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Abstract 

From January to April 2015, I curated Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, a five-part performance series 

that took place in Katarokwi (Kingston, Ontario). The series, which took place during the bicentennial 

birthday year of Kingstonian Prime Minister Sir John A. Macdonald, interrupted the celebratory, 

nationalist, and settler colonial narratives that drove the celebration and critiqued the ways in which 

historical and colonial/settler icons like Macdonald are remembered. Each individual performance by 

artists David Garneau, Peter Morin, Adrian Stimson, Leah Decter, and Tanya Lukin Linkater embodied 

unacknowledged contradictions in the celebratory tone of Macdonald’s birthday year. Together, the 

performances built a critical dialogue that intervened in the colonial narrative that turned Macdonald into 

an icon. Taken together, this series of performative acts forced a consideration of his ongoing influence as 

the first Prime Minister of Canada on the undercurrent of discrimination and assimilation still so 

fundamental to state approaches to Indigenous issues in Canada. 

Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac is the first component of this project-based dissertation. 

Documentation of the performances that constituted the project is included in Chapter Three. The second 

component is this written section, which explores Indigenous curatorial methodologies by placing my 

experience of curating Talkin’ Back in conversation with the practices of six Indigenous curators. In so 

doing, I create a map of Indigenous curatorial history in Canada. The written component builds on the 

curatorial project, locating it within a discussion of Indigenous curating as a practice based in Indigenous 

epistemologies and ontologies. 
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Chapter One 

Talking Back to Johnny Mac and Locating Myself in Indigenous Methodologies 

 

As a curator, I believe it is your role to unlock ideas, open up discussions, and facilitate change. You are 
the arbitrator, the bridge-builder, and the mediator between seemingly ambiguous and disparate groups. 

–Megan Tamati-Quennell1 

 

From January to April of 2015 in Katarokwi (Kingston, Ontario), I curated the five-part 

performance series, Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac. I developed this series to respond to the year-long 200th 

birthday celebrations of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John A. Macdonald. Over the course of four 

months, I curated five individual performance pieces with the artists David Garneau (Métis), Peter Morin 

(Tahltan), Adrian Stimson (Siksika), Leah Decter (settler) and Tanya Lukin Linklater (Alutiiq). Each 

performance was done once and embodied unacknowledged contradictions in the celebratory tone of John 

A. Macdonald’s birthday year. Together, the performances built a critical dialogue that interrupted the 

colonial narrative that turned Macdonald into an icon. They forced a consideration of his ongoing 

influence on the undercurrent of discrimination and assimilation – still so fundamental to state approaches 

to Indigenous issues in Canada. 

Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac is the platform on which I build this written section of my 

dissertation, outlined in four chapters: Chapter Two, Mapping Indigenous Curatorial Histories in Canada, 

which focuses on pinpointing important curatorial projects by Indigenous curators in Canada between 

1967 and the present; Chapter Three, Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, an archive of the performance series; 

Chapter Four, In the Sugar Bush: Maple Syrup, Visiting, and Naming Indigenous Curatorial 

Methodologies, an extended discussion of Indigenous curatorial methodologies using interviews with 

                                                        
1 Tamati-Quennell, Megan. “Shape Shifting Time Travellers.” In Making a Noise: Aboriginal Perspectives on Art, 
Art History, Critical Writing and Community, edited by Lee-Ann Martin (Banff: The Banff Center Curatorial 
Institute, 2004): 167. 
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Indigenous curators; and Chapter Five, Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac and Reflections on Curatorial 

Practice, which describes in more depth the nature, methods and effects of this performance series.  The 

four chapters build on and speak to each other, to investigate Indigenous curating as a practice based in 

Indigenous epistemologies and ontologies.2  

 

Indigenous Methodologies and Indigenous Curatorial Methodologies 

My dissertation builds on and draws from the work of a wide body of Indigenous scholars, 

especially those who have focused on identifying the methodologies from which Indigenous peoples 

create research. For example, Indigenous scholars such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Ngāti Awa and Ngāti 

Porou, Māori), Margaret Kovach (Nêhiyaw/Saulteaux), Marie Battiste (Mi’kmaw), Fyre Jean Graveline 

(Cree Métis), Jo Ann Archibald (Stó:lō), Kathleen Absolon (Anishinaabe) and Shawn Wilson 

(Opaskwayak Cree) have explored research from Indigenous worldviews, one that centers Indigenous 

communities and retains a sense of responsibility toward them in the process of research. Their work, 

including the foundational texts on Indigenous methodologies Decolonizing Methodologies: Research 

and Indigenous Peoples (1999, 2012) by Tuhiwai Smith, Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, 

Conversations and Contexts (2009) by Kovach, Research as Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods 

(2008) by Wilson, Reclaiming Indigenous Voice and Vision (2000) by Battiste, and Kaandossiwin: How 

                                                        
2 A note on terminology: Throughout this dissertation, I will use the term “Indigenous” predominantly. I use this 
term loosely to identify those individuals who identify as First Nations, Métis, Inuit, Native American, Aboriginal 
and/or Indigenous, and those who identify themselves as being descended from the First Peoples of Turtle Island. I 
choose to use this word in order to be inclusive and work outside of the terms constructed by the nation states 
situated on Turtle Island. I will also use “Indian,” “Native American” and “Aboriginal” when referring to 
Indigenous peoples living in the United States and Canada, in discussions of historical or nation-specific documents. 
I also provide the Nation-specific identities provided by those I discuss throughout this dissertation if they are 
included in public biographies or by the artist/scholar/curator. The lack of explicit self-identification notes does not 
communicate that an individual is non-Indigenous, only that they may choose not to include their Nation-identities 
in their biographies. Although “Indigenous” does include Inuit, this dissertation focuses primarily on the history of 
First Nations and Métis art and practice, as a result of the differing histories of Inuit and First Nations/Métis art in 
Canada. The history of collection and display of Inuit art is different than that of First Nations and Métis art and use-
objects, however many of the same issues of misrepresentation and cultural separation as a result of Western art 
narratives (which is explored in Chapter One) equally influence Inuit art. For specific writing and curatorial histories 
on Inuit art see work by Heather Igloliorte (Inuit, Nunatsuavut Territory of Labrador), including her exhibition 
SakKijâjuk/To be Visible: Art and Craft from Nunatsiavut (Fredricton: Goose Lane Publishers, 2017) and Inuit Art 
Quarterly Magazine.  
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We Come to Know (2011) by Absolon create the framework through which I understand Indigenous 

methodologies. Indigenous methodologies are research processes conducted through Indigenous 

practices, and are influenced by Indigenous worldviews, or, as Kovach writes research that “flows from 

an Indigenous epistemology”3 – an Indigenous way of knowing.4 Epistemology in this context refers to, as 

