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Preface 

Museum London and The Winnipeg Art Gallery are proud to present the exhibition Max Streicher: 
Mammatus and this accompanying publication. 

Mammatus is an installation of commanding presence that is rich with scientific, literary, and art historical 
references. It is a work that transports the viewer into another realm, in equal parts playful and foreboding. 

Our appreciation goes to catalogue essayists Jeanne Randolph, Mary Reid, and Melanie Townsend 
for the many insights they have brought to Streicher’s work. As well, editor Heidi Harms and designer 
Stephanie Whitehouse are to be commended for their work on this publication. Through the careful 
and sensitive efforts of photographers John Tamblyn and Ernest Mayer, Mammatus was impressively 
documented to be shared and experienced in this form.

The support of the Canada Council for the Arts through the Assistance to Art Museums and Public 
Galleries program, the Ontario and Manitoba Arts Councils, and the City of London continue to allow  
us to bring this type of exhibition programming before our publics, and their support is appreciated.

Most of all, we would like to thank Max Streicher for his dedication to these exhibitions and this 
publication. This was a project that on any given day demanded the ability to improvise and find  
innovative solutions to a myriad of challenges, all of which Max did with good humour and professionalism.    
 

Brian Meehan    Pierre Arpin
Director     Director
Museum London    The Winnipeg Art Gallery
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Mammatus

Characteristic of early nineteenth-century British landscape paintings, Streicher’s Mammatus suggests 
the influence of painters such as Constable and Turner, while its adornment of beings and bodies calls 
to mind the angels and cherubs characteristic of the works of artists such as Raphael. Its strongest 
associations to art history, however, can be seen in the work of the Venetian artist Giambattista Tiepolo 
(1696-1770), to which Streicher was most certainly introduced as a student. Over the course of his life, 
Tiepolo produced a large body of secular and ecclesiastical works, but he is most noted for renderings 
that transform stories from ancient history, myth, and biblical scriptures into grandiose works of art, 
perhaps even spectacle. Tiepolo’s works characteristically embody the eighteenth-century notion of 
painting as a staged fiction, intended to invoke the imagination of the viewer. The billowing skies (often 
punctuated by figures) typical of many of his frescoes are extended by Tiepolo’s use of the architectural 
space, resulting in scenes that seem, at times, to spill out beyond the confines of their frames. The 
Triumph of Zephyr and Flora (1735), a depiction of the west wind (Zephyr) and the Roman goddess of 
flowers (Flora), accompanied by several putti hovering on a cloud, seems to be among many of Tiepolo’s 
works that influenced the creation of Mammatus. The disembodied legs in Streicher’s piece, for example, 
are an obvious nod to Tiepolo’s Saint Thecla Praying for the Plague-Stricken (1758-59). 
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In developing his work, Streicher also draws his imagery from literature, mythology, and the Bible. His 
uncanny forms provoke strong and spontaneous physical and psychological reactions from viewers. 
The inflatable works are perhaps, as curator Gordon Hatt suggests, indicative of the artist’s interest in 
“the leaky parts of reality … less an attempt to describe the faults in our cosmology than an attempt to 
describe the sacred in contemporary life.” 

Mammatus is also a meteorological term applied to the cellular pattern of pouches that hang, breast-like, 
beneath a base of clouds. In cultures around the world, clouds have symbolized a transitional space between 
opposing pairs: high and low, dry and wet, clear and dark, sky and land, heaven and earth, and at the same 
time are both. On the one hand they shroud and obscure, suggesting a veiled threat like an oncoming 
storm or something under suspicion; while on the other hand they also suggest phenomena, a vehicle for 
angels, cherubs, prophets, and God to communicate with mankind. Within the Judeo-Christian tradition, 
God is thought to use clouds as concealment from the view of mankind, and is sometimes represented by 
a disembodied hand emerging from a cloud. In other representations, Christ ascends to heaven through 
a cloud. In Islamic tradition clouds are regarded as a symbol of the sacred mystery of Allah, while in China 
they are equated with the transformation that humans must undergo to achieve spiritual enlightenment. 

Within Western art history God is depicted in oppositional views—at times a gentle and benevolent figure,  
embodied in a ray of light that pierces its cloud cover, and at others a wrathful, punishing force descending  
upon mankind. Mammatus hangs protective, yet it overwhelms the viewer with a physical experience that 
is both powerful and tenuous. The forms are imposing and inflamed despite being made turgid by the 
power of their own fans, manacled and subdued by the tethers visibly anchoring the work in place. 

Among Streicher’s menagerie, an insect figures centrally in the work. Its six legs, antennae, pincers, and 
broad rounded back suggest a beetle, or perhaps a scarab, making its appearance a strange but entirely 
congruent addition, since it appears in the creation stories of many indigenous cultures. In Egyptian 
mythology the beetle symbolizes the sun god and is a protector against evil. 

