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It is with great pleasure that I introduce you to the broad selection of 

articles, reviews, and artist profiles featured in the ninth issue of the 

Undergraduate Journal of Art History & Visual Culture. Simranpreet 

Anand opens the issue with a fascinating discussion of historical and 

contemporary uses of neon; then, Leo Cocar contextualizes cultural 

production following the 1997 Delgamuukw v. British Columbia court 

case; and finally, Maxim Greer dissects the careful curation of queer 

identity on and off the vaudeville stage.

We are thrilled to have three of our own editors contributing 

reviews to this issue, each taking on a different local art event or 

exhibition. Ella Adkins covers an intimate performance by Tamara Saulwick 

at the 2018 PuSh International Performing Arts Festival; Fiorela Argueta 

chronicles the first show in the project Beginning with the Seventies at 

the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery; and Mitra Kazemi interprets the 

Takashi Murakami retrospective at the Vancouver Art Gallery.

Finally, Issue 9 hosts the work and words of four graduating 

students from the visual art cohort at UBC. We are excited to feature 

Matthew Ballantyne, whose work is at once eloquent and obscure; 

Kelly Holmes, whose practice is boundlessly intimate; Ketty Zhang, 

who interprets identity through numerous mediums; and Ran Zhou, who 

explores boundaries in the past and present.

Even as this publication marks the end of a gargantuan 

undertaking, I’d like to look back instead of forward for a moment. I 

have ceaseless appreciation and admiration for everyone who made 

this possible: from the dedicated contributors and editors, to the 

encouraging faculty and staff of the Department of Art History, Visual 

Art & Theory, to the fantastic support team behind everyone who was a 

part of UJAH this year. I would like to extend a special thanks to Rosanna 

Chung and Hailey Mah for their dedication to this project, and to Greg 

Gibson and Deana Holmes for their considerable behind-the-scenes aid.

I hope you enjoy UJAH Issue 9 as much as I have.

Mary Buckland, Editor in Chief
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Marianne Nicolson, Oh, How I Long for Home, installation view at Teck Gallery, 2016. Photo: Blaine Campbell 

http://www.sfu.ca/galleries/teck-gallery/Marianne-NicholsonOhHowILongForHome.html

Neon and On: Marianne 
Nicolson’s Oh, How I 
Long for Home through 
the Method of Walter 
Benjamin’s Arcades 
Project
 

Simranpreet Anand

In 1940s Vancouver, the use of neon signage lining the streets 

and advertising local businesses was overwhelming. Fast-forward 

to 2018, and one would have a similar encounter with the re-

emergence of neon advertising in Vancouver. Simultaneously, neon 

has become a popular medium for artists to work with, shifting the 

context of the material. Many local artists including Ken Lum, Paul 

Wong, Marianne Nicolson, and even Matthew Ballantyne—who is 

profiled in this issue of UJAH—have increasingly worked with neon 

in their artistic practices. Marianne Nicolson’s Oh, How I Long for 

Home (2016), installed for one year at Simon Fraser University’s 

Teck Gallery, for example, includes sixteen photographs and a red 

neon sign. This work will be the focus of this text in an attempt to 

understand neon’s history and current usage in Vancouver. 

The link between Nicolson’s work and the specific history of 

Vancouver motivates an application of Walter Benjamin’s method 

in his Arcades Project (1927–40), which analyzes the architecture 

of the Parisian Arcades and its effect on the social landscape of 

Paris at the turn of the nineteenth century.1 The fragmentary nature 

of the text is due to Benjamin’s death in 1940, as the text was 

compiled posthumously from a series of his manuscripts, notes, 

quotes, and sketches. His method involves extensive research 

about the Parisian Arcades that reveals the unfortunate impact of 

incipient capitalism: poor and working-class citizens were pushed 

out of the city as a result of the technological advances that 

precipitated the development of the Arcades.2 The construction 

of the Arcades allowed for social changes to occur; plants began 

to line the indoor cobbled streets and glass ceilings brought in the 

sky, creating a facade of the outdoors while legislating one’s ability 

to be there.3 The Arcades were glass-enclosed sunlit bazaars 

where one could stroll indoor streets and linger in boutiques and 

high-end specialty shops. Benjamin references the architecture 

of the Arcades and their construction from iron and glass, which 

allowed for the emancipation of the structure over the style.4; 5 

The demolition of old and crowded buildings, the introduction of 

regulations, and the restructuring of Paris pushed the working 

class out of the city. Factories, manufacturing, and industry were 

moved to the city outskirts and replaced by the Arcades. Gone 

were the days of cramped alleyways, postered street corners, and 

loiterers. Instead, the Arcades were an industrial luxury for the 

bourgeois. Similar to the innovations of the nineteenth century in 

Paris, the emergence of neon had a considerable impact on the 

capitalist structures and movement of people in the twentieth 

century in Vancouver. 

Nicolson’s work references the site-specific history of 
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neon in Vancouver through her usage of the medium, along 

with the archival photographs that document Vancouver’s neon 

past. Vancouver’s neon age offers a coextensive history, where 

technological advancement and commercialization of the city 

allowed for Westernization that displaced the existing Indigenous 

communities. A phenomenological historical approach, similar to 

that of Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project, will be used to analyze 

Marianne Nicolson’s neon in Oh, How I Long for Home, and neon’s 

co-existent historical placement and socio-political commentary. 

In both cases, technological advancements ultimately had an 

effect on marginalized communities through physical and social 

restructuring that gentrified neighbourhoods. In Benjamin’s 

Arcades Project, as well as in The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction (1935), he comments on the introduction 

of new technologies and their impact on social structures. 

Benjamin uses a phenomenological approach that brings research 

surrounding the Arcades to understand underlying influences to 

concurrent social changes. Benjamin’s method allows a reading of 

the complexities of neon’s emergence as a new technology and its 

relation to visual and material culture.

In Marianne Nicolson’s Oh, How I Long for Home the neon 

text reads 'Wa'lasan xwalsa kan ne'nakwe', which translates as Oh, 

How I Long for Home in Kwak’wala. Kwak’wala is the language of 

the Dzawada’enuxw of the Kwakwaka'wakw First Nations, from 

which Nicolson has ancestry.6 This text refers “to a ‘return,’ as well 

as to the cycle of the sun rising,”7 indicating a double meaning 

of the stolen territory of the Indigenous people and the home 

settlers seek on the unceded lands of the Musqueam, Squamish, 

and Tsleil-Waututh nations. The gallery is designed as an open and 

multipurpose space, as viewers encounter students in the gallery 

sitting on the couches, studying as they look out the harbourfront 

window at Vancouver’s landmark Waterfront Station. The two walls 

of the gallery, facing one another, sit at both sides of a window 

that overlooks a bustling Gastown street. Below Nicolson’s neon 

sign are images presenting four of Vancouver’s remaining historic 

neon signs located on Hastings Street. On the second wall across 

from the neon sign hang photographs of people from Nicolson’s 

community, dating back to the 1940s and 1950s—Vancouver’s 

neon age. 

According to Rudi Stern in his 1979 book, Let there be 

Neon, neon “echoed the thirties’ demand for the smooth, the swift, 

the streamlined and the spectacular,” and “echoed a reverence 

for speed and technology.”8 Benjamin’s project made clear those 

same motivations with the introduction of iron and glass into 

Paris in the nineteenth century, allowing for commercialization 

and the development of readymade goods. He comments on the 

department store La Chaussée-d’Antin in the Arcades Project, 

outlining how advertising and capitalism allowed for the store to 

be the largest in the country and make the claim of being the 

largest in the universe.9 Upon its introduction, neon was aligned 

with the modern and new; it amplified crass commercialism, 

artificiality, and illusion. “In 1925, André Citroën actually rented 

the Eiffel Tower and had the Citroën brand name embellished 

across it using 250,000 lights.”10 In the nineteenth century iron 

was a marvel of engineering and technology: the Eiffel tower is 

a monument to this history, standing at 984 feet tall it remained 

the world’s tallest building for almost four decades.11 The Citroën 

neon “was recorded in the Guinness Book of Records as the 

world’s largest advertisement.”12 This example shows how both 

of these materials were signifiers of technological advancement 

and commercial progress. Citroën’s advertisement illustrates the 

importance of the introduction of iron in the nineteenth century, 

with the construction of the Eiffel Tower, and the emergence of 

neon as development in advertising technology. 

Oh, How I Long for Home is situated within Vancouver’s 

own history of neon, not only as an integral part of the commercial 

landscape of the 1940s and 1950s, but also an unpleasant 

indicator of both commercialism and dislocation of the Indigenous 

people. For instance, “[in] 1953, Neon Products boasted there 

were 19,000 neon signs in the city of Vancouver—one for every 

eighteen residents. No more. Times changed, neon faded in 

popularity, and was even derided as a ‘sleazy light source’ by 

anti-blight crusaders.”13 In the 1960s, strict bylaws were put 

into place to prohibit new neon signage from going up around 

Vancouver. Nicolson’s installation engages directly with this 

neon history through its inclusion of twelve photographs of her 

relations in Vancouver during the city’s neon age. The people in 

the photographs wear Westernized clothing and are depicted on 

the various streets of Vancouver with neon signage evident in the 

background. These photographs and their juxtaposition with the 

sign that states Wa'lasan xwalsa kan ne'nakwe' signify the loss of 

Indigenous culture due to the commercialization of the city. The 

post-World War II years were economically prosperous in Vancouver 

in part due to British Columbia’s commercial salmon fishing 

industry.14 Indigenous peoples worked alongside white settlers, 

but they did not have equal rights due to the Indian Act. The 

Indian Act prohibited Indigenous people from buying or consuming 

alcohol, performing potlatch ceremonies, voting, and doing many 

other things that were acceptable if one were white. This loss of 

Indigenous culture is most palpable with the acknowledgement 

of the residential schools that operated as a method of forcing 

Indigenous people to assimilate to Western values through a 

devastating and purposeful erasure of Indigenous tradition, 

language, and cultural identity.15 Given that the installation is 

sited overlooking the streets of Gastown, Waterfront Station, the 

railway tracks, and the harbour, the blazing red neon sheds light 

on the unjust displacement, discrimination, and forced assimilation 

of Indigenous people that went hand in hand with the cycles of 

capitalism within the city. 

A mere 350 metres away sits Gastown’s own iconic red 

neon, a large red W that sits atop a replica of the Eiffel Tower. 

Similar to Oh, How I Long for Home, this sign has a lineage to both 
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the neon era of Vancouver’s past and the contentious situations 

of the present. The Woodward’s W was installed in 1944 as a part 

of the family department store and shone with bright lights and 

red neon for years until it was officially turned off in the 1960s. 

In recent years, a replica has been installed and now, once again, 

it revolves atop the building. The photographs in Nicolson’s piece 

refer to a similar time in Vancouver, when neon was the flashing 

signage that illuminated the streets and went hand in hand 

with the city’s supposed development and progress. The sign 

remains atop the building as a signifier of both its history and 

its contemporary usage as a commercialized space. Additionally, 

the Woodward’s W operated in a similar manner to that of the 

Citroen neon on the Eiffel tower; both cities include an iron tower-

like structure that became a landmark for the city, both were 

used for advertising, and both create a brightly lit spectacle for 

tourists and visitors—an indicator of technological advancement 

and development. The Woodward’s department store is a perfect 

example of how neon’s technological advancements went hand 

in hand with commercialization and gentrification. The popularity 

and success of the Woodward’s department store provided an 

allure for other businesses to open up in the area.

Nicolson’s neon installation engages with the prior 

histories of the medium and references the formal and conceptual 

components of precursors while simultaneously confronting 

the limitations of systems within which the work is viewed and 

contextualized. Both the commercialization of Vancouver and 

Marianne Nicholson’s site-specific work takes place on the unceded 

territories of the First Nations people. While neon was an indicator 

of progress and development, this progress is and was markedly 

Western, colonial, and commercial. Oh, How I Long for Home refers 

to the supposed progress indicated by neon signage in Vancouver 

along with its failures—the development of the city led to a 

departure from and loss of traditional Indigenous values. Nicolson’s 

choice of red neon, a familiar medium within Vancouver’s history 

of advertising, is ironic, considering the unintelligibility of the 

Kwak’wala text to a majority of viewers. The metaphoric potential 

of neon signage is compounded by the Kwak’wala text and usage 

of irony as a form of institutional critique. The statement of a 

longing for home outlines the inability of recovering the home that 

once belonged to the Indigenous people and remains traditional, 

ancestral, and unceded. The sign itself sits on unceded Musqueam, 

Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh land as well as what used to be 

Spencer’s department store. For many years the biggest rival of 

Woodward’s was Spencer’s; a department store that was housed 

where SFU’s Harbour Centre campus now exists, a reminder of the 

contentious history surrounding this site-specific piece. 

Discussions surrounding Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside 

and Gastown today are often surrounded by the contentions 

between high-end retailers, restaurant owners, and developers 

against residents who have been the victims of displacement, 

racism, and multi-generational oppression. Remnants of the 

technological advancements of the mid-twentieth century paint 

Gastown as the historic centre of Vancouver, and monuments 

such as the Gassy Jack statue, the Steam Clock, and the old 

Woodward’s W stand are positioned alongside trendy cafes, 

boutiques, restaurants, and dispensaries, which are increasingly 

retrofitted with sleek neon signage. An example of Gastown’s 

most recent neon signage includes a neon sign that reads, “Time 

Is Precious” written in large white text on the side of a building on 

Water Street. Although this neon seems like a public artwork, it was 
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“While neon was an 
indicator of progress 
and development, 
this progress is 
and was markedly 
Western, colonial, and 
commercial. Oh, How I 
Long for Home refers to 
the supposed progress 
indicated by neon 
signage in Vancouver 
along with its failures—
the development of the 
city led to a departure 
from and loss of 
traditional indigenous 
values.”
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fully funded by John James Wilson, founder of the Vancouver-born 

high-end retailer Kit and Ace. Unsurprisingly, the phrase is used 

on marketing and branding material for Kit and Ace stores across 

the country. Just blocks away, the Rennie Collection’s Wing Sang 

building bears a white Martin Creed neon that states “Everything 

Is Going to Be Alright.” The neon is owned by Bob Rennie, known 

colloquially as the “condo king,” and makes up part of his private 

art collection. Both of these neons, along with many others in 

the area, are indexical of the area’s commercialism. The current 

widespread usage of neon by privatized investors exemplifies that 

this technological advancement is tied to power and privilege, and 

continues to push forth the agenda of gentrification. Nicolson’s 

Oh, How I Long for Home shows an awareness of the historical 

context that the work is placed in through the use of archival 

photographs and the site-specific usage of neon. Her usage of the 

Kwak’wala language for the neon sign centres indigeneity, bringing 

to the surface contentions surrounding commercialization and 

neon’s history in Vancouver.