Kovach continues, “a system of knowledge that references within it the social relations of knowledge 

production.”5 I too use Indigenous epistemology, following scholars such as Kovach, Willie Ermine and 

Graveline to reference the ways in which Indigenous peoples come to know and practice Indigenous 

knowledges.6 Battiste writes that Aboriginal epistemologies are found in “theories, philosophies, 

histories, ceremonies, and stories as ways of knowing.”7  

Throughout this text I use the terms Indigenous worldview, Indigenous ways of knowing, 

Indigenous paradigms, Indigenous frameworks and Indigenous knowledge systems. I use these terms to 

refer to Indigenous knowledges that are different across nations, communities and individuals. Indigenous 

knowledges are diverse and are nation-specific, and are learned through sharing stories, land-based 

practice, ceremony, experiential learning, among other pedagogies.8 In addition, I use the plural of the 

terms to reference the diversity of knowledges within Indigenous communities.  

With research on Indigenous methodologies as the basis for a discussion of Indigenous curatorial 

methodologies, this dissertation focuses on the work of Indigenous curators, and specifically those who 

are writing about and reflecting on their practices – a community I am in relation to and have formed 

connections with – which I discuss in Chapter Four especially. As the historical map in Chapter Two 

                                                        
3 Margaret Kovach, Introduction to Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 22. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid, 21. 
6 Fyre Jean Graveline, “Circle as Methodology: Enacting an Aboriginal Paradigm,” Qualitative Studies in Education 
13(4): 361-70; Graveline, Fyre Jean. Circleworks: Transforming Eurocentric Consciousness. Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 1998; Willie Ermine, “Aboriginal Epistemology,” In First Nations Education in Canada: The Circle 
Ufolds, eds. Marie Battiste and Jean Barman, 101-111 (Vancouver and TorontoL UBC Press, 2000). 
7 Marie Battiste, Indigenous Knowledge and Pedagogy in First Nations Education: A Literature Review with 
Recommendations. Ottawa: National Working Group on Education and the Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Affairs Canada, 2002. 
8 Ibid. 
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shows, Indigenous curators in Canada since the mid-twentieth century have consistently curated from 

Indigenous perspectives and created exhibitions that centre Indigenous knowledges, communities and 

projects of sovereignty. Exhibitions by Indigenous curators who privilege Indigenous ways of knowing in 

their work and the work of those of the artists involved illustrate sites where Indigenous methodologies 

take shape in a curatorial context. 

Historically, however, although curators have employed Indigenous curatorial frameworks, there 

has often been more writing about the exhibitions’ content than the process from which they are curated 

and emerge. Exhibition catalogues and curatorial talks may include brief discussions of curatorial process, 

but they focus more on the artwork presented. For example, Ryan Rice’s Counting Coup includes a 

unique and critical engagement with Indigenous methodologies, although the focus of the writing is on 

how they influence the exhibition as a whole. Counting Coup, which was exhibited at the Museum of 

Contemporary Native Arts in 2011, takes up the notion of counting coup – or keeping score – in a 

contemporary context as a curatorial tactic to organize art that asserts Indigenous presence. About the 

expression ‘counting coup,’ Rice writes that it is “associated with Plains Cree intimidation tactics [that] 

refers to an act of bravery in the face of an enemy that is later recorded and later recounted as a form of 

prestige.”9 He continues, writing “[i]n this context, evidence of confrontation, interaction, and risk 

incurred and survived by Indigenous peoples oppressed by relentless forms of colonization may be 

viewed as a series of recorded “coups” – experiences and achievements etched in memory, heart, and 

spirit.”10 Working from the notion of “counting coup” as a methodology of acknowledging survival and 

naming oppression, then, Rice developed an exhibition which investigated artistic witnessing of presence, 

and flaunting strength and vitality. About his curatorial vision, Rice writes, 

The exhibition Counting Coup considers artists’ marks as a form of political action  
and a means of asserting Native American Presence. It thus seeks to honor, name,  
and reclaim the past and present, while also recognizing profound personal accomplishments,  
and collective victories. As a contemporary means of “keeping score,” Counting  
Coup identifies, witnesses, memorializes, and aims to restore the greater narrative  

                                                        
9 Ryan Rice, “Counting Coup,” Counting Coup (Santa Fe: Museum of Contemporary Native Arts, 2011), 9. 
10 Ibid. 
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of Indigenous existence. The resounding visual statements made by the artworks  
presented here thus form a stylized divergence from social conventions and expectations 
concerning “Indian-ness,” while also providing an opportunity to recall the decisive  
experiences and interactions (both positive and negative) that shape our sense  
of authority, autonomy, and authenticity.11 

 

Rice’s Counting Coup is an important exhibition in Indigenous contemporary art history, which 

demonstrates the ways in which Indigenous curators engage with Indigenous methodologies. Rice’s 

exhibition employs Indigenous ways of knowing, in this case acknowledgment of cultural practices and 

worldviews, to present a complex narrative of presence and absence. The curatorial methodology is clear 

in Rice’s writing, and in the organization of the exhibition, but the curator – as is often our responsibility 

– speaks to his vision through the artwork. In this way, although inferred from the catalogue and briefly 

discussed, Rice does not overtly explore the ways in which he developed the exhibition, nor the ways in 

which the work engages Indigenous methodology. 