Giovanni Battista Tiepolo  
(Italian, Venetian, 
1696–1770), 
Saint Thecla Praying 
for the Plague-Stricken, 
sketch, 1758–59, oil 
on canvas, 81.3 x 44.8 
cm, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, Rogers 
Fund, 1937 (37.165.2); 
photograph © 1990  
The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art
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Streicher’s beetle also references Franz Kafka’s story The Metamorphosis. The story begins with a traveling 
salesman, Gregor Samsa, waking to find that he has transformed into a “monstrous insect”—a beetle. 
It is widely regarded as a symbolic tale, open to various interpretations, but most certainly a story 
of abandonment, alienation, and ostracization—a tale of difference and exile. The beetle’s symbolic 
reference is most eloquently summarized by writer and literary critic Vladimir Nabokov in his lecture on 
The Metamorphosis. Nabokov, who interestingly was also an entomologist, insisted that Gregor, with his 
convex belly divided into segments and a hard rounded back, had hidden wings, capable of transporting 
him away, if only he had known. The observation, by extension, may be applied more generally to 
individuals, those “Joes and Janes” who “do not know that they have wings.” In this sense, the beetle’s 
appearance in the work is a nod, perhaps, to individuals who also do not quite fit into the prescribed roles 
of contemporary society.  

The gallery space itself becomes a cloud chamber in which the nebulous meaning of the work can 
be more carefully studied. The forms are constructed of light, papery materials that give them an airy 
weightlessness, allowing them to respond to movement within the gallery space and imbuing them with 
a life-like quality and the sensation of breath. Appropriately, the physical nature of the work suggests an 
ethereal, transient sensation of suspension: the kind one experiences when looking out the window of a 
plane in flight, evoking images of childish fun, of bouncing castles, cotton candy, and gigantic popcorn, 
joyous and beautiful but equally ominous, the impending threat of inclement weather. In regarding 
Mammatus, are we under cloud cover, in cloudland, or on cloud nine? It all depends on your perspective.

Melanie Townsend













2521st-century Silenus

FOREWORD

to the past
Publius Vergilius Maro, born 70 BCE, grew up while Julius Caesar was mutilating the Roman Republic. 
While Publius Vergilius Maro was studying Epicurean philosophy, Caesar’s adopted son Octavian 
pursued Caesar’s assassins, and then made war upon his own former comrades-at-arms. Professing a 
horror for war, Publius Vergilius Maro spent many years in thought and composition. His Eclogues were 
finally published when he was thirty-one years old. The Eclogues caused Vergilmania. Vergil was more 
popular than Jesus before Jesus was born.

INTRODUCTION

Vergil’s Eclogue VI, “The Song of Silenus,” pictures an artist and his work. Eclogue VI is not art criticism. 
It is not a sociology text, nor is it a master’s thesis. It isn’t even good journalism. It is Vergil writing as if he 
were Silenus singing. Silenus, musician and lyricist, is singing an oldie but goodie: the story of creation. The 
story itself had many variations, and few opportunities for originality. The tone, the nuance, the unexpected 
detail, the pace—these would be unique when the story of creation was recited or sung. If you were listening 
to an Eclogue VI performance, the singer’s rhythm would fill your heart. The singer—no, not Silenus the 
singer—Vergil writing, pretending to sing, sang about a beginning that set the scene for all that followed. 
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These reflections, “21st-century Silenus,” are meant to be kind of like that, as if the Silenus character is a 
pretty good likeness of an artist in our time, as if a story of beginnings could be told by an artist today. Not 
the beginning of the whole cosmos, or even of a nation, but of the circumstances of a beginning, of the  
currents that convey transformation. Like Vergil, as if I am speaking like The Next Silenus, I won’t cover 
everything (Non omnia possumus omnes, he said.). I’ll make something of a beginning for the new millennium. 

DEDICATION

Vergil dedicated “The Song of Silenus” to some guy named Varus. In our time, as far as I can remember, 
the essays in an exhibition catalogue are never dedicated to artists unless maybe they died recently; 
otherwise the dedication is implicit. The artist’s work is on exhibition, documented, written about, and a 
catalogue published. Maybe that is dedication enough. Vergil would never have thought (nor can I) this 
to be enough. In our time especially, how could I not feel relief that some Silenus or other ponders the 
atmosphere our psyches breathe? The catalogue essay, dedicated to the artist, addressed to the artist 
himself, could be (Here it will be.) a contemplation of the artist’s tone, nuance, the unexpected detail, the 
pace—the evocations and implications—for the time being, the first decade of the 21st-century, the era 
of Technique. And by era of Technique, I mean that aspect of our lives, influenced by advertising to be 
sure, under the spell of a technological ethos. In our time, we unselfconsciously interpret predicaments in 
terms more fitting a machine: orderly, efficient, convenient, tangible, precise measurable results, power 
—these are the attributes that matter. It would be folly somehow to praise messy, inefficient, ambiguous, 
abstract trouble. And it takes a mighty Silenus to demonstrate the paradox; a machine imbued with 
ambiguous, abstract, and messy trouble. A 21st-century Silenus will find a medium—find the materials 
to make ambivalent machines: paradoxical machines that are wondrous but not fun, serious but not 
paranoid. The Next Silenus will sing of interpretable machines.

   “21st-century Silenus” is dedicated and addressed to Max Streicher.
      