Nicolson’s usage of neon affirms the use of Benjamin’s 

method as she has commented on the current and past usage 

of the medium in the city and its relationship to the Indigenous 

community. Similarly, Benjamin comments on the introduction of 

new technology and its effects on the social fabric of Paris in the 

early twentieth century. Neon has come to have a specific history 

within the context of Vancouver, akin to the history of iron and glass 

in Benjamin’s Arcades Project.16 Marianne Nicolson has effectively 

used this history within the discourse of Vancouver to create a 

work that is critical of development driven by new technology, and 

its effects on Indigenous communities. The Parisian Arcades drew 

the bourgeoisie into the city and pushed the poor and working 

class out. Similarly, the allure of neon was a development that led 

to the displacement of the Indigenous people who once resided 

on the violently stolen site-specific unceded territory where Oh, 

How I Long for Home is installed. 
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Epistemological 
Tensions: Indigenous 
Cultural Production in 
the Age of Delgamuukw

Leo Cocar

The Delgamuukw case presents a dynamic shift within Canada’s 

colonial history, becoming one of the first instances in which 

the settler-colonial state formally recognized the validity of an 

alternative epistemology within the society of the colonized. 

The case called attention not only to the well-established issue 

of Canada’s foundational history as a nation-state founded on 

the occupation of unceded Indigenous land, but also highlighted 

the fundamental shortcomings of Western epistemology in 

addressing Indigenous intellectual claims. The case was taken 

up by Gitksan and Witsuwit’en chiefs who sought claim to 

their hereditary territories in British Columbia.1 The Gitksan and 

Witsuwit’en were attempting to gain the right to apply their own 

systems of knowledge and governance to their unceded territory 

seized by the Canadian government. To further contextualize 

the Delgamuukw case, it is important to place it within a series 

of previous legal disputes, such as Calder (1973), Guerin (1983), 

and Sparrow (1990), which attempted to define the limits and 

exactitudes of state-recognized Indigenous territory.2 However, 

aside from indicating renewed legal interest in re-asserting these 

aforementioned rights to self-governance, the Delgamuukw case 

marks a shift from these prior cases due to the court’s decision to 

allow oral histories to be used as legally recognized records in the 

Canadian court of law.

From an academic perspective, recognizing the existence 

of a plurality of epistemologies has long been in discursive 

circulation. The proceedings that transpired during the 

Delgamuukw case that point towards an existing Indigenous 

epistemology are important in that they entail a formal recognition 

of territorial self-governance despite being rooted within the 

colonial state itself. Charlotte Townsend-Gault, a professor at the 

University of British Columbia (UBC), writes in her introduction 

to Art Claims in the Age of Delgamuukw that the acceptance of 

orally transmitted knowledge in the 1997 court case demonstrates 

that legitimate evidence may in fact arise out of another, non-

colonial, epistemology.3 To elaborate on the term “legitimate,” 

I am referring to the tendency of colonial powers to categorize 

the knowledge systems of the oppressed as inferior, primitive, 

or simply wrong. The effect of this recognition of differing 

epistemological legitimacies extends beyond the law, and, as I will 

demonstrate, affects art and visual cultural production as well. 

Just as the law is subject to different systems of value, art too is 

subject to interpretation through the lens of multiple systems of 

value. By referring to the writings and works of Indigenous artists, 

I aim to argue that interpreting Indigenous art objects through a 

settler-colonial epistemological lens does not allow for nuanced 

understanding; rather, it often results in misunderstanding. 

Indigenous art objects, and by extension, their consumption 

through settler-colonial frameworks of categorization, are tied 

closely to Indigenous struggles over fundamental territorial rights. 

Throughout this essay I seek to highlight the irresolvable nature 

of the forced application of settler-colonial epistemologies onto 

matters concerning Indigenous knowledge, primarily by drawing 

parallels between ongoing legal troubles surrounding Indigenous 

struggles for sovereignty and Indigenous art discourses.  

Historical discourses drawn from mainstream settler-

colonial viewpoints surrounding Indigenous cultural production 

are, by their nature, politically charged and contested by 

Indigenous modes of knowledge. In “How to Decorate a House,” 
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former UBC Museum of Anthropology (MOA) director Michael 

Ames notes that in the Western scholarly tradition, researchers 

often claim property rights not only over the knowledge they 

produce, but also the subject matter from which they derive their 

knowledge.4 As I will discuss later on in my essay, many Indigenous 

art objects have multiple functions—hereditary land claims 

being among these—that demonstrate the importance of these 

objects in asserting Indigenous sovereignty. Here, when referring 

to Indigenous sovereignty, I am discussing the historical right 

of Indigenous people for self-governance on their historical and 

ancestral territories, a right that has been violently and forcefully 

suppressed in the wake of colonialism. 

Thus, my argument is realized in the Delgamuukw case, 

wherein the Canadian legal system partially addresses the 

discordancy in addressing Indigenous land claims through 

Western systems, both epistemological and visual. Attempting to 

translate Indigenous modes of knowledge and cultural production 

through these lenses often produces harmful misunderstandings 

and misconceptions. Instead of looking at them as objects to be 

“read” or analyzed, Indigenous artistic and cultural material can 

be seen to function as repositories of knowledge and markers 

of territorial rights. Therefore, the denial of the legitimacy of 

Indigenous value systems directly impedes the ability of these 

peoples to assert claims of sovereignty and cultural identity in the 

face of culturally hegemonic, Western paradigms of knowledge. 

Furthermore, Western anthropological practices often apply 

values to Indigenous material culture that do not necessarily exist 

in the object’s community of production, such as an emphasis on 

object conservation, collection, and aesthetic values rooted in the 

so-called timeless or universal. 

Through the examination of three works of Indigenous 

cultural material, I will tie settler-colonial anthropological practices 

to the impasse that arises with attempting to resolve Indigenous 

issues of sovereignty exclusively through the framework of settler-

colonial law. I will begin my analysis with the Memorial Pole 

located in the Great Hall of the MOA at UBC. The Memorial Pole, 

also known as the pole of Skim-Sim and Will-a-daugh, once stood 

outside of the house of Weerhae, a chief of the Laxsel Clan of 

the Gitanyow.5 The pole is unpainted and stands at eleven and a 

half metres tall. It is carved in both shallow and deep relief, with 

motifs including the Wild Woman of the Woods holding a child, a 

Thunderbird, and children playing the stick game Lahal.6 An excerpt 

from the pole’s plaque at the MOA is important in contextualizing 

the Indigenous art object as a physical manifestation of a land 

claim. The quote, dated to 1958 and attributed to Wolf Clan Chief 

Whee-kha, also known as Ernest Smith, relays to the viewer a brief 

history of the pole. The first paragraph immediately highlights 

a discrepancy between settler-colonial and Indigenous values, 

which contributes to the problematic issue of viewing Indigenous 

art through a Western lens. “When a pole decays, or at the death 

of a chief, a new pole is always erected in the same place.”7 This 

pole’s life cycle of natural decay takes an antithetical stance to 

the Western value of preservation. However, in this context, it 

is important to note that the Kitwancool chiefs gave permission 

to the MOA to conserve the pole in exchange for a replacement 

pole, as well as a written document recording Kitwancool laws.8 

This example of cooperation between the colonizer and the 

colonized (in terms of the sanctioned replication of cultural 

material) is historically unique but points towards a potential 

mode of discursive resolution, should the colonizer recognize the 

legitimacy of alternative cultural practices.

Thus, the question arises: what of the poles acquired by 

other institutions? In some cases, poles removed and installed 

in a different context without the permission of their original 

communities would impede the agency of Indigenous peoples to 

maintain control over their own material culture and the meanings 

they hold and evoke. Further, if a pole is to be read as a land claim, 

Indigenous rights to sovereign territorial rule would be forfeited 

by their removal as well. Despite the efforts of institutions such 

as the MOA to move towards a post-colonial anthropological 

practice, misguided and ultimately damaging readings of totem 

poles predate the acquisitions of the 1950s. According to Daisy 

Sewid-Smith, poles were incorrectly read by early European 

colonists as pagan idols, who consequently destroyed them, 

despite the fact that the poles were not actually being utilized 

by their communities as idols.9 As illustrated by the Wolf Clan 

chief, totem poles function as physical repositories of knowledge; 

he states that poles define territorial rights of the people in their 

village “so that each new generation will know what they own.”10 

As a result, the totem eludes specific categorization through a 
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Western lens, through the way in which the totem pole navigates 

multiple spheres at once. That is to say, the pole simultaneously 

functions as a claim to territory, a claim to lineage as well as a 

repository of knowledge. To remove a totem pole is to directly 

oppose these claims and histories. 

To further elaborate on the multi-faceted aspects of 

Indigenous artistic and cultural material, I will address a concept 

that is often difficult to categorize within a Western framework, 

which is the potentiality of certain Indigenous objects to function 

as living beings or entities. Gii-dahl-guud-sliiay, also known as 

Terri-Lynn Williams-Davidson, addresses this discrepancy between 

institutional categorization and object function. In a text called 

Material Culture in Flux: Law and Policy of Repatriation of Cultural 

Property, Williams-Davidson notes that Western views often 

indicate a belief that mankind can exert control over inanimate 

objects both manmade and natural (e.g., natural resources).11 

Evidently, this set of categories cannot entail Indigenous material 

culture which, according to many First Nations, can often be seen 

to possess their own spirit. Further, she notes that many ceremonial 

objects possess the spirits of the past, present, and future, and 

thus these objects function as a conduit of knowledge.12 Aside 

from this innate spiritual power possessed by Indigenous art and 

cultural material, imagery can have a two-way effect, and convey 

spiritual power upon a user. 

To explore this concept of the living, spiritually charged 

object, I will focus on another object from the MOA’s collection; 

specifically, a huxwhukwaml transformation mask from Village 

Island. Like much Indigenous cultural material from the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, contextual clues or details 

regarding the mask are fairly scarce in regard to its origin of 

production and perhaps more importantly, the terms of its 

institutional acquisition. Despite this lacuna of information, the 

mask has been noted to have been used in a potlatch by a Hamatsa 

dancer, thus speaking to its use within a community context.13 

The mask is a large, wooden raven mask representing one of the 

servants of baxbakwalanuxsiwe, the cannibal at the north end of 

the world. The motif of the baxbakwalanuxsiwe, also known as the 

Cannibal Spirit, is important here as the aforementioned deity is 

to come alive during the Hamatsa dance and possess the initiate 

dancer, speaking to the living nature of this example of cultural 

material.14 The head portion of the mask, rendered primarily in 

white, is covered with cedar that hangs over the wearer, forming 

a sort of mane. Red pigment outlines the beak, eyes, and nostrils, 

with black defining the top half of the mask. One of the most 

interesting features of the mask is the incorporation of a twine 

pulley system that allows the Hamatasa dancer to animate it. 

Thus it is evident that the mask’s design is governed not only by 

aesthetics, but also by its function as a conduit of the divine.  

We can read the mask as further highlighting discrepancies 

between colonial and Indigenous systems of knowledge, in that it 

can appear “living” to a Hamatsa dancer while at the same time 

inanimate to a non-Indigenous anthropologist. As an object, the 

“Instead of looking at them as objects to be 
‘read’ or analyzed, Indigenous artistic and cultural 
material can be seen to function as repositories 
of knowledge and markers of territorial rights.”
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mask is seen as both “living” by Indigenous cultures and “inanimate” 

by the West. These dual narratives surrounding how the work is 

viewed serve as a reminder of colonization’s ability to disrupt one’s 

cultural identity by controlling or manipulating the way meaning 

is conveyed through such cultural materials. This mask, like other 

Indigenous cultural material, serves purposes beyond standard 

colonial conventions regarding the “Artifact” or “Art Object.” Like 

the totem pole, the mask, specifically in the context of a potlatch, 

conveys social status, origin stories, as well as territorial claims 

and privileges.15 Furthermore, while being utilized in a potlatch, 

the mask allows the wearer to become spiritually charged and to 

embody the mythological figure or animal that the mask represents. 

The owners of these objects control their display, and as such the 

dissemination of the mask’s intellectual properties.  The mask’s 

archival entry at the MOA notes that it was last potlatched in 

1920, which would position it in the midst of the potlatch ban 

(1885–1951).16 The MOA digital archive does not clarify if the mask 

was confiscated during the various colonial seizures of potlatch 

regalia. However, simply contextualizing the object through its 

uses and historic positioning is crucial to approaching the object 

as both a living spirit and a mode of conveying historical land 

claims.

The potlatch ban is evidently a mechanism of colonial 

control, and its effects can be felt materially and immaterially. To 

elaborate on the importance of the potlatch ban to the colonizer, 

it should be noted that these confiscations have a twofold 

function. Firstly, they deny the colonized the right of ownership 

to their own material culture. Secondly, when a large majority 

of Indigenous knowledge systems rely on dissemination through 

cultural material, seizure of these entities hinders the circulation 

of Indigenous knowledge and cultural heritage. By removing said 

material from their communities of origin, the colonizer subverts 

the ability of Indigenous peoples to construct their own narrative.