As is evident in Rice’s influential exhibition and its catalogue, one can determine curatorial 

approaches through researching exhibition catalogues, but these sources do not always include frank 

discussions of practice, experience, strategies and choices. This may be a result of the overwhelming 

labour that Indigenous curators (and artists and arts workers) have had to undertake to have Indigenous art 

acknowledged within the “mainstream” art world. The labour involved in getting into the gallery and 

having a place at the table has been tremendous. Indigenous curators have contended with hundreds of 

years of oppressive Western Art History and discriminatory narratives minimizing the aesthetic value of 

art by Indigenous peoples. I am not the first to discuss the notion of Indigenous curatorial methodologies; 

essays and conference proceedings about a curatorial process influenced by Indigenous epistemologies 

and methodologies on Turtle Island exist.12 Yet little has been written that brings together a discussion of 

                                                        
11 Ibid. 
12 For example, Lee-Ann Martin’s edited text from the Making a Noise! conference,  Making a Noise: Aboriginal 
Perspectives on Art, Art History, Critical Writing and Community (Banff: The Banff Center Curatorial Institute, 
2004); Canadian Museum of Civilization, Curatorship: Indigenous Perspectives in Post-Colonial Societies: 
Proceedings (Ottawa: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1996); American Indian Curatorial Practice, Visiting: 
Conversations on Curatorial Practice and Native North American Art (Madison: Wisconsin-Madison University, 
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the approaches by Indigenous curators to consider how they employ – and in so doing, construct – 

Indigenous methodologies.  

More often than in anthologies, book-length studies and exhibition catalogues, conferences and 

their related texts have sometimes explored Indigenous curating.13 For example, Mohawk curator Lee-

Ann Martin organized Making a Noise!, a three-day conference on Indigenous art history, art and curating 

in what is now Canada, the United States, Australia and Aotearoa-New Zealand. The conference was held 

at the Banff Center in November 2003 and was attended by leading curators and artists. The resulting 

book that came out of that conference, Making a Noise! Aboriginal Perspectives on Art, Art History, 

Critical Writing and Community, consists of a series of essays by leading Indigenous curators that discuss 

Indigenous approaches to curating and the experience of being an Indigenous curator. Richard Hill’s 

essay on his exhibition, Meeting Ground, for example, offers an important outline of Indigenous 

approaches to curating. The essay discusses Hill’s experience curating the reinstallation of the permanent 

McLaughlin Gallery at the Art Gallery of Ontario, which displayed both historical Aboriginal and Euro-

Canadian art object from 1670-1845, in 2003. The exhibition challenged the traditional Western display 

practices that forced Indigenous-made “objects” into a Western art narrative.14 Because of the 

significance of the Making a Noise! conference, it was revisited by Candice Hopkins and David Garneau 

in January 2016, where participants discussed the changes that had occurred (and that had failed to occur) 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

2008); Michelle McGeough, “Indigenous Curatorial Practices and Methodologies” in Wicazo Sa Review 27 no. 1 
(2012):13-20. 
13 Aboriginal Curatorial Collective conferences have especially focused on the practice of curating Indigenous art. In 
2011, which I discuss later, the collective held a conference, titled Ahzhekewada (Let Us Look Back) in Toronto, 
Ontario, which examined the influence of the Indians of Canada Pavilion at Expo ’67 and its curation by Indigenous 
curators and artists. See Aboriginal Curatorial Collective, Colloquia,” Aboriginal Curatorial Collective, 
https://www.acc-cca.com/research-page/aboriginal-curatorial-collective-conferences/ (accessed 1 July 2017). More 
recently, the ACC hosted its biannual conference titled Iakwé:iahre (we remember) at Concordia University in 
Montreal, Québec. This time, the focus was on exploring the ways in which to archive Indigenous art from an 
Indigenous perspective. See Aboriginal Curatorial Collective, Iakwé:iahre (we remember), Aboriginal Curatorial 
Collective, https://www.acc-cca.com/research-page/aboriginal-curatorial-collective-conferences/iakweiahre/ 
(accessed 1 July 2017). 
14 Richard Hill, “Meeting Ground: The Reinstallation of the Art Gallery of Ontario’s McLaughlin Gallery,” in 
Making a Noise! Aboriginal Perspectives on Art, Art History, Critical Writing and Community ed. Lee Ann Martin 
(Banff: Banff Centre, 2003) 51-70, 51. 
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since the original conference in 2003.15 The conference again took place at the Banff Centre, in Banff, 

Alberta and “returned,” as Hopkins writes, “ to the conversations first raised in Making a Noise!, and 

posed new questions on what has changed, and what has not, in the more than 10 years since.”16 

Indigenous curators have also written about their practices and gathered together to discuss 

curating as Indigenous peoples within, outside, or in relation to a Western arts discourse. For example, 

early collectives of Indigenous artists such as the Professional Native Indian Artists Inc. (PNIAI), the 

Society of Canadian Artists of Native Ancestry (SCANA), and Nation to Nation managed and curated 

their own shows while also supporting their own art practices. These groups paved the way for artist-run 

centers and curatorial/artist collectives such as TRIBE: A Center for the Evolving Aboriginal Media, 

Visual and Performing Arts Inc., Urban Shaman Gallery and Sâkêwêwak. These collectives have and 

continue to explore and support Indigenous curating through exhibitions of Indigenous art.  