        Max, nec Apollo gratior ulla est quam sibi quae Max praescripsit pagina nomen.1

1 “No writing 
would please 
Apollo more than 
one that starts out 
for Max.”  http://
www.sacedtexts.
com/cla/virgil/ecl/
ec1106.htm 
[Trans. JR].
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21st-century Silenus, part one

LAMENTATIONS 

As the “Just Do It” era ended, Y2K emerged with the alarming “Just think! If . . .” 

the materialist world’s most precious new commodity were to mistake the new millennium for one 
hundred years ago? The fear of this psychosis touched the lives of every human whose well-being and 
entertainment depended on computers. The 21st-century Silenus sang of the new chaos, imaginable 
and yet unimaginable. He sang of humans attached to the digital apparatus as it hovered across the 
known world, of humans whose landscape would become uncanny, everything familiar misshapen by 
uncertainty. Silenus sang the contours of the exact moment the digital apparatus ceased to sustain the 
promises it had made. Silenus sang about aborted embryonic promises (democracy at the speed of light, 
virtual sex, shopping at home in your underwear), of everything and everyone’s few last breaths before 
all goes slack. Horrid vision! The anxiety was stifling. The Global Village without its digital prosthesis. 
Silenus sang of the sad psyches we had become, huddled, muddled,

   some gruesome boggles orphaned of the feet,
   Some widowed of the hands, dumb Horrors too
   Without a mouth, or blind Ones of no eye,
   Or Bulks all shackled by their legs and arms
   Cleaving unto the body fore and aft,
   Thuswise, that never could they do or go,
   Nor shun disaster, nor take the good they would.2

3 L.G. Crocker, ed., 
The Selected Essays of 
Montaigne [1585], “Of 
Experience,”  
Ch VIII. Trans. John 
Florio [1603] (Montreal: 
Pocket Library, 1959), 
386-7.

21st-century Silenus, part two

SLEEPING

Old Silenus, the old Roman Silenus, was never portrayed as a young man. He was not the latest thing, an 
emerging artist. He wasn’t on his way up; he wasn’t about to be discovered. He had been there all along. 

He was fat. He was a fat drunk; the best caregiver ever for a certain baby entrusted to him. In mellifluous 
hush he sang the divine little baby to sleep. He sang of the girl who made love to a bull, and of Tereus, 
the father who ate his own son for dinner, and of Prometheus, tortured forever, and oh the grisly torture 
it was, ambitious Prometheus, the greatest hacker of all time, who diverted divine fire into the homes of 
ordinary folk. Silenus raised the baby after his own heart, and the baby became Bacchus, the God of Wine.

The 21st-century Silenus spends a lot of time sleeping. He’s really bloated, his back and arms  
shed of all their hair; he looks anemic. Is it his illustrious snoring we hear? Or is it the whirring of his 
prosthetic lung?

If we tease him, just as the boys Chromis and Mnasylos teased the Silenus of Vergil (But we mustn’t 
poke him: he’ll implode.), could he wake up and laugh, keep a promise to sing? And if he wakes, of what 
would the 21st-century Silenus sing?

When the sleeping Silenus wakes, first let’s have a song in praise of sleep, companion of logic, 
complement of logic, soft rain falling on silver. Logic, he croons, 

   doth but quest and ferret, and incessantly goeth turning, winding, building
   and entangling herself in her own work, as do our silkworms.... 3

unless we sleep often and long.

2 Lucretius [c. 95–55 
BCE], De Rerum Natura, 
Book V, Part 2. Trans. 
W.E. Leonard 
(London, UK: J.M. Dent 
& Sons, 1941), 222.
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Perhaps he will sing a song of workaholics, who pace insomniac forever, with little red snakes crawling 
around their eyeballs, their bodies pumped to bursting by the hot air of hype.

Or perhaps he would sing how dreaming and living, two phenomena that are in many respects the same 
thing,4 the very thing. The waking 21st-century Silenus might sing of the same thing that all artists allude 
to. Something that isn’t a thing at all, and is invisible unless you have imagination. 

21st-century Silenus, part three

FOUR HORSES

In Vergil’s “Song of Silenus,” one’s future could just as well be in the jaws of a beast, rather than vice versa 
(as in our times). The pulsing liver of Prometheus was ripped by the beaks of eagles; barking reptiles 
were tethered to the thighs of Scylla; and sea-dogs chomped the muscles of drowning sailors. On 
some occasion or other Silenus surely made melody of Hercules and the royal horses. Horses were the 
labourers, the transportation, emblems of a king’s luxury, the symbols of speed. But even in Hercules’ 
mythical day (as in ours) speed was not all that it seemed. The roaring, whining, belching horses of King 
Diomedes were carnivorous. They chewed and swallowed men.

Our Silenus (myself pretending), still early in the new century, is mewling about wilted horses, stallions 
who are out of breath, kicked around by toxic wind, their ferocity expired. Horses too weak to nibble 
are certainly too feeble to feed on men. In the first decade of the new millennium, horses are not yet 
considered an endangered species. Surely there will never be a day when there are only four horses left 
on earth (in a Beijing zoo). 