These types of Indigenous intellectual and cultural 

production, which are not based on text, have been previously 

addressed by Indigenous scholars, such as the Qwiqwasutinux 

educator Daisy Sewid-Smith. She notes how visual icons of 

Northwest Coast art are not seen as belonging to an individual 

artist’s subjective creative production, but rather as the cultural 

claim of their people as a whole.17 According to Sewid-Smith, 

ceremonial regalia, and its use in communal traditions, allows for 

the transmission of knowledge throughout Indigenous nations. 

Thus, the non-Indigenous acquisition of such regalia denies any 

cultural and material wealth symbolized by the ownership of 

the works in Indigenous communities. In addition, since much of 

Indigenous cultural material functions as a way of disseminating 

knowledge and meaning, these object acquisitions become a form 

of psychic robbery as well. As spiritually charged entities, the 

masks “activate” during the potlatch, allowing stories, histories, 

and knowledge to come to life. It should be noted that the colonial 

project is not one firmly rooted in the past, but rather continuing 

in the twenty-first century. For this reason, I will now turn to the 

work of the Coast Salish artist Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun in 

order to investigate how Indigenous world views operate in the 

twenty-first century settler-colonial state.  

Yuxweluptun is a contemporary artist who posits himself 

as a protector of Indigenous history, addressing in his art the 

issues of British Columbia’s occupation of unceded territory in 

a way the two previous traditional objects do not. Much writing 

has been done on Yuxweluptun’s practice, but I will focus on 

contextualizing his art practice within the ongoing struggle for 

Indigenous sovereignty; that is, a struggle over land rights and 

the environmental destruction of hereditary Indigenous territory. 

Yuxweluptun engages in dialogues centered on colonial issues 

through a myriad of mediums. For example, his digital piece 

Inherent Visions, Inherent Rights (1992) allows the viewer to 

take part in a ceremony through a virtual reality setup. Through 

its digitized medium, this piece ruptures a binary that is often 

externally imposed on Indigenous art, specifically that of 

“traditional” versus “contemporary.” To further elaborate on this 

dichotomy, Yuxweluptun once remarked that he has to pry the 

anthropologists off his leg.18 By this he is referring to the tendency 

within Western art historical and discursive practices to isolate 

Indigenous cultural production exclusively within the space of the 

anthropological—the historical past—rather than acknowledging 

the transitory nature of Indigenous art practices. Within art 

institutions that abide by anthropological trends in knowledge 

collection or presentation, an Indigenous work is often firmly 

grounded in the sphere of the contemporary or the traditional, 

but never in between. With this in mind, I will turn my attention to 

Yuxweluptun’s painting The Impending Nisga’a Deal. Last Stand. 

Chump Change (1996) to examine how the artist breaches these 

conventions in his practice. 

The subject matter of Yuxweluptun’s paintings, as well as 

his formal style, aims to tackle issues of Indigenous sovereignty. 

He often uses ovoid shapes, found in art of the Northwest Coast, 

to form a style he terms “ovoidism.”19 His work is in dialogue with 

Western traditions of art making, as his canvases exhibit Surrealist-

like formal elements including quasi-naturalistic figuration and 

non-local colour. However, it would be erroneous to read this 

dialogue as merely influential and non-critical. Like the majority 

of modernist painters, from Primitivists to Cubists, Surrealists also 

turned to a problematic conception of the “Other” in furthering 

their artistic practices. Early twentieth-century artists bemoaned 

the soullessness of modernity and turned their gaze to the so-

called “primitive” people living on the fringes of the industrializing, 

modernizing world. Infamous examples of these views can be 

seen in the practices of early twentieth-century painters such 

as Paul Gauguin, who turned to what he perceived to be the 

untouched beauty of Tahiti and its native population. Inspired 

by psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud’s theory of the unconscious, 

the Surrealists sought to liberate humanity by tapping into the 

unconscious and accessing a state where the two contradictory 

states of dream and real life merge.20 Thus, to them, Indigenous 

artworks from the Northwest Coast seemed to more or less fit 

this ideological bill. The Surrealists’ turn to the “Other’s” modes 

of cultural production prompted artists such as Kurt Seligmann to 

visit British Columbia’s coast in 1938. There, Selgimann led multiple 

Surrealists on expeditions to collect Indigenous objects—including 

Max Ernst, who later acquired an entire Kwakwaka’wakw totem 

pole from the Brooklyn Museum.21 As I will elaborate further on, the 

Surrealist gaze, despite recognizing the alternative functions of 

Indigenous cultural material, still examined it in an unreflexive and 

static manner. Consequently, the Surrealists failed to recognize 

the specificity and context of much of the visual language entailed 

in these works. As seen in the example of Ernst’s pole acquisition, 

the politics and problems behind the processes of collecting were 

largely ignored. 

Though European artists were arguably utilizing these 

Indigenous forms in a problematic way, a text from 1950 documents 

Surrealism founder André Breton’s recognition that Indigenous 

objects function differently through non-European epistemologies, 

specifically transformation masks like the Hamatsa dancer’s mask. 

In Breton’s paper “Note on the Transformation Masks of the 

Pacific Northwest Coast,” he observes that the transformative, 

dualistic nature of the mask is lost on many collectors and viewers 

of Kwakwaka’wakw and Haida transformation masks. Breton 

continues, “[The Kwakwaka’wakw] embrace one of the greatest 

human achievements by realizing a transformation not only in 

thought but in action.”22 Therefore, Yuxweluptun “reclaims” his 

right to his own cultural practices by taking up the visual language 

of Surrealist artists, thus reverting the static, appropriative 

colonial gaze. Firstly, Yuxweluptun co-opts Surrealist aesthetics 

such as dreamlike landscapes, seemingly disjointed symbolic 

elements, and non-local colours.23 By pairing Western painterly 

techniques of figuration, symbolism, spatial depth, and oil painting 

with Indigenous iconography and formal language, Yuxweluptun’s 

work enters a space of stylistic ambivalence. 

Despite the painting’s important function of reversing the 

colonial gaze, the central focus of my analysis of Yuxweluptun’s 

The Impending Nisga’a Deal.Last Stand.Chump Change revolves 

around the allegorical nature of the painting’s content and 

contemporary issues of Indigenous sovereignty. As I discussed 

in the last paragraph, Yuxweluptun uses “ovoidism” as a general 

formal style. Three figures displaying Northwest Coast mask-like 

faces stand on a bright landscape. The environment itself is bathed 

in Indigenized faces, possessing the hallmark ovoid, abstracted 

facial features that can be found on any number of Northwest 

Coast Indigenous masks. In short, a naturalistic rendering of a 

landscape has been almost completely skewed. Near the centre, 

water spews from one figure’s mouth, while another figure 

painted in a distinctly fleshy “European” tinge walks towards 

the foreground while toting a briefcase. The title alludes to the 

1998 Nisga’a treaty where the Nisga’a peoples were returned two 

thousand kilometres of land as well as the rights to govern their 

own resources on said territory.24 Although the Nisga’a Nation is 

not located on the Northwest Coast, Yuxweluptun is of Coast 

Salish descent and his body of work addresses territorial disputes 

throughout British Columbia and Canada. 

The deal, which was met by opposition from the Liberal 

Party, engages with a concept discussed by Yuxweluptun in a text 

for Land, Spirit, Power: First Nations at the National Gallery of 

Canada, in which he states that “all the money in the bank cannot 

buy or magically bring back a dead bio system.”25 This justified 

cynicism towards federal and provincial recognition is referenced 

in the title of Yuxweluptun’s painting. The words “chump change” 

suggest that irreversible biological damage has already been 

done to the territory, despite the subsequent land transfer. Tania 

Willard, of the Secwepemc Nation, has noted ongoing efforts 

by the Canadian government to convince First Nations groups 

to set aside issues of sovereignty in order to exploit their lands 

for resources, in exchange for economic gain.26 In the same text 

Yuxweluptun describes how his art practice allows him a degree 

of freedom to engage in artistic criticality, even without being 

awarded official recognition in the ability to engage in Indigenous 

self-government. 

Regardless, it is Yuxweluptun’s engagement with the 

landscape genre as a whole that is most important in conveying 

the critical engagements with issues of land and territory that 

preoccupy the artist’s practice. Scott Watson, director of the 

Belkin Art Gallery at UBC, paraphrasing literary critic Northrop 

Frye, wrote that “the first duty of the Canadian artist […] is to 

“[…] since much of Indigenous cultural material 
functions as a way of disseminating knowledge 
and meaning, these object acquisitions become a 
form of psychic robbery.”
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establish psychic ownership of the land.”27 In this respect, psychic 

ownership can be defined as the control over the discourses 

about a given territory. He then notes how contestation over 

the erasure of Indigenous land claims, cultures and economies 

becomes the central focus in early Canadian painting, a theme 

that can be seen in the works of the Group of Seven, an early 

twentieth century collective of painters.28 These seven artists 

presented viewers with an ‘untouched’ Canadian landscape, free 

from all and any Indigenous presence.29 Yuxweluptun positions 

himself within this tradition by reclaiming the landscape. Instead 

of presenting an idealized landscape, whether it be the Group 

of Seven’s uninhabited landscape or a theoretical, idealized 

landscape governed by Indigenous peoples, Yuxweluptun takes 

on an oppositional stance and displays the landscape in all its 

destruction. For him, land is more important than monetary gain; 

land represents power.30 Yuxweluptun describes his works in terms 

of history painting. As theorized by Willard, such descriptions 

imbue his work with the concept of history as the spoils of the 

conqueror.31 That is to say, if history is written in the interests 

of the hegemonic power, by claiming his works as ‘historical,’ 

Yuxweluptun is in fact resisting the psychic histories posited by 

artists like The Group of Seven. By depicting the ravaged colonial 

landscape, Yuxweluptun simultaneously psychically reclaims 

Indigenous territory while exposing its very exploitation.

Indigenous art objects evade categorization into Western 

anthropological binaries of ‘animate’ versus ‘inanimate’ and 

‘display’ versus ‘use.’ These traditions of cultural production 

contain nuances that extend well beyond standard settler-

colonial definitions of ‘art.’ However, in the context of the post-

Delgamuukw period, Indigenous cultural material and ongoing 

contemporary art production can be seen to function as a claim 

for the historical cultural production and territorial rights of 

Indigenous people. Delgamuukw recognized the legitimacy of non-

Western epistemologies, and the failures in resolving claims for 

Indigenous sovereignty merely through Western legal frameworks. 

Such juridical resolutions do not constitute adequate justice for 

Indigenous communities. It is for this reason that Indigenous art 

objects cannot be analyzed through Western lenses that privilege 

aesthetic or creative value. To do so is to decontextualize the 

cultural entity, suppressing the ability of Indigenous peoples to 

access their own culture, knowledge and territory. As Indigenous 

peoples attempt to move past the damage of colonialist mindsets 

and practices, Indigenous control over discourses surrounding 

their cultural objects is important, especially in relation to the 

larger struggle for sovereignty. As Patrick Walker notes, what is 

central to the struggle of Indigenous issues of sovereignty—if not 

survival itself—is the ability for Indigenous peoples to maintain 

control over their own cultural material.32
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From the Street to the 
Stage: Julian Eltinge, 
Vaudeville Female 
Impersonation, and the 
Emergence of a Queer 
Subculture

Maxim Greer

In a black and white advertisement, a man stands inside of a canoe 

next to the bank of a river, holding a paddle at his side. Sitting down 

in the boat, to the man’s right, are three women. On the man’s left, 

sitting at the front of the boat, is another woman holding a fancy 

sun umbrella. All of the women appear to be wealthy, wearing 

glamorous jewellery, headpieces, and other fashionable clothing 

and accessories. The man is also dressed for the occasion, wearing 

a white pinstripe dress shirt, tucked into dress pants, and a bowtie 

around his neck. The physical attributes of all the figures are quite 

similar, such as their noses and cheeks, and broader shoulders, 

leading to a potential reading of the image as a portrait of a well-

to-do family. However, this would be an ironic reading because 

the male and female figures in the advertisement are in fact all 

the same person: Julian Eltinge, a legendary vaudeville female 

impersonator. The image clearly strikes a dichotomy between 

masculine and feminine archetypes in early twentieth-century 

American culture and society. The text above the photograph, 

“The Julian Eltinge cold cream makes me look like these,” acts as 

an advertising slogan that clearly separates the male-presenting 

Eltinge from his feminine characters, who seem to appear the 

way they do through the use of the marketed product, as well as 

through the use of wigs and other gendered accessories. Indeed, 

the key operation in female impersonation was the deliverance 

of an overly artificial woman, using gendered signifiers including 

dainty, effeminate bodily gestures, long hair, and clothing. The 

performer was then swiftly “unmasked” as male at the conclusion 

of the performance, often in the removal of a wig or makeup.1

The spectacle of staged gender impersonation on the 

vaudeville theatre circuit calls up questions of agency and 

gendered power dynamics. To some historians of the modern 

American theatre, including Geraldine Maschio, the female 

impersonator momentarily toys with gender as a fluid and shifting 

category, before re-asserting more traditional gender binaries that 

distinguished males from females in this era. There was a notion 

that the male attendees came to be entertained by the tendency 

of impersonation to present women as caricatures, deriving humour 

and enjoyment from the gendered archetypes, while female guests 

supposedly came for the fashion and glamour aspects.2 As such, 

Maschio positions vaudeville female impersonators within turn-of-

the-century social discourses around masculinity and femininity, 

viewing female impersonation as a reductive conservative attempt 

to reassert masculine power over women by reducing them “to 

an artificial construction of paint, and powder, created, and 

dominated by men.”3

While the vaudeville stage can certainly be seen as a space 

of mediation for larger gender power dynamics in pre-world-war 
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America, which seem to ultimately re-assert conservative notions 

around gender, this reading is destabilized by adding another 

layer of theory and history that operates under a queer matrix. 