In addition to artist collectives that also curate, the mid-to-late 1990s and early 2000s also saw the 

emergence of a number of curatorial collectives. The Aboriginal Curatorial Collective (ACC), for 

example, was founded in 2005, and is committed to supporting and advocating for Indigenous curators, 

artists and arts workers, and developing critical discussions about curating and artistic practices. The ACC 

has been important in developing the critical discourse about Indigenous curating, as they have created a 

framework for conferences and events where Indigenous curators and allies can come together.17 More 

recently, Ociciwan Contemporary Art Collective was founded in Edmonton in 2015. This curatorial 

collective, of which I am a core member, along with Tiffany Shaw Collinge (Métis), Becca Taylor 

(Cree/Scottish/Irish), Jade Nasogaluak Carpenter, and Kristy Trinier (settler), is dedicated to supporting 

Indigenous arts in Edmonton and in Alberta.18  

                                                        
15 Hopkins,  “Now that we are Making a Noise, who is Listening?” in Canadian Art 8 August 2016, 
http://canadianart.ca/features/remembering-the-future/ (accessed 2 March 2017). 
16 Ibid. 
17 Aboriginal Curatorial Collective “About.” Aboriginal Curatorial Collective. http://www.acc-
cca.com/wordpress/about/ (accessed 5 May 2017). 
18 Ociciwan Contemporary Art Collective, “About,” wwww.ociciwan.ca (accessed 1 July 2017). 
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Beyond texts focused on curatorial practice, certainly, a body of art historical scholarship 

explores the exhibition of Indigenous art, specifically as it has been framed within and by Western art 

institutions and “the canon.”19 For example, in Lynda Jessup and Shannon Bagg’s edited collection, On 

Aboriginal Representation in the Gallery, the contributors, who include many Indigenous curators, 

explore the ways in which Indigenous art is represented in arts institutions in Canada until the early 21st 

century.20 Many of its essays discuss the practices of Indigenous curators within the context of exhibiting 

Indigenous art in community centers, art galleries and museums. 

 Finally, as of very recently, Indigenous curators and scholars have begun to amalgamate the 

writings, experiences and exhibitions of Indigenous curators to produce larger, broader, and more 

complete discussions of Indigenous curatorial methodologies. For instance, Jaimie Isaac’s (Sagkeeng 

First Nation) MA thesis at University of British Columbia (Okanagan) in 2016, titled Decolonizing 

Curatorial Practice: Acknowledging Indigenous Curatorial Praxis, Mapping its Agency, Recognizing its 

Aesthetic within Contemporary Canadian Art, outlines a history of Indigenous curating in Canada and 

explores the role of the Indigenous curator and embodied Indigenous methods in the project of 

decolonizing and indigenizing the museum and gallery. Forthcoming is Cathy Mattes’ doctoral 

dissertation in which she explores “insurgent and participatory curatorial initiatives grounded in 

Indigeneity.”21 Mattes’ dissertation will also map the history of Indigenous curatorial practice in Canada. 

This dissertation project builds on these examples of scholarship as it develops a comprehensive 

but fluid and evolving discussion of Indigenous curatorial methodologies – a discussion of methodologies 

informed, in part, by my own curatorial practice.  I build on the work of others that have practiced 

curating from an Indigenous lens in Chapter Four and Five, and in Chapter Two, those that have explored 

the complexity of representing Indigenous art-objects within a Western art narrative.  

                                                        
19 For example, see W. Jackson Rushing III (ed), Native North American Art in the Twentieth Century (1999), Janet 
Catherine Berlo and Ruth B. Phillips, Native North American Art 2nd edition (2014). 
20 Lynda Jessup with Shannon Bagg, On Aboriginal Representation in the Gallery (Ottawa: Canadian Museum of 
Civilization, 2002). 
21 Cathy Mattes, email with the author, 1 July 2017. 
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Getting to Johnny Mac 

My own experience curating began in 2011 when I helped co-curators Daina Warren (Montana 

Cree) and Carla Taunton (settler) when they curated their performance series, Acting Out! Claiming 

Space in Kingston, Ontario – a performance series that explores artistic interventions into colonial spaces 

erased of Indigenous presence.22 Warren and Taunton’s curatorial approach to creating space for 

Indigenous artists in Kingston, Ontario inspired me to start curating myself, and both curators have 

continued to support me as I developed my own curatorial practice. In 2012, I curated Terrance Houle 

and Adrian Stimson: Exploring Indigenous Masculinities for my M.A. project at Queen’s University. The 

performance series examined the ways in which Indigenous masculinities are influenced by colonial 

gender constructions, and how artists resist these constructions, challenging them by putting them in 

dialogue with Indigenous conceptions of gender and sexuality. In 2013 I worked as a curatorial intern and 

assistant at Urban Shaman Contemporary Aboriginal Art Gallery in Winnipeg, where I again had the 

opportunity to work with Warren. That same year, I independently curated Los Muertos No Hablan (The 

Dead Don’t Speak), with Chilean artist Wanda Luna. In 2014 I co-curated Memory Keepers: 

Methodologies of Memory, Mapping and Gender with Taunton. In 2015 I became a core member of 

Ociciwan Contemporary Art Collective in Edmonton, Alberta, a collective dedicated to supporting 

Indigenous contemporary art in Edmonton and the Prairies. The collective has curated multiple 

exhibitions in the past two years, including A Parallel Excavation with Tanya Lukin Linklater and Duane 

Linklater at the Art Gallery of Alberta in April 2016, and Big’Uns with Dayna Danger at Latitude 53 

Gallery in June 2017. All of these curatorial experiences, including my participation as a member of the 

ACC now, support this dissertation and inform the ways in which I understand Indigenous curatorial 

methodologies. 

                                                        
22 Carla Taunton and Daina Warren, Acting Out! Claiming Space: Aboriginal Performance Art Series (Kingston: 
Modern Fuel Artist Run Centre, 2011). 
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Mapping Geographies of Practices: Organizing Curatorial Experiences 

Building from my own curatorial history outlined above, this written portion of my dissertation is 

a project of mapping Indigenous curatorial practices through my experience of curating Talkin’ Back in 

conversation with the practices of established Indigenous curators and Indigenous curatorial history. 

