gave his personal collection of 20,000 items to the University on condition that a 
museum was built to house the material, and that a post was created to lecture in  
anthropology. Today the collection numbers some 600,000 items, and the Museum 
remains an active department of Oxford University doing and supporting research 
and teaching in archaeology and anthropology. 

 
Press and Image Contacts 

• Tracy Jarvis, Marketing and Press Officer tracy.jarvis@prm.ox.ac.uk or Louise 
Hancock, Marketing and Press Assistant louise.hancock@prm.ox.ac.uk, Pitt Rivers 
Museum. Telephone 01865 613017 


