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A community is the presentation to its members of their 
mortal truth ... 1 

-Jean-Luc Nancy, 1991

We've always dreamed of speaking nature's own language, 
of being part of the big picture. But when we talk to nature, 
we find we are just talking to ourselves or, more accurately, 
to each other. Just like the birds singing in the darkness before 
dawn, they're not singing for us; they're singing to the other 
birds. When we look into a sky or a mountain or at a tree's 
mighty bough, when we speak directly to nature, we're talking 
to ourselves. We shouldn't expect a reply. Nature has nothing 
to say to us. It stands mute, ignoring us. That is simply the 
way it is.2 

-Tom Sherman,
in Talking to Nature, 2002 

I
n Tom Sherman's video work Talking to Nature (2002), a Rower
(Daucus carota) held by the artist is the sole visual subject, bob­

bing around the frame, an active agent in a self-reflexive narrative. 
According to Sherman, when we talk to nature, "we are talking to 
ourselves, nature stands mute in response." Nevertheless, people 
and nature are co-dependent and it has clearly become our respon­
sibility to maintain the health of the organic substrate upon which 
we live. Sherman recognizes what is at stake here and his recent 
works clearly demonstrate his understanding and concern for new 
relationships developing among subjects, media, modes of dissem­
ination and the natural world where they all interact. 

Talking to Nature was shot near Port 
Mouton, Nova Scotia, where Sherman has 
been spending the summer months since 
1979. The artist acknowledges that he 
has lived two lives: urban artist and rural 
naturalist. Thus, this video work might 
be considered an extension of the artist's 
established body of work, which is known 
for its rigorous investigation, analysis, and 
interrogation of society's relationship 
to technology. In any case, the new 
millennium has seen Sherman focusing 
his art-making almost solely on the 
community around Port Mouton, Nova 
Scotia, although he has cited his earlier 
long, monologue-based work, Exclusive 
Memory (1987 ), as being firmly located in 
Nova Scotia. (In actual fact, by the late Sos 
Sherman's work was fully entwined with 
the rural.) 

Nature is the foil to the machine. But 
for Sherman, in a perpetual homage to 
information theorist Claude Shannon, 
the delivery system for his mode of 
communication is as significant as its 
content. He has vehemently defended 
video as his medium of choice based on 
its "complete integration of acoustic and 
visual space:'3 For Sherman, "Video is
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2002, video still 
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like an x-ray technology. It sees through 
fiction:'• More recently, Sherman's video 
works have been posted by the artist 
on YouTube and Vimeo, signifying a 
strategic expansion of screenings in art 
galleries and physical venues. In her recent 
publication, Learningfrom YouTube, Alex 
Juhasz stresses that media praxis "must 
integrate theory and practice with the 
local and global:'s For Juhasz, activists 
working with digital processes " ... should 
lead and learn from conversations in real 
communities about the impacts, meanings 
and power of the media."6 But Juhasz's
strident statement begs the question 
of how one defines community, how 
it inheres, how it is produced. In The 
Inoperative Community (1991), Jean-Luc 
Nancy deeply considers the production 
of community. As iterated in the opening 
epigram, a community is bound up with 
the presentation of its "mortal truth," and 
Nancy notes that, although the world has 
changed, no new figure of the community 
has been proposed and "perhaps this in 
itself teaches us something:'1 He also 

asserts, "It is a matter rather of thinking 
community, that is thinking its insistent 
and possibly still unheard demand, 
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beyond communitarian models or 
remodelings:•s 

For artists, community is "thought" 
through the sharing of art, which is 
carried out through the exhibition and 
presentation of work-both to each other 
and to the broader public. Dissemination 
is thus the necessary evil in the equation of 
moving work from the studio to the street. 
That said, Sherman is more than aware of 
the power of dissemination by alternate 
means. His experience as an officer in 
the Media Arts program at the Canada 
Council for the Arts in the Sos saw him 
funding programs as disparate as single­
channel video production and artworks 
using proto-Internet systems like Telidon.9

In this essay, I interrogate Sherman's 
relationship to the Port Mouton and 
Liverpool communities in Nova Scotia 
as manifested through his recent video 
works. In an attempt to think through the 
complexity of Sherman's tripled position 
as ethnographer, artist and resident, I 
will also speak to his utilization of online 
distribution as a means of dissemination 
that bypasses the traditional art system, 
thereby enabling broader access to 
material that has the potential to effect 
positive social change. 

Like many artists in the 70s, Sherman 
came to video through other means, 
notably performance and installation art. 
In March of this year, Vtape, the Toronto­
based distributor of video art, mounted 
the exhibition New Work by Tom Sherman, 
presenting three works: Hyperventilation 
20II (20u), You speak my language (2011), 

and Danny Roys Pov(2ou). The first 
documents a re-enactment of Sherman's 
1970 performance and video work, 
Hyperventilation piece, forty-one years 
after the original. It is a demanding 
experience for the viewer. Watching the 
artist breathe deeply in and out until 
he faints was likely difficult for viewers 
in 1970, but it impacts us in new ways 
as we see Sherman's much older self fall 
and disappear from the screen. At Vtape, 
Hyperventilation was in rotation with 
the other two featured works, however, 
this writer's initial viewing was not in 
a projection/ exhibition space, but on 
Vimeo on a laptop. 

In recent years, more and more of 
Sherman's work has been appearing 
on Vimeo or on YouTube prior to, or in 
parallel with, gallery exhibition. In many 
cases, it is the only means of dissemination 
of particular works. The merit of online 
distribution has caught Sherman's 
attention. Taking note that attention 
is the "commodity" cultural industries 
know is in demand, cultural historian 
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