Using the notion of constellations and mapping, I conceived of this written section as a system of 

connections built on relations and experiences. Throughout this written project I develop four 

interconnecting maps which, working together, orient a discussion of Indigenous curatorial 

methodologies. Each map builds a geography of Indigenous curatorial practices. First, I lay out a history 

of Indigenous curatorial practices. Following this, I provide an archive of the dissertation project, Talkin’ 

Back to Johnny Mac. Then, I develop a dialogue with specific Indigenous approaches to curating by a 

group of Indigenous curators I interviewed for this project. Finally, I explore my own curatorial practice 

in Talkin’ Back, and analyze how it draws from or speaks to the frameworks developed in the preceding 

chapters. Working in this way, the structure of the written project illustrates my curatorial practice 

building on and being influenced by the important, foundational work that comes before my own. The act 

of privileging the experience and labour of others is an act of acknowledgement and gratitude. It 

demonstrates how I have come to my own practice through learning the work of others and community 

support.  

Chapter Two: Mapping Indigenous Curatorial Practice in Canada (1967-Present) maps a history 

of important Indigenous curatorial moments in Canada. The map developed in this chapter pinpoints 

specific moments in Indigenous curatorial history that demonstrate changing approaches to the field and 

influential exhibitions. It begins with a discussion of the ways in which Indigenous visual culture has 

been framed within a Western art system of value, citing a practice by which Indigenous art objects have 
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been devalued and framed within discourses of primitivism and authenticity. By first presenting the 

powerful and oppressive system of Western aesthetic value systems, I orient the exhibitions and practices 

of Indigenous curators who exist outside of those systems and those who challenge them from within. I 

explore Indigenous curators curating contemporary Indigenous art, beginning with the Indians of Canada 

Pavilion at the International and Universal Exposition in Montreal in 1967. At the 2011 Aboriginal 

Curatorial Collective conference, Ahzhekewada (Let Us Look Back) – Revisioning the Indians of Canada 

Pavilion, conference organizers framed The Indians of Canada Pavilion as a “starting point to consider 

the influence and bearing it has on subsequent curatorial, artistic, and cultural production.”23 The pavilion 

was the first time that Indigenous peoples had control over the ways in which we were represented on a 

national stage. Led by Indigenous artists and curators, the pavilion was a landmark moment that paved the 

way for Indigenous curators coming after by confronting the narrative of tolerance and unity presented by 

the Centennial commission, Expo – and by extension, Canada itself. Following their example, Indigenous 

curators since have continued to push arts institutions for meaningful inclusion of Indigenous 

communities, histories and contemporary realities.  

Although Chapter Two is presented in a mostly chronological manner, I do not mean to illustrate 

a teleological model in the history of Indigenous curating. Many of the same issues that faced curators of 

the Indian Pavilion continue to plague curators today, including appropriation, the inequitable 

representation of Indigenous arts workers in Canadian arts institutions, and, as always, the powerful 

Western arts discourse present in arts institutions. Yet there is now building numbers of Indigenous 

peoples curating and innovative strategies for dealing with inequitable representation of Indigenous art 

and arts workers in arts institutions and the oppressive nature of Western arts discourse.  

Chapter Three, Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, is an archive of the performance series that is the 

secondary section of this dissertation. It includes curatorial statements, advertisements and photos of the 

series. The chapter is arranged chronologically in order of the performances. I have chosen to include 

                                                        
23 Lisa Myers, “Ahzhekewada (Let Us Look Back) – Revisioning the Indians of Canada Pavilion,” Public 23 no 46 
December 2012 170-172, 170.  
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these performance ephemera to demonstrate the labour and organization of the series. It is also important 

to include photographic details of the performances as to create visual representations of the actions 

described in Chapter Five.  

Chapter Four, In the Sugar Bush: Maple Syrup, Visiting, and Naming Indigenous Curatorial 

Methodologies presents examples of the labour undertaken by Indigenous curators since 1967. It provides 

examples of Indigenous curatorial methodologies based on conversations I had with six established 

Indigenous curators between March 2016 and March 2017. Building on Chapter Two’s salient moments 

in Indigenous curatorial history, Chapter Four presents a discussion with six curators who are actively 

practicing and using approaches that privilege an Indigenous lens and corresponding worldviews. 

Working from the interviews, this chapter outlines six approaches to Indigenous curating framed through 

the experiences of the interviewees. The six individuals I interviewed – Rachelle Dickenson, David 

Garneau, Cathy Mattes, Dylan Miner, Julie Nagam and Ryan Rice – were chosen because their work has 

been influential to my own practice. In addition, their practices offer a broad sampling of curatorial 

experiences. Most importantly, they are each connected to me through community.   

Rachelle Dickenson is currently a PhD Student at Carleton University in the Canadian Studies 

Department. Previous to this she was Curatorial Assistant in the Indigenous Art Department at the 

National Gallery of Canada and has an MA in Art History from McGill University. Dickenson recently 

co-curated Reading the Talk, with independent curator and artist, Lisa Myers.24 

David Garneau (Métis) is Associate Professor of Visual Arts at the University of Regina. He was 

born and raised in Edmonton, received a BFA in Painting and Drawing, and an MA in American 

Literature from the University of Calgary. Garneau’s practice includes painting, curation, and critical 

writing. He is interested in creative expressions of contemporary Indigenous identities.25  

                                                        
24 Rachelle Dickenson, Biography, email with the author, 30 May 2017. 
25 Garneau has curated numerous large and small exhibitions: The End of the World (as we know it); Picture 
Windows: New Abstraction; Transcendent Squares; Contested Histories; Making it Like a Man!, Graphic Visions, 
TEXTiles. He recently co-curated (with Michelle LaVallee) Moving Forward, Never Forgetting, an exhibition 
concerning the legacies of Indian Residential Schools, other forms of aggressive assimilation, and (re)conciliation, at 
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Dr. Julie Nagam is the Chair in the History of Indigenous Art in North America, a joint 

appointment between the University of Winnipeg and the Winnipeg Art Gallery. Currently she is curating 

a public art installation for a Reconciliation Walk at the Forks in Winnipeg and leading a team to create 

an Indigenous app for Winnipeg’s art, architectural and place-based history. She is also co-curating a 

large Indigenous contemporary exhibition at the Winnipeg Art Gallery in fall 2017.26  

