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On the road with Canada’s foremost gianthropologist * by Daniel Wood
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napshot: The TransCanada High
way west af S fobn's, Newfoundland
wings throneh a blasted landscape of
scrubly pines and scattered villages, There's
practically nothing fo console the eye Soits
with more than a litle delipht thar Van
cotver photographer Herri Robidear:, balf-
way through bis latest search for oversize
rocdside monnents and advertising sculfy
tures sees a sign np abead that reads:
DILDO. He slows down. “These people,” Ro-
hiclear thirks, “have 10 bave seen the posst
bilities " As it trorms ond, the people of Dilel,
Newwfoundiand, perbaps too aware af the
possibilities, have choserr not 1o evect, 50 10
speak, a giant fower in their (own.
But elsewhere across Nonh America — in

150 Canadian communities and over 1,000
in the 115, — others have succumbed to thar
old promotional adage: think big And that’s
what has propelled 39-year-old Robideau on
his decade-long “gianthropalogical sunvey™.
Altogether, he has photographed over 300
Big Things: the G-metre-high potaro in
Maugerville, New Brunswick: the mwo.
storey-tall six-pack in La Crosse, Wisconsing
the 12-merre-long tuntle in, of course, Turtle-
fordh, Saskatchewan; and the huge replica of
a Symon's oil can in Rocanville, Saskarche-
wan that commemaorates that 1own's contri-
bution to modern technology — the
trigger-operated oil can.

True, these monuments to local hooster:
ism may never compete with the CN Tower

or Mount Rushmore as tourist attractions,
but they do have, from Robideau’s some-
what perverse perspective, a cerain je ne
safs gioi Put bluntly, he says, "My stuff's
hokey. It's uneducated am. It's something
people can enjoy without knowing the ar
jargon. It's folk art.”

His ohsession with absurd roadside at.
tractions goes back to the '50s when he criss-
crossed North America with his itinerant LLS.
Army father. He can still picture the old,
rhvming Burma-Shave signs and Montreal's
5. Joseph's Oratory, full as it was of thou-
sands of crutches and Frére André's mummi
fied heart. But it wasn't until 1973, when he
noticed the thumb had fallen off the huge,
sculpted hand holding aloafof Mother Hub-
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bard’s bread on a Vancouver rooftop, that he
glommed onto the idea of photographing
this frequently sumreal and fast-disappearing
highway ant. So far, he figures he's ravelled
over 40,000 kilomewres, living ow of the
backseat of his car, on what he calls his
“digs" for Big Things

Snapshort: Robidears cifmbs ot of bisvelr
fole ot a pind-swoepl moriing i Kye, Sas-
karcheiwwan. His companion in  the
overflowing Phmowth van, wife Jeannie
Kamins, produces the pideo camera todocii-
ment Kobideaw'’s latest find — a 3-metre-
Bigh woolly manmoth that memoralizes the
wnearihing of some fossti bones nearfn, Ro
Bidean inspects the concrete beast, fecling a
bt disapypoinied thet # & nor genidnely over-
size. Not like the 7.5-melve-bigh moose onl-
side” Moosefaw or e egually enormons
artichobe in Castroville, Cali fornia. He takes

several rcticres, making sure (o inchede the
sterropinding panorama. He then wwells to-
tigireds fhe pideo cantera and prosonRoes i
a laconic voice, "This is one of the best things
irefonein, " The camera, as (fon cie; mekes a
Jo-degree pevt of Kile, Exceps for somie fele-
fbrre poles aored a conple of Doses, 1S i
foct, theomly thing in' fows,

It is this perspective, this juxiaposition
that gives Robideau’s photos their humour.
Mot only is he interested in the structures as
pop anefacts, but he shows them in context,
avoiding postcard glamour. The irony is in:
tended. 5o, Sudbury’s huge replicaofthe 12-
sided Canadian nickel appears to loom over,
bt doesn’t conceal, the belching smoke-
stack beyond. And the giant Dutch shoe-
shaped house in Thunder Bay seems all the
maore ridiculous with a folding aluminum
tawnichair out front. “The more absurd,” says
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Robideau, “the more 1 like it

In fact he often underlines the absurdio
of his photes by creating oddly shaped pa-
noramic collages. The simple rectangle is
frequently tossed out, and equally often, it
seems, he can’t avoid adding a copric mes.
sage scrawled beneath the photos as a son of
satirical "wish you were here”, A 2.4-metre:
long Prince Ecward Island ant reads; “Attack
of the Killer Ant” And the Giant Sudbury
nickel is ™. the only big money lefi in
Canada”. What this adds up o, say the critics,
is a challenge 1o photography’s sincere and
neatly boxed fine an tradition. Robideau is
pumposely cisual. His picures tell stories.
Says Robideau, "Most photography today is
just navel gazing, It shows photographers
aren’t relating to the world, For humour to
work, someone efse has to enjoy it. It hasto
be a shared thing. For me, interrelationships
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are what's imponant.”

It disturbs Robideau that these dinosauric
artefacts are disappearing, suffering in this
age of clectrified displays the lingering
death of roadside kitsch. “The Big Things
were created by the old highways” he ex-
plains. “Ar 40 or 50 miles an hour they
waorked. You suddenly came upon the Big
Teepee Motel with these ridiculous teepees
foor cabins, or the brontosaurs beside the
road announcing, ‘Dinosaur Land — Just
Ahead and you said, Wow! They weren't
abstract. Theywere direct. Youcouldn'thelp
looking, In the States they're mostly gone,
The superhighways killed 'em. They used 1o
be used for advenising, but they've premy
much been replaced by illuminated plastic
signs now, 1t funny. The Big Things are silf

| ments here; they Inevitably show a pride of

place. People pick a local animal often. Trell
vou: Pve seen a lorof huge Canada geese. A
lot of people must relae o the Canada
goose. There are several giant moose and
fish and lumberjacks. And rwo giant tunles.
For me, Lstill like the silly ones best, like the
huge wepee with the equally huge toma.
hawk sticking through its roof in Cur Knife,
Saskarchewan. And the Red River can in Sel
kirk. Manitoba is great, Fony feer high. You
have 1o see somecne beside itto realize just
hory large it is”

Spapshot: fn southernt Marnitoba, fiest
nerth of the U5 border, Robrdean s search
ing for bis second giant turile, the one be's
Becred thear stands in front of the Trrtle Hell
of Fame. Yeb, the place, you kne, wiere

heing built in Canada. | guess we're justbe: | they bold the world famous International

hind the times. They're mostly civic monu: |
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Turtle Devin. The sin srveaks ol fromn be-

neatlh some late afternoo thunder clonds.
st then, of f the road to the right, abpears a
gigantic, S-metvebigh turile, framed by a

| rainboie above the tiny prairie town of Bois-

setafne. Rotidean leaps from bis van, sboot-
g heorviedly, T aliways exciting, " be s,
"t et a Big Thing 10s fike opening presenis
[framt your Christmas stocking. You know it'll
probably be a title goofy. And that's the fun
af i

Robideau's photographs have appeared
in many galleries across Canada. His newest
show will run from October 29 1o November
A0 ar Ottawa's Gallery 101,

Daniel Wood 15 a freelance writer living
IR Vancouver,
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