Anyway, we have new horses now, horses without flesh. Not only are these efficient, convenient, tangible, 
and powerful, everyone understands what they have been to us. They labour, they speed, they stand for 

4 D.W. Winnicott, Playing 
and Reality (Markham, 
ON: Penguin Books 
Canada, 1986), 37.
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luxury, wealth, and status. And they are messy. They are trouble. The Next Silenus must sing of cars, of 
how we never expected them to devour us, to spew acid, to dissolve and digest us with every breath we 
take. Not that our revenge isn’t cool. 

    . . . You swell with pride
    When you take a ride
   In your brand new SUV; 
   In a year or two 
   It’s a bouillon cube.
   You can watch it on a DVD —
  
   Car Crusher,
   Fully automated forty-four foot, 
   twenty-seven hundred pounds 
         per square inch, total pressure 
         one hundred twelve tons,
         mashes without mercy,
         Car Crusher;
         Car Crusher DVD . . . 5

21st-century Silenus, part four

PERDIX REDUX

The Romans never envied birds in flight. Flocks of birds were configured by the gods, signals from 
heaven to men, not something for earthlings to emulate. Men with the power of flight would have been 
perversity, a blasphemy that upended the equilibrium between citizen, nature, and the gods. Hadn’t the 

myth of Procne shown well enough what it is to flit on the rooftop a mere sparrow, no longer Queen, but 
stalked instead by hungry beggars? Vergil’s Silenus sang of despicable Tereus turned into a hoopoe with 
silly pink feathers instead of a helmet, and lavender fluff on his butt. Innocent Perdix did not deserve to 
die young, and he never did – if living as a partridge is life. And the owl, who spends every night alone in 
the dark, this is what Nyctimene became, in exchange for a loathsome vice.

The Next Silenus has some verses in mind about transformation, that eternal theme. 

In the age of Technique, the nature of blasphemy has changed; now it is no sin to fly using a prosthesis.

If the Next Silenus looks up into the sky he hears warplanes howling. Neither melody nor metaphor can 
be heard above the roar. Encased in 21st-century armour, warriors thrust sunward dressed in explosion 
machines. They suspend in the air, far above their own terrible echo. In his imagination Silenus (Boyish 
impulses worsen with wine.) imagines the warriors naked, aloft without their armour. There the airmen 
hang, wearing (and sharing) oxygen masks and nothing else. Silenus will sing a dirge for what remains: 
unsexed creatures bereft of all five senses, bereft of the sixth sense too. They are human only in contour, 
white as angels, buoyed inside and out by the breath of the machine. The apparatus has replaced their 
inner being with noise. Their psyches are hollow, like the bones of a bird.

21st-century Silenus, part five

ENDGAME

Janus, the two-headed god, was formed in the minds of the early tribal Romans. In no other city had such 
a god been seen. It was Janus who appeared in King Saturn’s hillside town. In the swamps below, on the 
banks of the river Tevere, the lore of Janus took root. Welcome counsel to King Saturn, Janus imparted 
the secrets of transformation, how sunken marshes can be turned into fields engorged with ripening fruit.

5 “Car Crusher DVD” 
lyrics by Tetanus, demo 
CD, 2001.
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         . . . a swollen grape, 
         pendant, ready to burst 
   into streams
   of wine, next
   immersed in atoms
   of fire from searing sun,
   becomes a furrowed pouch,
   wrinkled, small,
  
   So too the Bifrons Janus, 
   looking toward the past 
   with infant face 
   succulent, newborn,
   cheeks rounded and full
  
   As soon will look
   with another face 
   shrivelled;
  
   wrinkled head
   collapsed with age, 
   Janus stares 
   toward the End of Days . . .6

The 21st-century Silenus sings of what we know, of course, the pregnant belly, the phallus, but also 
measured, calculable inflations and deflations, buying low and selling high, surplus and deficit, maxed-out 
cards and minimum monthly payment, economic boom and bust. 

6 Aulus Gellius [c.130-
180 AD], The Janus 
Fragments, Vinarius 
Beatus, http://www.
sacedtexts.com/cla/gel/
jf/1130.htm [Trans. JR].
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In the early 21st century there are so many destinies proposed, and many forms of god. Transformation, 
the eternal theme, even encompasses the total universe distending, some say, for a zillion eons, and 
then it will shrink into fluid light, and fill its own black void. Or maybe all the oceans of the earth will swell 
into a Second Flood; yet after every cloud is gone, anything coming to fruition will revert to strands of 
inanimate carbon.

If the 21st-century Silenus toys with this eternal theme, transformation, what visions inspire today? Does 
progress have a human face? Or two human faces as Janus did? Two human heads, one fresh, one weary? 

Suppose Silenus composed a ditty about an infantile race (Remember it’s only a song, not 
psychoanalysis.) who put all their faith in the power of denial? Gods, after all, like art, can be formed in 
our own image, embody our communal condition, confront us with the contradiction natural to all earthly 
things, including machines. This silly race, all big talkers, salesmen one and all, persuaded each other that 
god, when you strip away all the hooey, is basically The Best Motivational Speaker Ever. So if the gods 
look happy, people will think happy and act happy and everything will turn out fine. Their creed was 
“Double Your Pleasure,” which gave them the excuse to glorify their deity with the technical prowess of 
which they were most proud, cloning. 