Cathy Mattes is a Michif curator, writer, and Art History professor at Brandon University based 

in Sprucewoods Manitoba. In her curatorial practice she focuses on the complexities of engaging 

Indigenous communities with contemporary art. Several examples are: Inheritance: Amy Malbeuf  (2017, 

Kelowna Art Gallery), Frontrunners (2011, Urban Shaman Gallery and Plug-In ICA) Blanche: KC 

Adams & Jonathan Jones (2008, Chalkhorse Gallery, Sydney Australia), and Rockstars & Wannabes 

(2007, Urban Shaman Gallery).27 

Dylan Miner is a Wiisaakodewinini (Métis) artist, activist, curator and scholar. Currently, Miner 

is the Director of American Indian and Indigenous Studies and Associate Professor in the Residential 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

the Mackenzie Art Gallery in Regina, and With Secrecy and Despatch (with Tess Allas), an international exhibition 
about massacres of Indigenous people, and memorialization, for the Campbelltown Art Centre, Sydney, Australia.25 
Garneau has written numerous catalogue essays and reviews and was a co-founder and co-editor of Artichoke and 
Cameo magazines. He has recently given talks in Australia, New Zealand, the United States, and throughout 
Canada. He is part of a five-year, SSHRC funded, curatorial research project, “Creative Conciliation;” and is 
working on two public art projects in Edmonton; David Garneau, Biography, email with the author. See Garneau’s 
website, davidgarneau.com. 
26 Nagam’s current SSHRC projects include: The Transactive Memory Keepers: Indigenous Public Engagement in 
Digital and New Media Labs and Exhibitions and The Kanata Indigenous Performance, New and Digital Media Art 
(www.transactivememorykeepers.org). She is a co-applicant in partnership grant Initiative for Indigenous Futures 
(http://abtec.org/iif/) and will be hosting the first Public symposium entitled, Radically Shifting Our Indigenous 
Future(s): Through Art, Scholarship and Technology at the Winnipeg Art Gallery. She has co-edited Indigenous Art 
New Media and the Digital as a special issue of PUBLIC Art, Culture + Ideas journal. Nagam’s most recent 
publications include, Traveling soles: Tracing the footprints of our stolen sisters (2017), Deciphering the refusal of 
the digital and binary codes of sovereignty/self- determination and civilized/savage (2016) She has curated and 
exhibited in ImagineNATIVE Film + Media Arts Festival. Her artwork where white pines lay over the water, was 
shown in, Toronto, Ontario, San Paulo, Brazil, Lyon, France and Wellington, New Zealand. Her installation singing 
our bones home, was shown in Markham (2013), in London, England, (2013) and in Winnipeg (2014). She is 
creating new Public art work Electrical Currents for Winnipeg Arts Council, Nuit Blanche in Toronto and 
Smithsonian in New York; Julie Nagam, Biography, email with the author. 
27 Mattes has written for various arts and cultural institutions, including the Museum of Contemporary Native Arts, 
The Winnipeg Art Gallery, and the National Museum of the American Indian to name a few. She is presently 
pursuing her PhD studies at the University of Manitoba in Native Studies; Cathy Mattes, Biography, email with the 
author. 
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College in the Arts and Humanities at the University of Michigan. He is also adjunct curator of 

Indigenous art at the MSU museum and a founding member of the Justseeds artists collective.28  

Ryan Rice, a Mohawk of Kahnawake, Quebec, is the Delaney Chair in Indigenous Visual Culture 

at the Ontario College of Art and Design University in Toronto, Ontario. His curatorial career spans over 

20 years in museums and galleries. Rice served as the Chief Curator at the IAIA Museum of 

Contemporary Native Arts in Santa Fe, New Mexico and also held curatorial positions at the Aboriginal 

Art Centre in Ottawa, Ontario, named curatorial fellowships with the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria in 

Victoria, British Columbia, and the Walter Phillips Gallery in Banff, Alberta, and Aboriginal Curator-In-

Residence at the Carleton University Art Gallery.29 

My relationship to the curators I interviewed is varied, but overall, they are individuals who I 

have come to know through community and my kin network. Some I knew better than others in the 

beginning of this process, either through friendship or from working together in the past. Others, I have 

come to know better through this process. As I discuss in Chapter Four, I approached these curators to 

collaborate in this process because of their relationship to me through networks of community, but more 

importantly, because of their wide-ranging experience of curating Indigenous contemporary art as 

Indigenous peoples. Through conversations with these six individuals, I developed six examples of 

curatorial approaches that are expressed using an Indigenous lens, including: Visiting and Building 

Relationships; Collaboration; Accountability and Reciprocity; Caretaking and Healing; Storytelling; and 

                                                        
28 His artistic practice includes installation and printmaking and his curatorial practice includes the collaborative 
installation Anishinaabensag Biimskowebshkigewag: Native Kids Ride Bikes; Dylan Miner, Biography. 
http://www.wiisaakodewinini.com/bio/ (accessed 2 May 2017) 
29 Rice received a Master of Arts degree in Curatorial Studies from the Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard College, 
New York; graduated from Concordia University with a Bachelor of Fine Arts and received an Associate of Fine 
Arts from the Institute of American Indian Arts, Santa Fe, New Mexico. Rice’s writing on contemporary 
Onkwehonwe art has been published in numerous periodicals and exhibition catalogues, and he has lectured widely. 
Some of his exhibitions include ANTHEM: Perspectives on Home and Native Land, FLYING STILL: CARL BEAM 
1943-2005, Oh So Iroquois, Scout’s Honour, LORE, Hochelaga Revisited, ALTERNATION, Soul Sister: Re-
imagining Kateri Tekakwitha, Counting Coup, Stands With A Fist: Contemporary Native Women Artists and 
ARTiculations in Print. In the Fall of 2017, he will present the inaugural exhibition of the Onsite Gallery in Toronto 
with his exhibition “raise a flag: work from the Indigenous Art Collection 2000-2015.” Rice was also a co-founder 
and former director of the Aboriginal Curatorial Collective and currently sits on the Art Gallery of Ontario’s 
Education Council and the Native American Arts Studies Association board; Ryan Rice, Biography, email with the 
author. 
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Mediation.  Each of these approaches is discussed as distinct in Chapter Four, but their flexibility and 

interconnectedness are developed in Chapter Five, as I locate my practice within them. These approaches 

in themselves are not exclusively Indigenous. As Dylan Miner expressed in my interview with him, these 

approaches are examples of responsible and ethical curatorial practice. However, as Miner and I 

continued to discuss, these approaches become “Indigenous” when they are practiced from a foundation 

of Indigenous epistemologies and knowledges.30 As such, and as Chapters Four and Five develop, these 

modest (but complex) curatorial methodologies, when approached through Indigenous ways of knowing, 

are then specifically understood as Indigenous curatorial methodologies.  