Vaudeville was also a space for emerging ideas about homosexual 

identity and a base for a growing queer subculture.4 Claims of 

homosexuality were a subtext that bubbled under the surface 

and affected nearly every aspect of Eltinge’s career, from his 

performances to his publicity campaigns, as well as his audiences, 

and ultimate fall from public grace. Therefore, engaging Eltinge 

and female impersonation with a queer historical and critical 

lens reveals the vaudeville stage as a microcosm for broader 

social and cultural contexts that played out on early twentieth-

century American streets, stages, and inside the private domains. 

Furthermore, the historical trajectory of gender impersonation 

would see its influence with other categories of art and 

entertainment that also mediate issues of sexuality and gender 

and which are also associated with queer subjectivity, specifically, 

drag performance.5

Drag can be traced back to the Elizabethan period, when 

theatre culture demanded males to play female roles so as to 

forbid women from acting. Minstrel shows and vaudeville vignettes 

would follow in the nineteenth century, and involved performance 

of the exaggerated gender signifiers seen in drag today.6 Moreover, 

the status of drag presently, with the undeniable impact of the 

highly successful television program RuPaul’s Drag Race (2009–) 

on the medium, mainstream gay culture, and contemporary social 

and political culture, requires an interrogation of drag’s historical 

roots within queer history.7 While drag is not always queer, the 

association of drag queens with the history of homosexuality 

as a subculture connects the character Eltinge played on stage 

and the issues in broader early twentieth-century society to 

the history and development of drag as an art form by and for 

queer communities.8 The queer subtext of vaudeville gender 

impersonation demonstrates the instability of gender in the early 

twentieth century, and through this cultivated the development of 

modern notions around sexuality and identity. 

Female impersonators had been a fixture on the stage for 

centuries, often because women were forbidden from performing 

in the theatre. Vaudeville’s own iteration of gender bending can be 

traced back to the minstrel tradition.9 Minstrel shows were popular 

in the mid- to late nineteenth century with pioneer crowds on the 

American frontier. Minstrel shows consisted of highly problematic 

racial impersonations of African Americans, wherein white 

performers would wear blackface and act out racial stereotypes.10 

Julian Eltinge and others had modelled their contrived females 

after the figure of the “prima donna” seen in many minstrel shows, 

where white men dressed in black face as elegant and sexualized 

black women.11 According to Maschio, Eltinge’s prima donna style 

was a kind of “glamour drag,” a safe, regal presentation of artificial 

femininity.12 The point of such representations seems to be tied to 

a concern over destabilizing forces leading to fluidity in gender 

presentation on the streets of America’s major cities, which were 

undergoing a massive cultural shift during the age.13

Vaudeville theatre’s rise to prominence as one of 

America’s dominant mass cultural enterprises coincided with 

rapid migrations from the rural peripheries of the nation along 
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with mass immigration from Europe.14 Indeed, vaudeville itself was 

the culmination of a variety of divergent theatrical and artistic 

genres, from rural circuses, British dramas and comedies, musicals, 

immigrant beer hall culture, to the minstrel shows that had popped 

up along the frontier circuit in the mid-nineteenth century.15 

Essentially vaudeville theatre was a dizzying mélange of variety 

acts including actors who performed racial archetypes in blackface, 

gender impersonators, acrobats, and circus animals.16 Vaudeville 

theatre has generally been seen to reach peak popularity by 1915, 

with New York City as one of the constant cultural hubs of the 

industry.17 The cultural realignment from changes in class, gender, 

and immigration fostered a yearning for an art form that could 

deliver “images, gestures, and symbols which would objectify their 

experience and bring to their lives a simple and comprehensive 

meaning.”18 Such reasoning for vaudeville’s mass popularity 

underscores the view of female impersonation as a conservative 

display of gender hierarchies, alleviating cultural anxieties.

A key anxiety arose out of the arrival of the “new woman,” 

a new archetype of the female who wore her hair short, smoked 

cigarettes, and was romantically, socially, and economically 

independent of men.19 New York City was now a far cry from the 

strict rules and regulations that circumscribed bourgeois gender 

ideals in the nineteenth century, when women had been confined 

to the domestic realm.20 Moreover, women were not only exercising 

their freedoms in mobility and fashion, but also engaging in the 

suffrage movements to achieve the right to vote.21 Eltinge’s demure 

characters seem to be based on old models of bourgeois women, 

and in effect were a mocking reversal of progressive advances for 

middle-class women.

On the other hand, while Eltinge was an expert at “acting” 

female, his profession had been linked with men who had been 

perceived to “act like women” not merely on the stage but on the 

street, and apparently, in their private sex lives. The notion of the 

homosexual had entered the collective American consciousness, 

and early on it was closely associated with ideas about gender 

and perversion.22 The rapid social change experienced by major 

American urban centres not only brought new immigrants and 

empowered women, but entirely new definitions for sexual 

behaviour. As queer historian Michael Bronski mentions in his 

recent book, A Queer History of the United States, the growth of 

American cities in the era of vaudeville theatre helped to shape 

the development of the homosexual community.23 Cities like New 

York were bursting at the seams with single men and women, and 

with changing ideals about gender and sexuality, lesbian and 

gay communities began to cultivate an urban American demi-

monde.24 Private single-person dwellings in large apartment blocks 

emboldened a new generation of urbanites with access to sexual 

autonomy, destabilizing the union of normative heterosexual 

relationships.25 Corresponding with the creation of same-sex 

communities was the development of a pathological definition of 

sexuality that was directly tied to appearance and performance.26 

Prominent sexologists and psychologists in the late nineteenth 

century, including Sigmund Freud, had “invented” heterosexuality 

and an oppositional homosexuality.27 According to queer historian 

Jonathan Ned Katz, Freud’s “explicit use of the word heterosexual 

helped to constitute a different-sex eroticism as modern society’s 

influential, dominant norm.”28 Thus, by establishing heterosexuality 

as the distinct and normal category of sexuality, its opposite 

homosexuality was to Freud more undefined and a “problem.”29 

Furthermore, in the book Sex Scene: The Emergence of Modern 

Sexuality in America, historian Sharon Ullman claims that these 

sexologists are largely credited with the development of sexual 

pathology models based on observable symptomatology.30 

Under this framework, male and female homosexuals were non-

normative inverts, who exhibited their “disease” through their 

dress, behaviour, and occupations, which signalled they were of 

the “wrong gender.”31 A man acting effeminate and a woman acting 

masculine could be perceived as an inversion of gender norms and 

potentially be deemed as homosexual.

On the vaudeville stage the dress, behaviour, and 

occupation of Eltinge implicated him in these social discourses 

around homosexuality, which had numerous effects on his 

performances as well the reaction from the public and critics alike. 

Eltinge joined the theatre circuit at a young age, first performing 

as a woman at the age of fifteen.32 In 1906, he starred in his 

own show, and not long after he became the most well-known 

female impersonator in the world.33 As a result, Eltinge became 

extremely wealthy, and his producer even named a well-known a 

theatre in New York after the star. According to theatre historian 

Geraldine Maschio, female impersonation had largely been seen 

as a harmless act throughout its history. However in an age of 

newfound anxiety over perversions of gender and sexuality, 

Eltinge and other vaudeville impersonators found themselves 

on shifting and unsteady cultural ground.34 In this new cultural 

era, the performance of gender and sexuality in modern New 

York could be witnessed on the stage as well as on the street, 

tying vaudeville theatre into broader public discourses around 

these topics. Indeed, as queer and feminist theorist Judith Butler 

famously stated in her book Gender Trouble: Feminism and The 

Subversion of Identity, gender is a social construction, made to 

seem natural or real through a repetition of ritualized, performed 

acts.35

Butler’s theory of gender performance can be extended to 

elucidate how sexuality was also performed on the streets of New 

York in the first two decades of the twentieth century. Maschio 

points to the constructed homosexual archetype of the “fairy” as a 

prominent example of homosexual “signaling.”36 Maschio describes 

the fairy as an effeminate man that had come to be associated 

with male homosexual identity, following events such as the trial 

of Oscar Wilde. Homosexuals would “signal” their sexuality by 

performing common tropes, through hand gestures, dress, and 

speech.37 In effect, the “fairy” would signal to other homosexual 

males his presence and availability—linking him to a larger 

underground network. Maschio believes one such avenue to safely 

signal sexuality was on the vaudeville stage, where homosexuals 

would join the performer in a secret communion of subversive 

mimicry. To the general public, the fairy was the visible sign of 

perverted and inverted men who were “trapped in the wrong 

body.”38 As such, the natural association of effeminacy with female 

impersonation compromised Eltinge, endangering his wholesome 

brand of “glamour drag,” forcing his performances and personal 

life to withstand the glaring lens of a moralistic public outrage.

Indeed, while the “fairy” and other representations of 

homosexuality began to permeate all over the nation, a repressive 

homophobic response was soon to follow. As Eltinge’s fame came 

about during an era that allowed for more spaces of debate 

and more nuanced identities, it was also a period marked by 

heightened moral panics and anti-obscenity campaigns around 

homosexuality.39 As Julian Eltinge performed in his hit comedy 

The Fascinating Widow, police began to clamp down on public 

and private instances of homosexuality.40 Not only had signaling 

through effeminacy typified a male homosexual identity on 

the stage and street, it also had become part of more private 

underbellies. Police all over the country, from Los Angeles, 

to Sacramento, to New York began investigating reports of 

homosexual congregations that included drag performance and 

sexual activity.41 Naturally, the press and authorities turned their 

eyes to popular culture, with vaudeville as one of the potential 

institutions responsible for inculcating such “perverse” instances.42 

Ullman views the performances and press strategies of Eltinge as 

evidence of a strategy of evasion and counter-performance. The 

clean distinction between Eltinge’s “false” female character and 

the reveal of “true” masculine self was one way the star attempted 

to dissociate himself with effeminacy.43 

The advertisement featuring Eltinge and four of his female 

characters in a canoe is possible evidence of Eltinge “signaling” 

his true masculine self’s dominance over the female caricatures. 

The male appears to be the only one with agency, holding the 

paddle as a sign of his status over the seated, demurely posed 

female figures. The image illustrates a clear dichotomy between 

masculinity and effeminacy, symbolically separating Eltinge from 

any perverse sexual connotations. Eltinge worked tirelessly to 

harvest in the minds of his audience and critics that he was a man’s 

man, releasing photographs and sanctioning stories on his love for 

hunting and farming. In many ways this bears a resemblance to the 

“macho” real man that American president Theodore Roosevelt had 

campaigned tirelessly for in his speeches and photo-ops.44 Despite 

a deeply concerted effort to spare himself from being labelled a 

sexual invert, critics and audiences seemed to be allured by the 

mystique of Eltinge’s “glamour drag” persona. Speculations about 

his sexuality persisted throughout his career, sustained in part 

because Eltinge never married.45 Some viewers were so inspired 

by Eltinge’s fascinating women that they themselves joined the 

vaudeville circuit. Maschio held that many homosexuals might 

have joined the theatres because they could seek refuge from 

public persecution and safely wear the clothes of women.46 In fact, 

Maschio draws her analysis from media reports, wherein there was 

common speculation that most of the female impersonators and 

other theatre staff were predominantly homosexual.47 As such, the 

vaudeville circuit could be seen as an early safe haven for those 

outside of the normative sexual orientation. Whether he preferred 

the company of men or not, Eltinge seemed to be somewhat of a 

cult figure for the male homosexual underclasses. 

The wealth and status of Vaudeville stardom afforded 

Eltinge a level of agency that must be distinguished from the 

underworld over which he supposedly held inadvertent influence. 

Indeed, while male privilege already granted Eltinge to safely 

access these supposed havens, any homosexual association 

may have unsettled an anxious Eltinge. He was noted to react 

violently when accused of being homosexual, often getting into 

fights with viewers and bar patrons.48 Whether orchestrated like 

his press releases, such actions seem to underscore Eltinge as a 

carefully constructed performer on and off the stage. Indeed, one 

promotional photo depicts Eltinge boxing another man, a visual 

representation of his fight to project his masculinity onto the 

public consciousness. The dualities to Eltinge’s performativity were 

equally and stereotypical with both angles as decidedly reflective 

of the predominant views of gender roles in the new modern 

America. In inscribing these reductive gendered archetypes in 

his strategies, Eltinge also brought repressed sexuality onto the 

“On the vaudeville stage the dress, behavior, and 
occupation of Eltinge implicated him in these 
social discourses around homosexuality, which 
had numerous effects on his performances as well 
the reaction from the public and critics alike.”
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vaudeville stage and into the national conversation.  Moreover, his 

privilege and wealth successfully separated him from those who 

could not swiftly transform due to lack of agency.

The decline of vaudeville as a prominent genre forced 

Eltinge to take his star elsewhere, with Hollywood as the most 

likely stage for a comeback. Historians seem to place the decline 

of vaudeville, and in particular, the fall of female impersonation 

as occurring during the mid-1920s.49 Maschio sees the rise of a 

prosperous middle class, following the First World War, as a 

potential cause for the end of the gender-bending career of Julian 

Eltinge.50 The middle class, notably more conservative in those 

days, had acquired higher consumer power and cultural capital 

over what was to be deemed suitable entertainment.51 Therefore, 

because female impersonation had become far too closely linked 

to homosexuality, it could no longer remain in the mass public 

consciousness.52 As always, Eltinge was tied to larger social 

ideologies of gender and sexuality. In effect, Eltinge’s appearance 

on The Voice of Hollywood in 1929 demonstrates the cultural 

change that claimed the careers of many vaudeville impersonators. 

The artist is no longer appearing on elaborate stages in front of 

thousands of visitors; instead, he dances before a small nightclub 

audience that seems only half-intrigued by his feminine dancing 

and contrasting masculine voice. Following a tepid applause, 

Eltinge talks about who designs his costumes and reveals in a 

relatively monotone delivery that he is in Hollywood to make his 

first talking picture. The spectacle of vaudeville “glamour drag” 

is whittled down to a momentary appearance on a news show. 