In the last verse of the song Silenus shows how these deities look like a couple of clowns, the biggest 
party balloons ever, and yet the simile for Janus, the swelling, shriveling grape, still works. 

TAIL END

Vergil’s Silenus was a drunk, remember, his hallucinated world was sensuous and cruel, a sitcom of men, 
nature, and childish gods. The Next Silenus might very well be intoxicated by rec room carpet off-
gassing. He composes lyrics about lucidity and strength, but his eyes are stinging, his tongue is dry. In our 
era of Technique, could anyone sing of 21st-century transformation without ambivalence? 
The song from the Silenus of Eclogue VI was embodied, an elegant tone resounded. What a surprise it 
was, the timbre of the old goat’s heaving chest! Mere boys Chromis and Mnasylos, they didn’t know or 
care whether the stories were true; the voice was manly and sensuous. 

 Lyrics unadorned to be sure, and straightforward too, yet the song of 21st-century Silenus displays its 
difference. The song of 21st-century Silenus rings beyond a boyish audience. The 21st-century Silenus 
calls out to an audience who ponders the ghastly imbalance between what you see and what you hear. 

Jeanne Randolph





42 43Head in the clouds…. 

Some of my most memorable and peaceful moments as a child were spent lying on the grass of my 
backyard, watching clouds. I would point out these shifting shapes to my constant companion, my 
little sister. In my imagination these forms resembled fantastical animals (with a particular emphasis 
on dinosaurs) and magical beings. Clouds are marvellous entities, impossible to pin down, constantly 
changing and evolving in unexpected ways. They mark impending weather (both good and bad) while 
at the same time they signify the heavens. They are at once both rich and ethereal, making for a complex 
subject matter in which artist Max Streicher finds inspiration. 

When we consider clouds, we know they are not solid or permanent and hence do not possess clear 
definition.1 They defy the notion of a contained shape yet they possess the power to both disguise and 
reveal. According to ancient Greek mythology, clouds were thought to be created by the gods to keep 
private activities hidden from nosey humans.2 As we understand them today, clouds can block the sun, 
hide an airplane and, on a truly overcast day, can eliminate or even become a “stand-in” for the sky. 
“What can poor mortals say about clouds? While people describe them they vanish.”3 According to 
Renaissance master Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), a cloud is a body without a surface; it is a point where 
the visible meets the invisible, where the representable meets the unrepresentable.4 Because clouds are 
full of opposing characteristics their required presence and symbolization have been the bane of artists 

1 Hubert Damisch, 
A Theory of /Cloud/: 
Toward a History of 
Painting, Palo Alto, CA: 
Stanford University 
Press,  2002,  15.
2 Ibid,, 23.
3 Annie Dillard, For The 
Time Being, Toronto: 
Penguin Books Canada, 
1999,  71.
4 Damisch, 124 & 129.
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since the Renaissance, as it is quite difficult to create a realistic-looking cloud… Or is it? 

Clouds evoke thoughts of flying. They are liberated from gravity and hence are seemingly as limitless 
as our imagination. Their presence in the sky can signal all sorts of events, such as a sunny day or a 
threatening thunderstorm. With the interplay of shadow and light, clouds create a wide range of effects, 
from the dazzling brilliance of “rays from heaven” to the ominous umbrella of a lightning-filled downpour. 
For some, clouds represent fragments of one’s destiny and so to watch clouds is to hope for a good future.5 

However, what clouds have consistently been used to represent in art is the axis between heaven and 
earth. In his book A Theory of /Cloud/: Toward a History of Painting, Hubert Damisch discusses what 
the presence of a threshold between the terrestrial (defined space) and the celestial (infinite space)6 
signifies in Renaissance and Baroque religious painting. Here clouds are the apparatus on which Jesus 
and the Saints miraculously ascend from earth to heaven. Even in popular culture, clouds are considered 
the substance of the heavens, or more accurately Paradise — evidence the perky “spokesangel” for 
Philadelphia Cream Cheese hanging out in the clouds. This theme of rising, of crossing over, of 
transcendence with all its accompanying visions and/or hallucinations is exemplified in the installation by 
Max Streicher. 

The title of this exhibition — Mammatus — is drawn from the meteorological term for a rare type of 
cloud that is pouch-like in appearance and occurs just after the passing of a thunderstorm.  There is, 
however, a common misconception that these atmospheric entities are a sign of an impending tornado. 
The term thus lends itself well to Streicher’s installation, where bodies entwined in his cloud formation 
tumble about, are split up and confused.  

Like a Renaissance cathedral ceiling fresco, Streicher’s clouds seem to pierce through the gallery (which 
is arguably a cathedral for art), creating an imaginary opening to the sky. These clouds invade, overflow, 
and envelop the space. Within the clouds, figures in arbitrary positions defy gravity and seem to be 

6 Damisch, 166.
5 David Albahari, 
“Watching Clouds,” 
Geist 60 (Spring 
2006): 23.
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engaged in fanciful nonsense. Less like flesh and blood, constructed out of the same white Tyvek material 
as the clouds, Streicher’s figures appear like apparitions, ghosts, and spectres. The figures hover between 
corpses and angels, at the threshold between life and death. The immobility and mobility, form and 
formlessness, absence and presence of these entities highlight Jacques Derrida’s discourse surrounding 
the philosophy of the spectre in Specters of Marx.

