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The brief and bitter existence of a remote mining town. The imperceptible upward thrust of a 
becoming-mountain range. Signals (or water) collected in a satellite dish. The migratory path of 
a hummingbird.  Deeply buried flora from a former inland sea, transmuted over millennia by the 
crushing weight of life above it. These seemingly disparate coordinates—and their dramatically 
different time scales—trace the surreal and brutal context of concerns for the Vancouver- and 
Calgary-based artist collective Corbin Union.

For the past eleven years, the group’s core members—Miruna Dragan, Jason de Haan and Warren 
McLachlan—have gathered to think and make work in the deserted townsite of Corbin, situated 
deep in the unceded territory of the Ktunaxa Nation in the isolated East Kootenay mountains of 
south-eastern British Columbia. OSOSO extends Corbin Union’s ongoing place-based examination 
of the hidden histories of resource extraction, environmental destruction and immigrant labour, and 
the movement of matter and populations (both human and non) across geological time. 

Corbin was founded in 1908 by American financier Daniel Chase Corbin after a thick seam of 
bituminous coal was discovered at the base of a nearby mountain. By 1920, over five hundred 
immigrant labourers and their families—arriving full of hope from places like Italy, Wales and the 
former Czechoslovakia—had populated the town to work a succession of underground and open 

Corbin Union, installation view from OSOSO, 2021. Photography by SITE Photography.
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pit mines. Prone to firedamp, the highly volatile bituminous coal made for treacherous working 
conditions. Wages were too low to afford necessities in the town’s solitary company-owned store 
and inhabitants were expected to weather the long winters without pay, entirely cut off from the 
outside world. Unrest swelled and in 1935 a months-long miners’ strike ended in violence when a 
company tractor charged through a line of protesting women, crushing their legs. The Corbin Coal 
& Coke Company ceased operation in 1936 and the town was abandoned. While the adjacent Coal 
Mountain continued to be scraped and blasted away by a sequence of mining corporations until 
2018, evidence of Corbin was all but reclaimed by the forest.

Jason de Haan, Charm, Choir, Council, Chorus, 2020. Photography by SITE Photography

The story of Corbin reads like the script for an Acid Western. A subgenre of film and novel that 
subverts the traditional Western’s settler fantasy, with its promise of self-determination, liberation 
and wealth, the Acid Wstern conjures nightmarish hallucinations of society driven to self-destruction 
and collapse. For Corbin Union, the town of Corbin and its surroundings is not just a site of specific 
brutalities—against Indigenous communities, ecosystems and immigrant labourers—at a particular 
moment in time. It is a portal through which to glimpse the violence and folly of the settler paradigm 
writ large. As a portal, it is also inextricably entangled with other spaces and temporalities, whether 
through the coal’s slow formation, its global circulation as an extracted resource, the drift of 
immigrant workers along rail lines, or the hummingbirds that migrate from the Kootenays to the 
mountains of central Mexico (another site of colonial resource extraction) and back. For Dragan, 
de Haan and McLachlan, being in Corbin is a way of being elsewhere (in time and place), too. The 
magnitude of this web of interconnections might even qualify it as a hyperobject, a term developed 
by theorist Timothy Morton to refer to objects or events massively distributed in time and space 
relative to human perception, like capitalism or coal.
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Through a conceptual framework of excavation and entombment, mirroring and refraction, 
OSOSO draws together a range of interwoven, experimental image and object forms, plunging 
viewers into a state of disorientation and heightened sensory awareness. Dominating OSOSO is an 
expansive installation informed by the vernacular architecture of Corbin’s original townsite, its alpine 
graveyard and surrounding natural and industrial landscapes, particularly the now-abandoned Coal 
Mountain pit mine operation. As in much of their work, the installation developed in response to 
the presentation site itself. The proportions of CAG’s gallery, with its high walls and row of windows 
thirteen feet above the floor, were for Corbin Union suggestive of underground ossuaries, extraction 
sites and mausoleums—the built world inverted. A multitude of staircases, platforms and hung, 
dyed sheeting transform the space into a labyrinth, creating housings for other standalone works of 
sculpture, video, sound, cast paper, and collage. 

The collective’s insistence on multiplicity is further echoed in their collaborative process: while some 
of the artwork is conceived of collectively, individual contributions by each artist confound ability 
to distill the exhibition down into any singular perspective. As in Acid Westerns, OSOSO’s object 
forms—like Dragan’s prismatic ziL, eiraM, aiviL, einnA, araS, yaK, enirehtaK, eltryM (2020-21), whose 

Previous: Warren McLachlan, Structure for Observing Atypical Flight (Tailings Pond), 2021. Photo by SITE Photography
Above: Corbin Union, installation view from OSOSO, 2021. Photo by SITE Photography
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resin shapes echo the rusted steel ones of Liz, Marie, Livia, Annie, Sara, Kay, Katherine, Myrtle 
(2020-21), or McLachlan’s Structure for Observing Atypical Flight (Tailings Pond) (2021) assembled 
from a found satellite dish—refuse to resolve themselves easily for the viewer. Images—like Dragan’s 
chimera-like single-channel video Hummingbird Guided Meditation (Gabriel’s garden) (2019-21)—
are manipulated so as to lose all veracity, and are often multiplied and flattened, as in de Haan’s 
collaged Swamp Watch (2020). And like the hyperobject, only glimpses of which we are capable of 
witnessing in our lifetimes, the enigmatic nature of these works suggests that what we perceive is 
only a part, to be regarded obliquely through some sort of dark or fractured glass. 

The mirrored inversions discernable throughout the exhibition are perhaps most hauntingly present 
in the sculptural form of a weathered door, hung high above visitors’ heads just inside the gallery’s 
entrance. The door was borrowed from the only original remaining house in Corbin, the cabin of 
Benvenuta Baratelli, who journeyed to Corbin from Italy in 1911 at the age of 16, and who was the 
last living person to inhabit the townsite following the violence of 1935. The number 505 is painted 
on the door’s face. The address of the lone house, which witnessed the horrifying but ultimately 
fleeting influence of human greed, might also eerily be read as the acronym for “save our souls,” and, 
by extension, the Spanish palindrome ososo, “of bones.”

– Kimberly Phillips

Left: Miruna Dragan, Hummingbird Guided Meditation (Gabriel’s garden), 2019-2021. Photo by SITE Photography
Right: Corbin Union, Door 505, private collection. Photo by SITE Photography
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