Seemingly, Eltinge’s career and image were almost entirely as a 

female impersonator, whether on the vaudeville stage or as film 

star. However, the cultural climate would become so difficult for 

gender impersonation that legal statutes forbade future comeback 

attempts by Eltinge.53

Speculations and rumours of homosexuality run through 

most of the historical and biographical accounts of the Julian Eltinge 

and the genre of female impersonation. What many historians 

seem to overlook are the events surrounding Eltinge’s career in 

regards to the queer subtext could be connected to an ensuing 

and decidedly more open homosexual cultural performances. 

Thus, regardless of the truth of his own sexuality, the subversive 

power queer audiences derived from Eltinge renders him a kind of 

prototype to the contemporary drag queen, if not in fact the first 

of his kind.54 One such performer, Charles Ludlam, had trained in 

vaudeville theatrical styles including gender impersonation, and 

quickly established himself as a gay cult icon in New York City 

during the pre-Stonewall 1960s.55 Ludlam came into contact with 

other drag queens such as Divine, who were prominent symbols 

of an increasingly visible homosexual subculture.56 Furthermore, 

the subversive nature that Eltinge’s performances provided for 

his homosexual viewers, along with the reported private parties, 

bear a resemblance to the later ballroom cultures presented in 

Jennie Livingston’s seminal 1980 documentary, Paris Is Burning. 

The film presents marginalized homosexual Latino and African 

American men and trans women partaking in drag performances 

as way of expressing their contested identities and subverting 

the repressive powers that confine them.57 In fact Judith Butler 

sees drag as constituting “the mundane way in which genders 

are appropriated, theatricalized, worn, and done: it implies that 

all gendering is a kind of impersonation and approximation.”58 

For Butler, drag provides the queer performer with a momentary, 

insurrectionary position to destabilize the banal conventions 

of gender and sexuality that order the world. Thus, one could 

potentially place the subversive spectacle of vaudeville female 

impersonation under a rebellious queer lens, wherein a momentary 

catharsis could be drawn from the viewer and performer alike. 

Perhaps the most enlightening context of Julian Eltinge’s 

gender-bending career is the idea that he came into the profession 

at a time when it was no longer considered a suitable form of 

entertainment. The promotional and artistic strategies employed 

by Eltinge were in many ways an attempt to redeliver gender 

impersonation as a serious art form. What Eltinge ultimately could 

not overcome was a sea change in how gender and sexuality 

was conceived by the American urban public. The notion of 

“Therefore, engaging Eltinge and female 
impersonation with a queer historical and critical 
lens reveal the vaudeville stage as a microcosm 
for broader social and cultural contexts that 
played out on early 20th century American 
streets, stages, and inside the private domains.” 
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and debated, Eltinge and his 

profession’s seeming suspension 

of alternative gender and sexual 

issues operates within the fields of 

queer theory and queer history that 

developed nearly a century later 

in the work of academics including 

Judith Butler and Michel Foucault. 
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with male homosexuality during 

the 1950s; however, its historical 

development sees routes in gender 

impersonation which overlap.
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A Death in the Life: 
The Technological 
Exploration of The 
Ending of Things

Review of Endings by Tamara Saulwick

Ella Adkins

Four turntables sit in four separate corners of the stage, lit by low 

hanging lamps. The rest of the stage is submerged in complete 

darkness. The lamps swing, the light moving across the stage, 

outlining the body of Tamara Saulwick as she moves towards one 

of the turntables and places the needle on the vinyl record. A 

recording of a woman’s voice quietly booms through the space. 

The voice is a recording of a woman the audience does not 

know, and she says, “I said to her before she died: I’ve brought a 

mattress, I’ve brought blankets, you never have to be alone again.” 

Tamara Saulwick is a Melbourne-based performance artist, 

whose work Endings was shown at the 2018 PuSh International 

Performing Arts Festival. Saulwick’s practice involves creating 

contemporary performance works for theatres and public spaces, 

utilising digital and analogue technologies, and exploring the 

element of sound within her performances. In her piece Endings, 

Saulwick demonstrates, through live experimentation of vinyl 

recordings, microphone speech, and interspersed live acoustic 

music performed by the folk music group Grand Salvo, the abstract 

unsettling beauty that exists within the process of death and loss. 

The majority of the piece is driven by the overhead recordings 

of unknown voices, recounting their intimate experiences of the 

loss of loved ones in their lives: what it looked like when their 

father took his last breath, or the last words that their mother 

uttered before her eyes went blank. The recordings follow no 

direct narrative, but rather are overlapped and remixed in unique 

unexpected ways. Saulwick will initiate one recording and recite 

the words through a microphone as it plays. A few minutes of 

listening will be allowed, before Saulwick will shake the tape on 

a reel-to-reel player, making the spoken word inaudible, filling the 

space with a somewhat indescribable scratching sound, which 

evokes a large sheet of tinfoil being tossed around in a strong 

wind. 

Because the piece has a foot in a known narrative as well 

as the unknown abstract, Endings challenges the role and purpose 

of the stage and theatre. Language is presented: it is audible 

and, to many, relatable, since the recorded narratives are about 

the universal experience of death and loss. However, when the 

narratives are disrupted, voices overlap with one another or the 

audible sounds are manipulated to obscure what is known, and 

suddenly the viewer experiences an unknown dark space. The set 

does a lot of that work, since other than Saulwick and performers 

from the singing group Grand Salvo, there isn’t anything for the 

viewer to latch on to that will allow them to comprehend what 

kind of space this is. In doing so, Saulwick is presenting to us the 

abstract reality of mortality, the unknown spaces of death and 

loss, and the impossible emotions of loss and grief. 

It is only through the presentness and immediacy that 

the stage provides that Saulwick is able to create a timeless, 

placeless location where ghost-like narratives weave together to 

discuss the undiscussable: the intangibility of loss and mortality. 

Perform
ance docum

entation of Endings. Im
age provided by Saulw

ick. Photo: 

Sarah W
alker.

Perform
ance docum

entation of Endings. Im
age provided by Saulw

ick. Photo: 

H
eidrun Lohr.

As the piece comes to a close, Saulwick makes her way to a stool 

and begins to converse with the recording that is playing. It is 

soon clear that this is a recording of a reading by a medium. The 

medium asks Tamara about her father, and Tamara twiddles her 

thumbs. She answers: “Well, he wasn’t a chatterer but, he liked to 

talk, he liked to really talk and ask people questions.” These seeds 

of brief yet poignant narrative provide the piece with an intense 

vulnerability. As the lights fade out, we are left with Paddy Mann 

of Grand Salvo, strumming his guitar, singing, “And if your face is in 

the soil/And in your eyes the threads of roots and creatures coil/A 

hole just like a broken bone, flowers grow.”

Endings, Yaletown Roundhouse Theatre, February 1–3, 2018

Directed by Tamara Saulwick 

Date Attended: February 2, 2018



3938 REVIEWSUJAH | ISSUE 9 SPRING 2018REVIEWS

Alexandra Bischoff, Rereading Room: The Vancouver Women’s Bookstore (1973–96), 2016–18, texts chosen from the 1973 Vancouver Women’s Bookstore 

catalogue. Installation view, Beginning with the Seventies: GLUT at the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery, January 12–April 8, 2018. 

Photo: Michael R. Barrick

Today, in the Seventies: 
Art, Activism, and 
Feminism in GLUT

Review of Beginning in the Seventies: 
GLUT at the Morris and Helen Belkin Art 
Gallery

Fiorela Argueta

GLUT is the first of four exhibitions in the series Beginning with 

the Seventies at the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery. GLUT 

runs from January 12 to April 8, 2018, and features a collection of 

works by female artists. 

Curated by Lorna Brown, the Beginning with the Seventies 

series began as a research project that investigated the seventies 

as a time in Western history when social movements began to 

permeate into culture and art production. Situating itself in this 

timeframe, GLUT is described as “celebrating the excessive 

abundance of the archive”1 with works from various collections 

from different galleries in Greater Vancouver. Needless to say, 

the myriad of female artists and their works can be overwhelming 

to reflect on within a single visit. Nevertheless, central to the 

exhibition are Alexandra Bischoff’s works Rereading Room (2016–

17) and The Readers (2018). The former is an installation work 

that recreates the Vancouver Women’s Bookstore, which operated 

from 1973 to 1996 and was part of the North American feminist 

bookstore movement between the sixties and seventies. Rereading 

Room currently includes one-quarter of the books originally held in 

the Vancouver Women’s Bookstore. This installation is the second 

iteration of this artwork; the first iteration was held at 221A, an 

artist-run centre currently located in Vancouver’s Chinatown, 

from 2016 to 2017. The second work by Bischoff, The Readers, is 

a durational work that activates Rereading Room. It consists of 

“thirteen trans- and cis-women, and non-binary artists, authors 

and activists” who take turns occupying the installation for two 

weeks. These thirteen performers leave annotations as they read 

the books made available by Rereading Room.

Bischoff, who is also the project coordinator for Beginning 

with the Seventies, kindly gave me the opportunity to discuss her 

involvement as a featured artist in the exhibition as well as her 

role in coordinating and researching for the Belkin. Furthermore, 

Brown, who curated this exhibition, provided insight regarding the 

initiation of the Beginning with the Seventies project and its first 

exhibition component.

For curator Lorna Brown, Beginning with the Seventies 

began as early as she started her associate director/curator 

role at the Belkin Art Gallery in 2015. Brown recounts that she 

“wanted to develop a project looking at the social movements 

of the seventies in relation to cultural production since editing 

the Vancouver Art in the Sixties site in 2009.” Regarding her 

history with Bischoff, Brown begins the narrative by saying 

that she became aware of Bischoff’s artistic practice through 

recommendation of friends. Describing Bischoff’s practice, Brown 

mentions that “the methodology [Bischoff] uses—such as self-

designed residencies in odd locations—is a very interesting take 

on research-based practice.” Once she became more acquainted 

with Bischoff, she invited the artist to be her studio assistant prior 
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to appointing her to be the project coordinator for the Beginning 

with the Seventies series at the Belkin Art Gallery.

While being part of the Belkin, Bischoff began the 

Notes on Permanent Education (N.O.P.E.) Residency at 221A, a 

collective research program led by 221A librarian Vincent Tao. 

This experience encouraged Bischoff to think about the role of 

community and the building of “community space,” or “community 

library space.” Furthermore, Bischoff notes that they were also 

encouraged to curate books that you would not necessarily find 

at a regular library, which she clarified by saying, “Books that are 

specific to the needs and concerns of these spaces.” To culminate 

this research program, Bischoff presented the first iteration of 

Rereading Room at 221A in 2016.

Integral to Rereading Room are the accompanying artwork, 

The Readers, which activates the space, and public programming, 

which brings in the general public. For The Readers, Bischoff 

invited thirteen individuals whom she believed would find reading 

the books a beneficial opportunity, but whom would also be paid 

a living wage to do it. The performers for The Readers are critical 

about the texts and offer a critical contemporary lens towards 

the seventies rhetoric, which Bischoff noted is “often times [either 

demonized] or fetishized without looking very closely or critically 

at it. [...] I think it is worthwhile to look closely at the rhetoric that 

was being used then and formed at that time.”

The Readers Respond is also an opportunity for performers 

to discuss their individual experiences with the public. It allows 

the readers to assert their voices more independently, since 

The Readers requests that performers be anonymous in their 

book annotations. This allows them to be more open about 

their opinions and to feel like they are contributing to an overall 

community or dialogue. “The Readers project is a collective work; 

there is a certain level of anonymity, but they all have something 

to say,” comments Bischoff.

Public programming serves to reconcile certain 

shortcomings present in the exhibition, including the fact that 

there are no Indigenous women artist featured in GLUT. Brown 

explained that “the exhibition and the public programs are very 

intertwined in this project. The lack of Indigenous representation 

came up in conversation […] as part of several team meetings. 

We noted that there were two books by Indigenous authors in 

the catalogue of the Women’s Bookstore, which led us to think 

of guests who use these texts in their teaching. Jordan Wilson, 

the Belkin’s curatorial intern, knew that Dian Million uses Half 

Breed by Maria Campbell in her courses, so we invited her to 

participate in our Groundhog Day symposium.” Furthermore, the 

upcoming exhibitions in the Beginning with the Seventies series 

will feature Indigenous female artists, with the last component 

of the series solely focusing on the work of Indigenous artist 

Marianne Nicolson and collaborator Althea Thauberger, together 

with Dzawada'enuxw community members. Brown states that “one 

advantage of presenting a series of exhibitions under one theme 

is that each discrete show is not seen as a ‘one off’—the ideas 

can build and accumulate into something more substantial. So the 

dialogue will continue.”

GLUT requires an active participation from viewers/readers 

when they visit the exhibition. I asked Bischoff what she hopes a 

visitor could take away from GLUT, to which she responded with 

the following:

“This comes from my art practice in general, but I am 

always looking to make a gallery space more intimate. It really 

does come from my own desire to touch everything in an art 

gallery—to get close to the art and create a relationship with the 

art. So I want people to feel like they are not a passive participant 

in the experience, especially when it comes to an exhibition about 

text and speech […] If we consider reading a book to be ‘engaging 

in a conversation with the author,’ [...] when we are writing and 

quoting people, [...] we are inviting a conversation and opening up 

a space for dialogue.”

GLUT focuses on language and the woman reader as a 

genre; Bischoff, alongside the myriad of other exhibiting female 

artists in the show, explores text in different ways, examining how 

we can be critical of rhetoric. A lot of times we consider language 

to be passive, when really it is one most active processes we can 

participate in. As Bischoff comments, “A women’s bookstore was 

not just a place that you went to read. It was an active space for 

dialogue.”

Beginning in the Seventies: GLUT at the Morris and Helen Belkin 

Art Gallery, January 12-April 8, 2018

Notes

1 Brown, Lorna. “Beginning with the 

Seventies: GLUT,” Morris and Helen 

Belkin Art Gallery, 12 January 2018. 