For Derrida, the spectre is an apparition that does not occupy a space in a determinate way. It is 
the remainder of the remnant. The spectre transcends all conceptuality and it resists the grasps of 
knowledge. No one knows where it is and what space it is in.7 In structural terms a spectre is a presence 
that is disappearing, emerging, but at the same time in reserve — just like a cloud. The indeterminacy 
of the spectre, according to Derrida, renders time out of joint, allowing the dead to be brought into 
presence demanding justice for the unmourned, unavenged, and unresolved trauma. This point of 
disturbance from the past returns to dislocate the present, demanding vengeance and resolution. The 
structural indeterminacy of the spectre is evident in Streicher’s work. In particular, Mammatus embodies 
a ghostly luminous presence, bordered by shadow, transparency, and the uncanny. Neither here nor 
there, neither familiar nor unfamiliar, this unsettling oscillation is mimicked in the reciprocation of breath 
between the clouds and the figures. The spectre first of all sees us, from the other side of the eye; it 
looks at us even before we see it.8 We feel as if we are being observed and under surveillance – just as 
angels (if we believe in such a presence) observe from the sky. This notion of haunting, of being visited 
unknowingly, is experienced by viewers of Mammatus. Due to their placement high up in the ceiling, the 
figures see us before we notice them, they view us before they appear in our vision.9 

But what is the story that Streicher’s Mammatus relates? Is it a story of creation or destruction? Are 
these figures really occupying a place between heaven and earth, an unstable site where it is impossible 
for the laws of nature to operate?10  Similar to the TV drama Lost, are they just playing out a series of 
nonsensical plot lines in an attempt to leave purgatory to achieve life eternal? Or perhaps this barrier 
between the two worlds, of infinite and finite space, is due to a more existential opposition, a tension 

7 Jacques Derrida, 
Specters of Marx. 
Chicago: Routledge, 
1994, 6. 
8 Ibid., 101.
9 Ibid., 101. 
10 Damisch, 141.
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that questions: How did we get here? Are we alone? What is the purpose of our existence? Given these 
larger questions, I find it no coincidence that Streicher once studied theology. 

In the early eighties, Streicher completed his bachelor’s degree at the University of Alberta and attended 
the Lutheran Theological Seminary. After a semester at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design 
in 1985, he came to York University to obtain his master’s degree in fine arts. While at York he began 
to reconcile the conceptual element of his work to the physicality of its making.11 The actual process 
of making and the concentration on the dynamics of installation started to merge. Perhaps without 
Streicher’s awareness, theology tended to permeate his work. This influence is evident in his 1989 MFA 
thesis, “The Life We Are Living,” which explored the penetration, infusion, or transfusion of the sacred 
into the profane and everyday.12  

While Mammatus marks a culmination of Streicher’s artistic practice over the last sixteen years, this type 
of imagery first appeared in his work in 1990. It was just after he finished his MFA that he created his first 
inflatable piece. Breathe (1990) was made from nylon and, upon its inflation with a vacuum cleaner, took 
the shape of a giant ram’s horn. Religious and phallic connotations aside, Streicher felt that this inflatable 
was going to be just “a one-off.”

During 1991, Streicher’s concerns with inflatable art began to evolve. As a member of the Toronto-based 
artist collective Nether Mind, he created inflatables that began as abstract forms and evolved into 
kinetic and interactive artworks. Boiler (1991) was developed for the first Nether Mind exhibition in 1991. 
Although it was his second inflatable sculpture, he was dissatisfied with nylon material, and so it became 
the first work made from Tyvek. Streicher was attracted to the paperiness of this “fabric.” Tyvek is a blend 
of polyethylene fibres that combines the properties of paper, film, and cloth. It is non-woven, synthetic 
paper that, according to the Dupont end-user’s handbook, is “strong, lightweight, flexible, smooth, 
low-linting, opaque, and resistant to water, chemicals, abrasion and aging.”13 It is currently used in courier 
envelopes, shopping bags, survey and field maps, military instruction manuals, jackets for video, discs 

11 Interview with Max 
Streicher, Nov. 9, 1998.
12 Max Streicher, “The 
Life We Are Living,” 
MFA thesis. Toronto: 
York University, 1989, 1. 
13 John Massier, 
“I sing the body Tyvek,” 
Max Streicher, Toronto: 
Koffler Centre of the 
Arts, 1996.
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made out of Tyvek, the bodies seem to take on a luminous effect; they appear translucent, even though 
they are opaque. The figures are not solid but they are not ethereal either. So ambiguously poised the 
acrobats become a metaphor for the precariousness of human biological existence. Through this mode 
of presentation, air becomes the substance of life but also negates any verbal speech. 