Chapter Five: Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac and Reflections on Individual Curatorial Approaches, 

places my own experience of curating within the layers of mapping built in the three first chapters. It 

centres my own narrative in relation to the history of Indigenous curating, as well as the six 

methodologies of Indigenous curating I outlined in the preceding chapter. To foreground why I focused 

on Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac as the title and performance series focus, it also offers as a point of 

departure for this historical rendering of both John A. Macdonald, so uncritically commemorated in 

Kingston. 

Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac developed out of my experience living in Kingston up to and during 

the bicentennial of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John. A. Macdonald’s birthday on 11 January 2015. 

As the city approached the bicentennial celebration, it was clear that the conversation about Macdonald, 

who was instrumental in developing the assimilationist and genocidal policies that continue to effect 

Indigenous peoples in what is now known as Canada, would be largely uncritical. Adding to the small, 

yet tenacious group of critical dissenters in Kingston, I curated a performance series that upset the 

celebratory narrative of the bicentennial and made visible the ways in which the settler colonial narrative 

that touts Macdonald as a hero continues to erase the ongoing realities of inequality, injustice and racism 

in Canada.  

                                                        
30	Dylan Miner, interview with the author, 3 March 2016, Lansing, Michigan. 
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The performance series took place between 11 January and 30 April 2015, at various sites around 

Kingston. Various faculties and departments at Queen’s University and multiple Kingston organizations 

financially backed the project and countless community members supported the series throughout the four 

months. Through collaboration with artists whose practices involved embodied resistance to colonial 

narratives, we successfully created five distinct, one-time performances that took up colonial spaces, 

interrogated the ways in which Macdonald is remembered in service of a nationalist narrative, and voiced 

critical discussions of settler colonialism, Canadian histories and Indigenous survivance. Chapter Five is a 

reflection on Talkin’ Back, noting the curatorial decisions I made based in discussions with the 

approaches developed in Chapter Five.  

 

Centering Myself in Research 

In her book Kaandossiwin: How We Come to Know, Anishinaabe scholar Kathleen Absolon uses 

the metaphor of a flower to illustrate a “wholistic” framework for Indigenous methodologies.31 The roots 

signify that all Indigenous methodologies are “rooted and informed in varying degrees by Indigenous 

paradigms and worldviews.”32 The flower center represents the self. The leaves represent “transformative 

journeys” that are undertaken in the research process. The stem illustrates the methodological backbone 

and connecting pathways that hold the flower together. Absolon writes that this critical connector is a 

critique of “colonialism, imperialism and eurowestern research on Aboriginal peoples.”33 The petals 

represent the variety in Indigenous methodologies, but also the interconnectedness of multiple 

worldviews linked through similar Indigenous value systems. And finally, the environment in which the 

flower exists represents the academy.34  

Working from Absolon’s metaphor of the flower, it is important to first acknowledge, from the 

outset of this dissertation, how I centre myself in the research. As Absolon and other scholars of 

                                                        
31 Kathleen Absolon, Kaandossiwin: How we Come to Know. 51.  
32 Ibid., 50 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., 50-51 
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Indigenous methodologies (Kovach, Wilson, Tuhiwai Smith) articulate, at the center of Indigenous 

research is the individual and their relationships to community and land. This dissertation then, takes my 

own experience as the foundation of the text. Absolon writes that “the self is central to Indigenous re-

search,” and that “Indigenous wordviews and principles are actualized by Indigenous searchers who are 

consciously connected to their roots and who have supportive channels to actualize their worldviews.”35  

 

As Absolon continues, Indigenous research comes “from the self and understanding the self in relation to 

the whole.” It is also important to centre myself in this research because one of the initial influences for 

this dissertation was an interest in exploring whether or how curating through an Indigenous framework 

functions as an act of sovereignty. As a person separated from my family’s Indigenous knowledge, 

curating as an Indigenous person, as one who privileges Indigenous epistemologies in their practice, has 

served to bring me closer to my family’s histories, the land we are from, and the knowledges that flow 

from these sites. This reclaiming is an act of sovereignty. Learning approaches to curating from other 

Indigenous curators and Indigenous arts communities has helped me to come to know my own 

relationship to Indigeneity. In addition to the support of the Indigenous communities that claim me, my 

family (both settler and Indigenous) and Elders, learning to curate has supported me as I learn to express 

myself as an Indigenous person. The parallel experience of learning to curate and learning to express my 

Indigeneity come together in the experience of curating from an Indigenous perspective – they are 

intertwined and connected.  