Accessed 23 February 2018.
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Installation view of Takashi Murakami: The Octopus Eats Its Own Leg, exhibition at the Vancouver Art Gallery, February 3 to May 6, 2018, with Chakras 

Open and I Drown Under the Waterfall of Life, 2017, in the rotunda, © Takashi Murakami/Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd. All Rights Reserved, Photo: Rachel Topham, 

Vancouver Art Gallery

Hybridity en Masse: 
Takashi Murakami at the 
Vancouver Art Gallery

Review of The Octopus Eats Its Own Leg 
at the Vancouver Art Gallery

Mitra Kazemi

The Octopus Eats Its Own Leg, the title of Takashi Murakami’s 

retrospective at the Vancouver Art Gallery (VAG), borrows from 

an ancient Japanese fable that “refers to a situation in which 

one survives for the time being by feeding on or sacrificing 

oneself. The octopus eats its own leg to survive, but does so 

knowing the tentacle will regenerate.”1 This story is included 

in the introductory text to the exhibition, layered on a brilliant 

gold wall. Murakami doesn’t need much introduction, as his work 

would likely be familiar to most visitors. The Japanese artist is 

known to mass audiences through his association with high-

profile celebrities such as Kanye West, serving as the rapper’s art 

director for his best-selling album Graduation (2007). Murakami 

is also recognizable from his collaborations with luxury retailers 

such as Louis Vuitton and “hypebeast” fashion designers like Virgil 

Abloh. This drive to sell and circulate Murakami’s imagery through 

the various mediums and avenues of mass culture is immediately 

apparent as soon as one enters the VAG’s Murakami-themed gift 

store, where you can pay $165 for a silkscreen printed t-shirt of 

the titular work of the show. Other available knick-knacks include 

overpriced plushies, postcards, pins, and stickers with signature 

icons from Murakami’s universe, such as animated, smiling flowers 

and the Mickey Mouse type characters of Mr. DOB or KaiKai & Kiki. 

All of Murakami’s merchandise is manufactured and distributed by 

his art production and management company, Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd., 

a trademark that reappears not only on the goods in the gift shop 

but also throughout the exhibition.2

The Octopus Eats Its Own Leg is organized sequentially. The 

viewer can choose to go left, proceeding backwards throughout 

Murakami’s career, or go right and follow the chronological order. 

The fifty-five-piece show is a grand undertaking for the VAG, one 

of many in a string of ambitious shows (such as spring 2016’s 

MashUp: The Birth of Modern Culture) which, aside from boosting 

the VAG’s stature, helped buttress its long-term efforts to fundraise 

the gallery’s proposed new site at Larwill Park.3 Once inside the 

neoclassical space of the gallery, we suddenly enter a spectacular 

reality of oversaturated colours, patterns, and animated creatures 

in forms of all-encompassing installations, paintings, sculptural 

figures, and prints. The exhibition’s introductory wall text offers 

an explanation for its choice of title by referring to the repetitive 

and commodified nature of Murakami’s oeuvre. “Murakami is the 

octopus: he consumes history, culture and even his own oeuvre 

and fame to persevere as an artist.”4 This nonsensical justification 

somehow fits well with the cartoonishly hybridized works that 

follow. As the text notes, anime and manga heavily influence 

Murakami’s style, as do ancient Japanese painting practices, 

Buddhism, and European art history. The majority of his practice 

reflects the contrasting themes of “Eastern” and “Western” pop 

and visual culture; supposed cultural dualities that Murakami 

blends into one homogenous and decontextualized unity. His 

insistence on flatness led him to coin the movement “superflat,” 

a theory of art that combined the flat aesthetics of nihonga (the 

genre of traditional Japanese-style painting Murakami earned his 
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PhD in) and Japanese otaku culture. Superflat is exemplified by 

semi-abstract works such as Tan Tan Bo Puking—aka Gero Tan 

(2002) and the continual reuse of animated characters such as 

Mr. DOB in the series DOB Genesis: Reboot (1993–2017). Most of 

the superflat works are monumental compositions that swallow 

up entire rooms in the gallery. Elements from the superflat 

works, such as anime mushrooms, sometimes appear in glossy 

polychromatic sculptures. Visually stunning with their strangely 

hybridized and quasi-monstrous forms, the superflat wall pieces 

are set up to serve as ideal background imagery for viewers who 

are encouraged by the gallery to “share their experience” of the 

show on Instagram by using the #VAGxMURAKAMI hashtag. An 

entire stretch of wall space is covered with layered masses of 

fluorescent smiling daisies. This central wall, positioned next to 

Murakami’s famous renderings of Kanye West’s Graduation bear, 

is the visual hotspot of the exhibition, where I observed extensive 

personal photo shoots by gallery goers on both occasions I visited 

the show. To highlight the social-media aspect of the exhibition, 

a nearby niche promotes posts from Murakami’s Instagram and 

photos of the artist with celebrity collaborators. Reproduction is 

the central philosophy of the exhibition, and this niche reminds 

us of our own opportunity to reproduce and rehash Murakami’s 

imagery. 

As a cosmopolitan, creative multi-millionaire, Murakami 

typifies the position of the artist within a bureaucratic, market-

driven art world indebted to the processes of transnational 

capital. Murakami is not only an artist, but also a fashion designer, 

celebrity, businessman, and most importantly, a top-selling brand, 

as the placards beside each artwork reading “©Takashi Murakami 

Ltd.” remind us. Throughout the exhibition, Murakami cites his use 

of Japanese history for inspiration as a method of cultural critique 

that provokes a questioning of Western supremacy in the realm of 

mass culture. The VAG attempts to frame his commercial interests 

subversively, claiming that Murakami’s collaborations outside the 

art world function as interventions into the “expectations of an 

elitist art system.”5 But for an artist whose legacy is built on the 

act of appropriating, and thus transforming, “low” and cheap art 

forms into his copyrighted, profitable, and highly priced brand, 

it is hard to imagine that any critical motivations other than the 

mere drive of business fuel his commercialist worldview. Mass 
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Takashi Murakami 

Flowers, flowers, flowers, 2010 

acrylic and platinum leaf on canvas mounted on aluminum frame 

Collection of the Chang family, Taiwan 

© 2010 Takashi Murakami/Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd. All Rights Reserved.

culture was once able to rely on its qualities of cheapness and 

accessibility to defer from being completely derided as vacant, 

kitschy consumerism, but Murakami succeeds at importing 

the esoteric implications of high art and luxury goods onto the 

emptiness of mass produced imagery.

Murakami’s efficient approach to artistic production reflects 

his position as one of the quintessential artists of the twenty-first 

century. An administrative type with a PhD, who runs a factory of 

art workers to produce his pieces, reads Bill Gates for management 

tips and suffers from endless comparisons to Pop Art inaugurator 

Andy Warhol,6 Murakami fits right in with the technocratic elite 

who run the contemporary art world. Alongside figures like Jeff 

Koons, Damien Hirst, and Larry Gagosian, Murakami functions 

as a key player in determining what forms of art production sell 

and thus maintain visibility within the global art industry. The 

ethos of this type of art production has taken on the framework 

of the international corporation, in which the artist assumes 

the role of the brand, around which an institution of assistants, 

workers, managers, art dealers, agents, and administrators form 

a central component of production, reproduction, and circulation. 

In retrospect, such modes of art production seem cynically fitting 

for Vancouver’s municipal art gallery. The city, suffering from an 

epidemic of gentrification and a brutal lack of affordable housing, 

often justifies its cultural identity and high-ranking on livability 

indices through touristic and beautified cultural spaces that 

provoke influxes of capital and rampant urban development. 

Within retail- and service-oriented postindustrial metropolises 

such as Vancouver, there is definitely an elite market for art that 

focuses on translating mass cultural forms into expensive luxury 

commodities. The long-term sustainability of this niche demand 

for consumable luxury art is in question.

The key to Murakami’s success lies in the constant, 

cyclical effacement of historically or politically reflexive gestures 

in his work and the sheer formal overabundance of production 

for production’s sake. Characters and tropes reappear so often 

they become comforting and familiar, constituting a mythos that 

encourages viewers to immerse themselves in the Murakami-

saturated world of the exhibition. The exhibition could be most 

definable by the unnatural atmosphere it produces in the VAG. The 

sublime nature of many of the rooms, often plastered with wall-to-

wall imagery and installation, provokes a sense of excess that is 
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reassuring in its pleasantly delineated multi-figured compositions 

and forms. The problem lies in the residual feeling that Murakami 

doesn’t really seem to be doing anything besides rehashing the 

same icons and characters from his self-styled fantasy world. It’s 

not so much that Murakami has pioneered some kind of innovative, 

cross-cultural approach to understanding artmaking in our 

globalized milieu, but rather that he has learned to acutely read 

the forces of the global art market and align his practice to its 

processes. We already knew that the “low arts” of commercial and 

consumer culture could be successfully fused with the pretensions 

of the high art world; Warhol acutely demonstrated this problem 

decades ago during the heyday of the 1960s American Pop Art 

movement. What resonates throughout The Octopus Eats Its Own 

Notes

1 Wall text for exhibition, Takashi 

Murakami: The Octopus Eats Its 

Own Leg, Vancouver Art Gallery, 

Vancouver, BC. February 3–May 6, 

2018.

2 Ibid.

3 Vancouver Art Gallery, “Future.” 

Accessed February 27, 2018. 

http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/

future.html 

4 Wall text, Vancouver Art Gallery.

5 Ibid.

6 Jeff Howe, “The Two Faces of 

Takashi Murakami,” Wired, March 1, 

2011. Accessed February 27, 2018. 

https://www.wired.com/2003/11/

artist/ 

Takashi Murakami 

DOB’s March, 1995 

acrylic on canvas mounted on board 

Collection of Javier and Monica 

Mora, Miami 

© 1995 Takashi Murakami/Kaikai 

Kiki Co., Ltd. All Rights Reserved.

Leg are these same Warholian idioms, emptied of their alienating 

criticality and infused with the placating, universalist allure of 

multicultural consumerism.

The Octopus Eats Its Own Leg, Vancouver Art Gallery, February 

3–May 6, 2018

Dates attended: February 19 and 28, 2018
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The Undergraduate Art History Symposium aims to foster a supportive 

environment for research at the undergraduate level. Accepted students 

present their research in order to receive feedback on their scholarly work; 

and showcase undergraduate research regarding art history and visual culture 

at UBC.

The fourteenth annual Undergraduate Art History Symposium took place on 

April 6, 2018.

The Tartan Ladies: A 
Comparative Analysis 
of Tartan and Gender 
through Queen Victoria 
and the Scottish 
Suffragettes

Karina Greenwood

During the  nineteenth and  twentieth centuries, the Scottish 

tartan became associated with a primal masculinity which 

evoked and promoted a romantic image of the fierce and noble 

Highlander. This gendering of the textile, both in use and in 

the popular consciousness, largely excluded female expression 

and experience. Queen Victoria’s use of the textile as both an 

accessory and an interior design pattern promoted a conventional 

kind of femininity and domesticity, while offering an alternative 

application of the tartan. The Scottish Suffragette’s tartan 

sashes worn in their 1908 parade evoke the military uniform and 

perceived ferocity of the Highland soldiers, appropriating the 

popular association surrounding the tartan which grew from the 

success of the Highland Regiments in Britain’s imperial campaigns 

in the nineteenth century. Both of these instances, however, did 

not undermine the coding of tartan as rigidly opposed expressions 

of masculinity and femininity; but understanding the rebellious act 

of wearing kilts by two unnamed female suffragettes in 1908 as 

a form of cross-dressing finally subverts the binary perception of 

gender. This essay offers an investigation of the tartan’s ability 

to communicate gendered values. Through an examination of 

Queen Victoria’s and the Scottish Suffragettes’ use of the fabric, 

the tartan proves to become an extremely powerful and effective 

material to interrogate the performativity and artificiality of 

gender.
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“Secure the Shadow E’re 
the Substance Fade”: 
How Post-Mortem 
Photography Captures 
and Evades

Brenna Goodwin-McCabe

Death is a visceral and visual subject, one which filters through 

the historiography of art and photography. By navigating 

mortality, deathly imagery serves multiple social purposes; 

to remind, to negotiate, and to elude death. In art, these 

memento mori subjects present death within the frame, and 

in doing so externalize the suppressed or societal fear of the 

viewer. Responding to this cultural fixation, the invention of 

photography allowed the recently deceased to be captured before 

decomposition. Marketing the camera as a rapid, accessible, and 

affordable medium, photography became a way of stopping time 

and securing a person’s substance or soul. By archiving the body, 

and accessing the photo retrospectively, patrons adjusted the 

appearance of death through the frame. Morbid, unnerving, and 

yet sentimental, this genre is known as post-mortem photography. 

Through manipulations of subject and camera, the genre shifts 

between documentation and superstition, while navigating both 

realism and a legacy of religious visual culture. Thereby, its images 

assert the innate relationship between mortality and art. Similarly 

by challenging viewers to contextualize its subjects, these 

produced images are contradictory, problematic, and fascinating 

insights into a culture haunted by impermanence.

By examining two types of Victorian post-mortem 

photography, this paper explores the camera’s ability to construct 

death, both metaphorically and socially. Investigating the genre’s 

theoretical position and domestic function, in reference to authors 

such as Roland Barthes and Susan Sontag, this essay likewise 

explores how gaze creates its subject. These post-mortem works 

are thus consciously rendered, by the photographer and patron, 

and communicate specific narratives about Victorian society and 

the desire to immortalize death. 

Drag in the Era of Queer 
Affirmation: Branding, 
Hybridity, and Critique 

Maxim Greer

Since the mid-twentieth century, drag has held a historical place 

within the aesthetics and politics of a diverse range of queer 

subject positions. Judith Butler famously identified the medium 

of drag for its potential to expose gender as a performance of 

traits and bodily signifiers in which there is no true original. 

RuPaul Charles emerged in the 1990s as the most well-known 

drag figure in alternative and mainstream media. In 1997, queer 

performance theorist José Esteban Muñoz classified RuPaul’s 

drag as a corporate, sanitized, and desexualized subjectivity. 