Streicher pushes the unsettling effect of his work further with the element of humour. He states: “In my 
work I attempt to maintain tension between play and critical discussion, humour and visceral response.”16  

Such is the case with the gigantic clown heads, Hamm and Clov (1999), named after the two main 
characters in Samuel Beckett’s (1906-1989) play Endgame (1957). Due to the design and immensity of 
these two faces, they reference blown-up cartoon figures used in cheesy advertising, carnivals, and circus 
events.  Looking down on us mere mortals, Hamm and Clov create all-encompassing feelings of anxiety, 
threat and claustrophobia. There is also an undeniable sense of personal interaction and fantastical 
association with these heads, which transforms the space into a magical playground. 

Evoking feelings of wonder and awe in the expansive central atrium of the flagship station of CBC 
in Toronto, Ontario, is Streicher’s installation Floating Giants (2001). These enormous flying beings, 
complete with gender-appropriate male “bits,” border between what is playful and what is frightening. 
Soaring high in the office building, these figures closely resemble big puffy white clouds that mark a 
sunny, summer day yet are contained by the architecture that surrounds them. Their sheer volume and 
skydiving pose clouds over certain areas, diffusing sunlight. A result of the pattern, seams acting like 
veins subtly define each figure with a geometric schema. Accompanied by white helium balloons that 
threaten to settle down at any unexpected moment, these giants achieve what we can only dream about.

Over the last fifteen years, Streicher has created a whole range of inflatable works, steering away from 
abstract forms and instead employing animal imagery, such as swans, horses, and even a dung beetle, 
but predominantly finding an interest in the human body. Through the use of fans and the movement of 
air, his figures “breathe,” becoming infused with the sense of the uncanny. Impressive in proportion, these 

or tapes, filters, reinforcing file folders, packaging for military hardware, electronic components, sterile 
health care devices, garments and body suits used for handling toxic waste. Tyvek is cheap, durable, easy 
to store, easy to transport, and recyclable—an ideal material with which to construct a cloud.

The triplet figures that make up Boiler were created by using one single pattern from which Streicher 
would cut a multiple of three, then attach them together using a standard sewing machine. In this work 
each figure possessed three protruding horns, arms, and legs. This method of working would sometimes 
incorporate unexpected surprises which Streicher felt were part of his intuitive working process.14 It is in 
this very early work that we see traces of Mammatus emerge. 

Closely following Boiler, Streicher created two related works, Pillars of Cloud (1992)15 and Where there is 
smoke (1992). Further experimenting with inflating Tyvek, Streicher placed his skinny ziggurat-like puffs 
on golf carts. Funnels that reach to the sky, they sway with the forced air delivered via the handbrake 
mechanism of the cart. Evoking unstable staircases Pillars of Cloud points to the heavens as guiding 
emblems of hope yet are grounded by life-giving carriages. With the commissioned work Where there 
is smoke, a more complex pattern and design came into play. This is the first instance where Streicher’s 
clouds are no longer fixed by gravity; instead they float against the ceiling, in a baroque mode of 
breaking through the architecture, acting as an early precursor to Mammatus. To evoke the colloquial 
saying “where there is smoke, there is fire,” it could follow that “where there are clouds there are Saints.” 

Following in this trajectory is Streicher’s figurative work, Balancing Act (1996), which embraces a spectral 
indeterminacy. Two pairs of acrobatic figures are suspended from the ceiling, hanging from tubes that 
are inserted in their mouths. One deflates as the other inflates. As a figure inflates, its chest expands 
and its arms extend forward, its back arches, and legs and feet extend backwards to a stiff point, taking 
the pose of a vanitas or memento mori. Due to the reciprocation of air, the danger of over-inflation is 
arrested in this eloquent dance. Upon deflation the cocoon-like sack dangles limply, clutching its life 
support/breathing apparatus system. A sense of human fragility emerges through the use of fabric. Also 

16 Max Streicher, “Artist 
Statement”, in Louise 
Dompierre, Naked 
State, Power Plant, 
Toronto, 1994. 

14 Interview with Max 
Streicher, Nov. 9, 1998.
15 The title of the work 
is taken from the biblical 
verse recounting the 
Israelites being led out 
of Egypt by Moses 
in Exodus (13:21-22): 
“The Lord was going 
before them in a pillar 
of cloud by day to lead 
them on the way, and in 
a pillar of fire by night 
to give them light, that 
they might travel by 
day and by night. He 
did not take away the 
pillar of cloud by day, 
nor the pillar of fire by 
night, from before the 
people.” 
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shapes merge, collide, and become anew. To return to Da Vinci again, “space only exists because bodies 
do: where there are no bodies, there is no space…. Although it has no surface, [a] cloud is visible.” 20 

Clouds are full of deformations, divisions, and magnifications. They embody our desires and even our 
romantic reveries.  A cloud resembles a dream; in other words it resembles nothing.21 I experience this 
all and more when looking up at Mammatus…. Or maybe I am just a curator whose head is lost in the 
clouds…

Mary Reid

works generally engulf an interior space or dominate an outdoor location. However, his interest in clouds 
has continually punctuated his practice.  