A counterpoint to this style of drag was the “terrorist drag” of 

Vaginal Davis, who infiltrates and interrogates identity categories, 

creating a “disidentification” shared with others in the 1990s 

queers of colour movement.

This paper aims itself as a response, and an update, 

to the dichotomies in drag and queer identity in light of the 

initial 2009 airing and continued mass popularity of RuPaul’s 

television program RuPaul’s Drag Race, alongside the accelerating 

acceptance of LGBT peoples in most liberal pluralist democracies. 

The gulf between Davis and RuPaul’s style of drag must be 

revisited by expanding the analysis through the engagement of 

Marxist theories regarding the commodity and reification. 

Furthermore, emerging queer artists, such as Victoria 

Sin, not only interrogate identity categories, but also use them 

to problematize how gender and queerness are represented 

within drag itself. Therefore, this essay also observes updated 

forms of drag performance and embodiment as hybridizations of 

older styles which respond to the industrial complex of RuPaul. 

This hybridization, which itself delves into a masked-branding of 

its own, disrupts the reification at play in corporate drag by re-

inserting the body, in particular the dispossessed queer bodies of 

colour, and those that do not fall into the binary system imposed 

by capitalist media representations. 
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The Offender Behind 
the Lens: The Enduring 
Ethical Legacy of 
Beitler’s Lynching 
Photograph

Jeffrey Tse

Racial prejudice in the 1930s is a widely explored topic in terms 

of the motivational factors behind the oppression of African 

Americans. American history has shown that racism and oppression 

experienced by the African American community was codified into 

US law, bearing a multitude of ramifications on the social rights, 

and often, the lives of African Americans. The attitudes during 

the 1930s encompassed intense violence towards the African 

American community, a situation largely accepted by white 

citizens, and even reveled in. The denigration and humiliating 

depictions of lynched men were captured in photographs, which 

also included the poses of proud white supremacists. White 

photographers at the time of the Great Depression are commonly 

thought to have sympathized with these white supremacists, 

ensuring that their presence during a lynching was accepted. The 

manners in which these photojournalists have captured historically 

shameful moments in the past are also known to have contributed 

to the social attitudes in the country. One such photographer 

was Lawrence Beitler, who appears to have had foreknowledge 

of an upcoming lynching and prepared his tripod to capture these 

murders.

This study analyzes the extent to which photographers 

contributed to the desensitization of white society to repeat 

lynchings inflicted on African Americans, and how these recorded 

images further devalued the lives of the victims. Furthermore, 

I will discuss how the distribution of these images thereafter 

allowed for such levels of violence to be seen as commonly 

acceptable during the Great Depression, ultimately contributing 

to the mistreatment of African Americans in the periods which 

followed. In analyzing the role that photojournalism played in the 

racial prejudice experienced by African Americans, I will critique 

the field of photojournalism in terms of professional ethics and 

complacency. 
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Matthew Ballantyne in studio, February 2018. Photographed by Arsebel Gancena.

Matthew Ballantyne: 
Subversive Subjectivities: 
Intersecting Reference 
and Experience

Marcus Prasad

After studying art history and literature at the University of 

Toronto, Matthew Ballantyne moved to Vancouver and transferred 

to the University of British Columbia, where he is currently in 

the fourth year of his BFA in visual art. With the ultimate goal of 

pursuing an MFA, his thought-provoking and delicately meticulous 

approach to his practice combines the reverence of looking and 

the formation of either forced or organic connections. Ballantyne 

states that “nothing is inherently meaningful, but there are a lot 

of connections to be made” when asked about the references he 

engages with. “What people do with those connections, I have no 

control over,” he argues. Eloquent titles carrying a poetic cadence 

aid in offering an iconographic scenario in which a concept, driven 

by the viewer, may be parsed out. 

Deriving influence from writers and poets including 

William H. Gass and Thomas Lux, Ballantyne attempts to 

capture a semblance of their linguistic virtuosity and command 

of the metaphoric through the visual realm. A multitude of optic 

landmarks with their own subjective interpretations inundate 

his sculptural and assemblage-based oeuvre, coalescing the 

transcendence of nature with the secularity of human occurrence. 

An oscillation between the discrete nature of experience, emotion, 

and memory contrasts fixed associations of ornithology in order to 

question our own presumptions and connection-making functions. 

Ballantyne attributes the current state of his practice to 

his experience living in a remote community in the Northwest 

Territories in 2012, fourteen hours away from the closest major 

city. Unbound by the monetary or status-building confines of big 

city life, his indulgent isolation consisted of a close and timeless 

exploration with materials in the wild, reading and writing for 

hours on end. “To have no expectations creates a moment when 

you can really sink your teeth into what it is you want to do,” 

he stresses. Altering his repertoire through introspective self-

reflection, Ballantyne narrowed down his personal motivations in 

artistic practice, and freed himself to create what he had always 

wanted. 

Offering one of his first works with a personal tinge, 

Emanation (For Francis Dicks) acts as a visual eulogy to the 

passing of his grandfather. Ballantyne repurposes the radiology 

mask used in his treatments as a birdfeeder installed in Stanley 

Park, transforming it into an emanation vessel. Animated through 

continuous use by birds, the memory of his loved one recurs by 

forces outside of human control. 

His interest in ornithology and its metaphorical 

underpinnings assumes more of a physical presence in One for 

Sorrow. A taxidermied magpie sits precariously on a propped-up 

shovel in a small clearing of trees, gently lit by the setting sun, 

which lends a whimsical, movie-like quality to the tableau. The title 

refers to a seventeenth-century nursery rhyme about magpies and 

the significance of the size of their groups, where encountering 

one magpie signifies dread and unease. Ornithologists have found 
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Convalescent Swallow, photograph, 2017. Image provided by Ballantyne.
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Above: Vestment, Kevlar ply from RCMP body armour, shot 6 times, embroidered text, 2017. Photographed by 

Arsebel Gancena. 

Left: Vestment detail, Kevlar ply from RCMP body armour, shot 6 times, embroidered text, 2017. Photographed 

by Arsebel Gancena.
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that magpies can have the mental capabilities of a human child 

and that when their fellow magpies die, they are able to display 

grief and mourning. They actively participate in funerary rites, 

cleaning up corpses and creating wreaths of grass and twigs for 

them. By positioning the shovel in this piece as if the magpie is 

using it, Ballantyne challenges the notion that humans are the 

only compassionate beings, complicating our understanding of 

ourselves and deconstructing conventions surrounding death. 

While much of Ballantyne’s work is centered on 

ornithology, including Convalescent Swallow which features a 

live, serendipitously posed swallow gazing out of a window, his 

other works such as Vestment engage in a similar poetic form 

of representation emphasizing a particular human tension or 

contradiction. Embroidering John Bradford’s “There but for the 

grace of God go I” on a sheet of Kevlar that had been shot six 

times, Ballantyne locates a world view in which state power is 

equated with god power. The intentionality of the bulletproof 

vest confounded with the idea of divine intervention produces a 

functional tautness; our trust in an almighty omniscient being has 

been replaced with an unwavering confidence in technology. 

Although conceptual grounding occupies a significant 

role in Ballantyne’s practice, specificities of medium have had 

a foundational influence across his development. When first 

becoming interested in contemporary sculpture and assemblage, 

he explains, “I would get most of my art viewing experiences 

through magazines and books.” Immediately drawn to work 

that was mediated through a two-dimensional format, the lack 

of physical engagement attracted him to communicating ideas 

photographically and the ways in which the medium could edify 

and reinforce portrayed meanings. 

Although his work has often been redolent with historical 

and literary influences, Ballantyne states that his penchant for 

creating a dialogue with the past, present, and future of the 

art world, artists, and ideas around art, is less of a focus in his 

work now. Albeit foundational to his practice, he is no longer 

encumbered by an “anxiety of influence of what has come before, 

or wanting to create work that will be recognized within a 

particular paradigm.” Situating himself within a specific canon no 

longer takes precedence in his approach, as he has now become 

more comfortable in his own thinking and artistic voice, finding 

his own ways to contribute to the discipline of contemporary art. 

In the past year, Ballantyne has specifically honed in on 

combining his birdwatching life and art-making life. He sees this 

branch of his practice as existing independently, doing its own 

work as opposed to needing much background information. When 

asked about future projects, he explains the trajectory for his text-

based work sewn into nylon flags that conform to a standardized 

framework, one that he hopes to expand. Expressing hesitance 

toward other future projects, he says that talking about them 

means he has to commit to them. This perspective of detachment 

speaks to how his ideas culminate into works that possess a 

strong referential currency by letting them exist untethered, rather 

than forcing them into fruition. With respect to this approach, 

Ballantyne states that a lot of his works are complete, but that 

he comes back to them from time to time, allowing each idea and 

its inherent connections to evolve and build onto itself, paralleling 

experience, emotion, and memory. “Nothing happens in a vacuum,” 

he states. “Connections are always being made in a web, informing 

one another.” 

Marcus Prasad’s interview with the artist took place on January 

24, 2018. 

One for Sorrow, shovel, magpie, 2017. Image provided by Ballantyne.
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Kelly Holmes: Infinite 
Subjectivities//Finite 
Expressions
 

Nathan Clark

From the start of our interview, I am immediately drawn to Kelly 

Holmes’ descriptions of human existence and the universality of 

love and death—“as kitschy and silly as that may sound,” she says 

with a laugh. Our interview then transitions into spontaneous 

dialogue, complete with dynamic gestures and reciprocal laughs. 

Her passion resonates through her words, and I quickly realize 

that she is an artist of the moment, as she shows me pictures of 

her oil paintings and favourite artworks between questions. The 

interview is now a fleeting moment, but one which continues to 

echo vividly as I strive to structure it. 

Holmes has always communicated with the visual. She 

began with copying from picture books at an early age; later, at ten 

years old, continued to develop her skills through an oil painting 

mentorship in her hometown of Calgary. There, she learned a lot 

about colour theory, strengthening what she sees as her natural 

ability. During her studies at UBC she became frustrated with the 

limitations of painting, and began shifting away from the medium 

last year: “I don’t want to make nice art, I want to make honest 

art,” she states. Since then, Holmes has focused on the honesty 

of the ephemeral moment, looking at the complexities within the 

beauty life has to offer, “which isn’t always nice.” 

Holmes’ temporal works reflect her encounters with 

immediacy. She draws from her passion for documentaries and the 

cinematic, traces of which still resonate within her performance. 

She doesn’t get lost in research—she describes her artistic process 

as “[when] I have this fantastic idea, I just have to do it [...] Goals 

frustrate me inside.” Human experience is her medium, bodily 

traces her brush. Holmes’ primary inspiration comes from the hand, 

which, like the face, is a unique extension of human identity. She 

explains with enthusiasm how the “basics of touching as a human 

component [are] so beautiful and caring [through their] ability to 

portray generosity.”  She describes how the creative process of 

My Mother’s Hands strengthened her relationship with her mother. 

Holmes explores life’s intimate moments through performative 

gestures to extend beyond the medium and interact with the 

viewer.

In early January 2018, Holmes’ work was shown at Wil 

Aballe Art Projects. Titled Finite Appearances, the exhibition was 

inspired by Sartre’s statement that “life is an infinite array of finite 

occurrences.” This spoke directly to Holmes, who immediately 

expanded upon it by claiming “life is infinite, but it is constantly 

changing [with] finite moments that are ephemeral, which are 

constantly dying and reincarnated.” This quote struck me, as it is 

the thread which binds her works together: they are the “fragments 

of moments” between living and dying which we all experience. 

Her works are tied materially, not spatially, explaining her use of 

plaster, soap, and even her own body. In My Mother’s Hands, soap 

reflects ephemerality and transformation through her use of the 

cast hands within her own daily ritual. Soap thus reflects the time-

immemorial tradition of nurturing and beautifying as it degrades 
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Navels, plaster sculpture, 2017. Photographed by Arsebel Gancena. Navels, plaster sculpture, 2017. Photographed by Arsebel Gancena.
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and washes away. It “marks the idea of civilization,” she argues; 

that is, that “[i]n all aspects of life [...] there’s a sacrifice that you 

have to make.” Meaning is thus sacrificial, as are the ingredients 

of soap: animal glycerin, lye (ashes)—these sacrifices become 

ritualistic through preparation and use. Although tragic, Holmes 

sees motherhood in this way: sacrifice brings about beauty, even 

through “basic things like time.” 

Through her honesty with materiality, she takes these 

commonalities and documents them to legitimize their authentic 

existence. Navels—multiple belly buttons cast in plaster— 

explores the tragedies of lost moments. Plaster “in its permanence 

appears as ruin,” its presence a haphazard pile on the floor. 

Analogous with this feeling of loss, the teabox casts used to 

create the work would warp with use, and thus become imperfect, 

like every shared, lost past moment. What is within the pile is 

beyond the mind; instead, it relates with—and amongst—bodies.

Holmes sees performance as a reflection of those 

repetitious moments of vulnerability we all share. The performance 

Snow Angel continues this exploration through the body as 

indexical. She sees these traces as stamps that “[leave] something 

behind; a legacy, if you will.” The indent’s desire to erode the snow 

was met with resistance, leading to a tragic sacrifice of blood 

and pain as Holmes strived to leave her trace. She explains the 

religious connotations as I related her performance to stigmata. 

Religion has always fascinated her: although coming from a secular 

household, she frequently attended Bible Camp with an Anglican 

friend. Snow Angel thus explores how “religion is not influential in 

the healthiest of ways,” drawing from the universal of constantly 

trying to seek answers to questions about life and death. After the 

performance left her with frostbite and deep lacerations, Holmes 

is still trying to make sense of it all, documenting her scarring and 

letting “it all sink in.” Trauma became the artist’s intimate moment, 

where resistance and desire converge in time. Will we ever have 

an answer before the end, or will we remain forever traumatized 

toward the unknown?