In 2004 abstract forms returned to his work. In the Art Gallery of Ontario’s Tannenbaum Sculpture 
Atrium, Streicher mounted Cloud. Big, billowy and beautiful, hanging in the centre of this light-filled 
space, Cloud embodies all the fantasy and illusion of flying. It is low enough to the ground for a viewer to 
move around and into the magical object. In 2006 Cloud became Alto Cumulus at the swimming pool at 
Hart House, University of Toronto. This time, four impressive sculptures hovered above the clear pool of 
chlorinated water. According to the artist:

Swimming is much like flying. My intention is to disrupt and extend the architecture 
of this room and add an element of playfulness to the physical activity that happens 
there. The Hart House swimming pool is primarily used for athletic training, and…it has 
a very clinical and regimented feel to it. There appears none of the frolic and play that 
can also be part of swimming. I hope to give the swimmers pause to float on their backs 
and look at the “sky,” and perhaps imagine themselves as floating saints…[or] recast as 
putti frolicking in the clouds.17 

And so by 2006, placed in Museum London and The Winnipeg Art Gallery, Mammatus is more than the 
visual manifestation of infinite space. Here a direct formal link is made to Streicher’s interest in Baroque 
religious painting, particularly to Tiepolo’s intermingling of various beasts with human figures and the 
function of clouds as an apparatus to support saints and buildings. According to the artist, “clouds 
allow for the unexplained and the random.”18 All sorts of unexpected events appear in the sky section 
of paintings that ignore the principle of gravity, yet somehow these elements make sense due to the 
presence of clouds. 19

Mammatus is a magical airy treasure, full of flying bodies and shadows, where colours are reflected, 
20 Damisch, 158.
21 Ibid., 130.

20 Damisch, 158.
21 Ibid., 130.



54 55Artist’s Statement

Inflatables have had an important place in my 
work since 1991. In most of these sculptures and 
installations I have used industrial fans and simple 
valve mechanisms to animate sewn forms with  
life-like gestures. Most of these works have been 
made of lightweight and papery fabrics such as 
Tyvek or nylon spinnaker. The weightlessness 
of these materials allows them to respond with 
surprising subtlety to the action of air within and 
around them. 

Generally inflatables are an expression of naive 
optimism. In an art context they signal popular 
culture, anti-art, and irony, à la Andy Warhol’s 
floating Mylar pillows. I play with and against 
these expectations. The movement of air within 
the inflatables recalls our own sensation of 
breath—of breathlessness, of holding our breath, 

etc. Thus, the force that animates the work is the 
same elemental, powerful, and tenuous force 
that animates us. These works are as much about 
deflation as inflation; as much about absence, 
shrinking, and vulnerability as they are about the 
robust occupation of space. My work with the 
inflatable medium is about moving the viewer from 
a playful and ironic headspace toward a physical 
connection to his or her most vital forces. 

Max Streicher
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List of works 
Dimensions are in metres, height x width x depth 
All works are by Max Streicher

|  2
Alto Cumulus, 2006, Tyvek, electric fans, dimensions variable,  
each cloud 3.05 x 6.10 x 3.00 m, Hart House, University of Toronto, 
photo credit: Gordon Belray.

|  4 & 5
Breathe, 1989, nylon, modified vacuum cleaner, 1.85 m high,  
installation location, photo credit: artist.

|  7 & 8 
Mammatus, 2006, Tyvek, electric fans, approximately 3.60 x 16.50 x 
3.00 m, Museum London, Ontario, photo credit: John Tamblyn.

|  12, 14 to 23
Mammatus, 2006, Tyvek, electric fans, nylon spinnaker, 
approximately 3.60 x 16.50 x 3.00 m, The Winnipeg Art Gallery, 
Manitoba, photo credit: Ernest Mayer.

|  24 
Floating Giants, 2001, nylon spinnaker, helium balloons, each 
figure 7.00 m high, Muzik Building, Canadian National Exhibition 
Place, Toronto, Ontario, photo credit: artist.

|  27
Silenus, 2002, nylon spinnaker, electric fans, each figure 8.00 m high, 
Metz, France, photo credit: artist.

|  30
Swan Song (Lamentation), 1996, Tyvek and electric fans, 5.00 m high, 
Southern Alberta Art Gallery, Lethbridge, Alberta, photo credit: artist.

|  32 & 33
Quadriga, 2006, vinyl, each horse 5.50 m high, Aachen, Germany, 
photo credit: artist.

|  36 
Cloud, 2004, vinyl, Tyvek, electric fans, 9.75 x 9.75 x 7.30 m, 
Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, photo credit: artist.

|  40 & 41
Silenus, 2002, nylon spinnaker, electric fans, each inflatable 
figure 8.00 m high, installation location, photo credit: artist.

|  42
Hamm & Clov, 1999, painted Tyvek, electric fans, 3.50 m diameter, 
Gnadenkirche, Hamburg, Germany, photo credit: artist.
 

|  45
Balancing Act, 1995, Tyvek, electric blowers, figures 1.83 m high, 
Palmovca Synagogue, Prague, Czech Republic, photo credit: artist.

|  46
Floating Giants, 2001, nylon spinnaker, helium balloons, figures 
7.00 m tall, Canadian Broadcasting Corporation Headquarters, 
Toronto, Ontario, photo credit: artist.

|  48
Cloud, 2004, vinyl, Tyvek, electric fans, 9.75 x 9.75 x 7.30 m, Art Gallery 
of Ontario, Toronto, photo courtesy of Art Gallery of Ontario.
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