Holmes’ continuance with temporal traces thus seek to 

perform a dialogue with the viewer who asks, “Where am I in this 

world?” Her works encapsulate ephemeral moments to try and 

“figure it all out.” Snow Angel combined trauma with escapism, for 

as she stared toward the ceiling, she witnessed a simultaneous 

entrapment and limitless heaven. This dialectic between freedom 

and isolation is found through commonality; the works relate 

not to the space, but the human corporeal experience. She 

continues to visually communicate questions—after all, she 

posits, “Who doesn’t love a mystery?” Our interview left me with 

more questions, and as I sought for deeper connections with her 

Snow Angel, video stills, documentation of performance, 

2017. Images provided by Holmes.

works, they resisted. The ambiguity I felt left me unsatisfied, yet 

curious: through her desire to mirror common experiences, she 

simultaneously exposes and erases her own experience in order to 

seek out the universality of daily ritual. The desire to find meaning 

is what relates us to one another: so, what is your most intimate 

moment?

Nathan Clark’s interview with the artist took place on January 26, 

2018. 
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Vestiges of Transnational 
Belonging: Marking the 
Millennial Diasporic 
Identity in Ketty Zhang’s 
Works
 

Alexandra Trim

At fourteen years old, artist Ketty Zhang left the small city of 

Chaoyang, China, boarding a plane destined for Vancouver, British 

Columbia—with only a few days’ notice. “I had no idea,” Zhang 

remarks, recalling her parents’ secretive decision to send her to 

a Canadian school. Chaoyang City—not to be confused with 

the district of the same name—is a small, rural city compared to 

Vancouver, and the transition “was a huge culture shock,” says 

Zhang. Her first years at UBC were somewhat nebulous, and 

Zhang admits in retrospect that she did not expect to major in 

visual arts. It was not until her solo trip to Japan in the summer of 

2014 that she recognized her “calling in the visual arts,” she says. 

Since then, her artistic practice has come to focus on social issues 

such as cultural hybridity, millennial identity, and media culture. 

Ketty Zhang’s creative process places materials and 

medium at the forefront, which serve as “a starting point for 

ideas.” For example, her work The Alphabet (2017) utilizes eighty-

three CD envelopes that she acquired through a Vancouver 

website called Bunz, where transactions take the form of trading 

second-hand items. Zhang uses a range of everyday objects in her 

projects, including newspaper, makeup, lubricant, glass cups, and 

pages from children’s books. “I like the physicality of objects,” says 

Zhang, “especially everyday objects that are familiar but which 

may provoke and unsettle.”

Indeed, it is precisely this uncanny, unsettling sensation 

that one feels when observing her art. Ketty Zhang’s Black 

Dahlia (2017) is one of those works. The five-foot-tall diptych is 

painted almost entirely black, save for the pixelated outline of 

a human body spanning across the two parallel canvases. The 

heavily concealed figure against a black background recalls an 

experience so familiar in this day and age. It is the formation 

of pixels composing the vague outline of a Facebook profile 

photo when clicked on, slowly coming into focus as the image 

loads. The painting is a representation of the mutilated body 

of Elizabeth Short, nicknamed and commonly referred to by the 

media as the “Black Dahlia.” Zhang says that Black Dahlia “is 

intentionally opaque and blurred” in an act of concealment. She 

uses makeup and lubricant to paint a mosaic which obscures the 

viewer’s voyeuristic gaze, but the figure’s concealment also invites 

fascination and curiosity. 

A common thread linking Zhang’s works is the relationship 

between (social) media and privacy—particularly the privacy of 

victims of physical and psychological violence. The Alphabet is 

composed of eighty-three CD envelopes with the names of the 

victims of the recent Harvey Weinstein scandal. The alphabetical 
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Black Dahlia detail, mixed media on canvas, 2017. Image provided by Zhang.

Black Dahlia, mixed media on canvas, 2017

Black Dahlia, mixed media on canvas, 2017. Image provided by Zhang.
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404, ink on acetate, 2017. Image provided by Zhang.

Left: 404 detail, ink on acetate, 2017. Image provided by Zhang.
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Heal the Divide, glass, newspaper clippings, 2017. Images provided by Zhang.

arrangement of victims’ names imparts a sense of intimacy 

associated with addressing someone by their first name. “Some 

celebrity names are famous and identifiable, and some are 

unheard of. They could be names of people you know personally,” 

she comments. Zhang’s The Alphabet undermines the notion that 

sexual abuse and harassment occurs merely in the sphere of 

celebrity culture. The CD envelopes are sealed, and “when they 

are sealed, you can’t access the contents of the envelope without 

breaking the seal and leaving a mark,” says Zhang. Does the 

element of concealment and privacy in her works “stir up attention 

and curiosity, or does it protect the victim?” she asks. “Does it do 

both?”

Our conversation takes an ironic twist when we discuss 

her piece 404 (2017). 404 consists of four clear sheets of acetate 

which bear the numbers “404” printed in the centre of each one. 

Zhang covers each sheet with English and Chinese text, written 

in white ink. The text is sourced from George Orwell’s 1984 and 

a November 1933 speech by Adolf Hitler. One such quote reads, 

“The masses never revolt of their own accord, and they never 

revolt merely because they are oppressed. Indeed, so long as they 

are not permitted to have standards of comparison, they never 

even become aware that they are oppressed.” Zhang’s 404 alludes 

to the act of censorship and state oppression, which acquires an 

eerie resonance when Zhang mentions that her website cannot be 

accessed in China due to the Great Firewall (GFW). The purpose 

of the GFW is to control the Internet within China, leaving access 

only to content that complies with strict governmental policies. It 

is achieved through blocking specific websites, keyword filtering, 

and monitoring the activity of Internet users. 

In her piece Heal the Divide (2017), Ketty Zhang explores 

the ancient practice of cupping therapy: a traditional method 

of healing illnesses, which is often considered a pseudoscience 

in Western medicine. Zhang’s Heal the Divide helps to “release 

the pain” caused by American president Donald Trump’s recent 

travel ban, more formally known as Executive Order 13769, titled 

Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United 

States. “As an immigrant, I was pretty hurt,” Zhang says. For this 

piece, Zhang burned newspaper clippings placed into glass cups 

whose openings were held against her own skin. The gradual 

disappearance of the marks left on Zhang’s body evidences the 

healing process.

Ketty Zhang’s work (True) Colors (2017), first exhibited at 

the Surrey Art Gallery’s Canada 150 exhibition, is a testament to 

her transcultural experience of moving to Canada. (True) Colors 

was a performance piece documented across the course of three 

hundred consecutively shot photographs. It features the artist 

facing the camera with her eyes closed and her body painted white. 

Black ink drips onto her face, slowly accumulating throughout the 

performance’s duration. During the last eight shots, Zhang wipes 

her face clean of the paint. Zhang says that when she arrived in 

Canada she “tried to create a new identity and blend in,” which 

she echoes in her performance. The white paint covers her own 

skin like a mask, while the black ink indelibly leaves its marks. 

When she attempts to re-expose her own skin by wiping these 

layers away, Zhang says that she “can’t get rid of [the] marks.” 

Thus, the viewer becomes privy to the lamination of Zhang’s 

multifaceted and transcultural identity. (True) Colors masterfully 

traces the complexities of cultural identity and as Zhang says, the 

uncertainties of “not fully knowing who you are entirely.” 

“I don’t want my art to be a luxury item,” Zhang says, 

reiterating the powerful effect of her visual language that is 

rooted in the mundane. She consistently looks to artists involved 

in activism, citing Ai Weiwei and the Guerilla Girls among her many 

influences. Zhang is presently examining the “commonalities and 

differences between Vancouver and Beijing,” namely the cultural 

effects of rapid urban development in China. Zhang mentions 

Peter Hessler’s book Oracle Bones: A Journey Between China’s 

Past and Present, a galvanizing text she has recently read which 

tells a story about modern China’s growing links to the Western 

world post-Cultural Revolution. Currently, Ketty Zhang holds a 

curatorial assistant position at I: Project Space in Beijing, and is 

planning to pursue further studies in exhibition design, and artist 

residencies in the near future.

Alexandra Trim’s interview with Ketty Zhang took place on January 

26, 2018.
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Ran Zhou in studio, February 2018. 

Photographed by Arsebel Gancena.

Ran Zhou: History in the 
Present Tense
 

Raina Cameron

Ran Zhou is currently pursuing a double honours degree in visual 

art and art history at UBC. Zhou has developed and refined her 

practice through her experiences of both Eastern and Western 

culture, by addressing themes such as globalization, national 

restriction, and tradition. The Map Series is a multi-piece art 

project that includes various mediums relating to Chinese social 

issues, city memoirs, and self-identification within cultural gaps. 

It is the work selected to be of primary focus in this interview, 

as the exploration of personal, political, and historical issues and 

experiences have been addressed and challenged by Zhou in 

many creative and compelling ways. The Map Series is currently 

a three-part series, including The Hidden City, a set of three 

charcoal drawings, Beijing Tourist Map, an installation piece, 

and The Diary of Destroying a Map, an installation including a 

performance. Zhou’s work combines the past and the present of 

China’s geography and urban development through a personal 

point of view. Zhou’s artwork aims to break the confines of comfort 

and to express cultural anxieties in order to lead its way back to 

self-recognition. Zhou has been unable to explore many of these 

topics previously due to political sensitivity in China, and UBC has 

offered an environment of creative pursuit for her art. Zhou has 

said herself that “recognizing where I came from is just the first 

step for me to get a clear understanding of where I am going.” 

Can you talk about how you ended up in Vancouver, studying 

at UBC?

I was born in Yantai, Shandong province in China, a second-tier 

city. Then I moved to Beijing to an international high school alone 

when I was fifteen. It was the first time that I made decisions on 

my own. To be honest, I was not happy in my hometown. I just 

couldn’t fit into the system. Eventually, I applied for university in 

Canada. UBC was my first choice—it promotes cultural diversity. I 

think it was destined.

What led you to expression through artwork?

I value every chance to create things, [and to] express my inner 

thoughts. I used to be a Chinese online writer but it didn’t last 

long … I found that I had already emptied myself. Writing takes 

inner energy. So I decided to take a break from writing and turned 

my eyes to art, another battlefield of creating things. Visual art 

is different in that it allows the space of multidimensional feeling 

and more possibilities to express. Also, visual arts courses have 

pushed me to explore the relationship between concept and ways 

of expression. Thinking about concept requires me to research, to 

see, to think. 

How did you decide what content you wanted your artwork to 

relate to? 

I started to think about what I have. I have [a] different cultural 

background, and I have experience from moving to another 

country. Different languages, different concepts of value, different 

modes of thinking. I was still not special among all of the Chinese 

students abroad, but I’m sure not everyone was able to think about 

the gap between the two cultures systematically. For me, the 

inconvenience and the hardship fitting into the new environment 

is just a kind of homesickness. Then I realized staying in a different 

country is the best opportunity for me to look back to my country 

and the culture/ideology that I grew up with. 

What has been your medium of choice? 

I started with pencil, charcoal, acrylic, and oil paint to create. I 

enjoy drawing, but I found it limits me—my feelings cannot be 
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The Hidden City, charcoal drawing, The Map series, 2017. Photographed by Arsebel Gancena.
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Beijing Tourist Map                    , fabric installation The Map series, 2017. 

Photographed by Arsebel Gancena.
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expressed through these normal mediums. But in Gu’s class [Gu 

Xiong, Zhou’s professor and boss], he encouraged us to draw with 

ink on rice paper. I enjoyed using ink to paint, but not on rice 

paper. The quality of rice paper requires precise control of the 

brushstroke and is so thin that you cannot make changes on your 

drawings. I was inspired; why don’t I apply ink on canvas? I did 

some experimenting, and found it works well together. Ink is an 

Eastern material, but canvas is widely used in the West, and this 

kind of combination is just like myself. Then I developed my artistic 

expression to more three-dimensional ways, such as installation, 

combined with video, performance. Through motions and audio, 

viewers can hear it, maybe smell it, touch it, and walk around it. It 

has much more space to pass messages that are unspeakable or 

cannot be drawn. 

Can you talk about your work The Map Series, and how it 

began? 

It was based on my experience living in Beijing. At that time, I 

found that people didn’t pay much attention to the protection of 

historical buildings. As many gorgeous, strange, modern buildings 

were built up, the old houses, courtyards, and walls became 

“useless,” taken down without further consideration. With Beijing 

growing fast, the historical evidence that defines Beijing is rapidly 

disappearing. If all of this was gone, what else could be left? Many 

of my works are based on history and culture. Experimentation 

with materials also requires me to do research on certain topics, 

such as the history of Beijing’s urban extension, the evolution of 

structure planning on certain areas, the pictures of the Cultural 

Revolution and the real history, behind the scenes, what happened 

and what it looks like in a textbook.

Will you continue The Map Series? 

The three parts of The Map Series comes to an end temporarily. 

I don’t want to over-read anything I’m not 100% sure about. The 

whole history of the development of a city is not simple to criticize, 

so I only say what I can feel based on what I got from my research. 

If something new comes in my mind, I’ll definitely continue doing 

it. It could overturn my previous thoughts. Everything is totally 

expected and possible.

What are some aspirations for your future work? 

Most of my work is based on rethinking the history and culture 

of a country. To explore the nature of culture, and the nature of 

the culture that I came from, is what I want to achieve in the 

end of everything. It includes defining my personal identity, which 

may exceed the national boundaries. I am not eager to criticize 

anything—anything real is rational; every existence is rational and 

reasonable. But what I criticize in my artworks does not have much 

personal emotion within it. There, criticism exists objectively. 

Revealing the misunderstandings of truth and problems is a 

necessary step for me to read my culture and I don’t expect 

everyone understand that. The next step after these social issues 

would be linking my personal existence into my work, the East, 

the West. Something more complicated and unspeakable may be 

shown in the work. But I’m still not quite sure about what exactly 

it is going to be.

Raina Cameron’s interview with Ran Zhou took place on January 

24, 2018.

The Loss, detail of triptych, ink and marker on canvas, 2016. 

Photographed by Arsebel Gancena.
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