Similar to the ways in which I am learning how to understand and engage with the methodologies 

I outline above, I am also in a committed process of understanding how to identify my Indigenous 

heritage. I am aware of how much identity shifts and changes. As such, I am aware of how identities (or 

at least the ways in which we express them) must be allowed to be flexible. In this connection, at this time 

of writing, I am comfortable identifying myself here as a person of Cree-Scots-Métis and settler descent 

                                                        
35 Ibid., 68. 
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and as a member of the Métis Nation of Alberta whose Cree-Scots-Métis ancestors are from York 

Factory, Winnipeg, and St. Andrews, Manitoba. My settler ancestors came from Croatia, Scotland, 

Ireland and Germany. Coming to know oneself as Indigenous and becoming comfortable with these 

disconnected identities and histories are a common experience of many Indigenous peoples. My family’s 

experience is far from unique. The process of responsibly picking up the steps of your ancestors is a 

difficult one, and one that I have struggled with as I move through my journey of learning. Curatorial 

practice, and being supported by Indigenous and allied settler kin and community have, however, been 

extraordinarily helpful in continuing the paths of my ancestors. This dissertation, as a result, is developed 

using methodologies of visiting, connecting to community, and acknowledging those that come before, 

similar to the ways in which I have learned to curate. As Cathy Mattes said in her interview with me, “we 

stand on the shoulders of extremely resilient ancestors.”36 In this connection, I begin this dissertation by 

acknowledging and thanking my own ancestors – both settler and Indigenous – whose shoulders I 

gratefully stand on here as I explore my experience coming to know Indigeneity through curating. 

                                                        
36 Cathy Mattes, interview with the author, 10 March 2017. 
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Chapter Two 

 A Map of Curatorial Practice in Canada (1967 to Present) 

 

This chapter maps the work of Indigenous curators in the land now called Canada since the 1960s, and 

how Indigenous art assisted in activating Indigenous sovereignty and agency in this period. It explores 

specific moments in the history of Indigenous curatorial practice as catalysts for wider movements of 

mobilizing Indigenization and decolonization. Across this chapter, I elucidate the ways in which 

Indigenous arts and curatorial practice connect to broader projects of building Indigenous social justice 

and sovereignty over Indigenous representation, lands, and governance. This focused mapping of 

Indigenous curatorial practice in this particular historical period supports one of the goals of my larger 

research project: to understand how curatorial practice intersects with the tensions shaping socio-political 

and institutional settings while simultaneously responding to Indigenous histories, contemporary realities 

and political calls to action.  

The practice of mapping in this chapter also allows me to place myself as a curator in a longer 

historical geography of Indigenous curatorial practice. Chapters Four and Five will more fully explore my 

position within the history of Indigenous curating in Canada as I construct my own map and moments that 

have influenced me in my practice. Chapter Two begins a theme of mapping that continues throughout 

this dissertation as I develop a constellation of important curatorial moments in which I not only place 

myself, but also the practices of those I have interviewed and will detail in Chapter Four.  

In her book, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations, Mishuana Goeman 

explores the possibilities of Indigenous women’s writing to (re)map colonial geographies using 

Indigenous narratives.37 Goeman describes (re)mapping as 

…the labor Native authors and the communities they write within and about 
undertake, in the simultaneously metaphoric and material capacities of map 
making, to generate new possibilities. The framing of “re” with parentheses 

                                                        
37 Mishuana Geoman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minnesota: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2013), 2, 3.  
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connotes the fact that in (re)mapping, Native women employ additional and new 
tribal stories as a means of continuation or what Gerald Vizenor aptly calls stories 
of survivance.38 
 

Goeman’s work explores the process of (re)mapping space, time and histories using Indigenous women’s 

stories as movements of “survivance.” Survivance, as defined by Gerald Vizenor, is “an active sense of 

presence […] and the continuance of native stories […] that are renunciations of dominance, tragedy and 

victimry.”39 I connect my own acts of mapping to Goeman’s practice of (re)mapping; by presenting 

moments in Indigenous curatorial practice, I define an Indigenous curatorial “history” that (re)maps 

Canadian and Indigenous Art History canons by privileging Indigenous voices.  

This methodological approach is both chronological and personal in scope. In her experimental 

animation, Returning, the narration describes Elizabeth LaPensée and her mother Grace L. Dillion as 

walking “in the stars on a path back home,” and dancing “in places where beaded vines [that tell] stories 

of where our family is from grow and bloom medicines we recognize again by name and story.”40 

Walking in the stars is an act of mapping for LaPensée, guiding her home over beaded flowers and vines 

in the sky. Similarly, this chapter is my own walk in the stars, along vines beaded in the sky, a moment of 

establishing the foundation for situating myself in my own Indigenous curatorial map and in specific 

moments in Indigenous curatorial history to which I connect my own practice – and which the next three 

chapters will articulate. The examples of the work of curators and their methodologies put forward in this 

chapter inform my practice. While there is much more to this map that could be included, both for myself 

personally and for the larger history of Indigenous curatorial practice, the focus of this chapter is not to 

lay out a definitive, comprehensive history. Rather, it is to pinpoint a select and specific set of defining 

moments of curatorial practice that establish a framework for the next three chapters.  

                                                        
38 Ibid., 3. 
39 Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln: Nebraska University Press, 
1999), vii. 
40 Elizabeth LaPensée. “Transformations and Remembrances in the Digital Game We Sing for Healing,” in 
Transmotion 3, no 1, 2017 (upcoming); Elizabeth LaPensée, Elizabeth LaPensée and Grace Dillon, “Returning,” 
Experimental Animation, Vimeo website, https://vimeo.com/126542602 (accessed 5 May 2017). 
7. 
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Indigenous art is about Indigenous self-representation and sovereignty, and it resists Eurocentric 

classifications that have in many cases controlled and misrepresented Indigenous cultures. As I outlined 

in Chapter One, this view centres my research and argument throughout the dissertation, including this 

chapter. My argument in this chapter is that Indigenous curators create space by bringing together artists 

to support Indigenous resistance, give acknowledgment, and share knowledge. By (re)mapping specific 

sites in the history of Indigenous curation, I too enact a form of survivance. A cartography of curatorial 

projects in different parts of Canada emerges that is itself able to shape new curatorial methodologies 

used by Indigenous curators. The history of representation of Indigenous arts by Indigenous curators and 

the socio-political climates in which they work and to which they respond is integral to this dissertation. 

The history I map, then, is also an institutional history, one that Indigenous curating and Indigenous 

performance art not only (and partially) emerged from, but one that they also respond to, and actively 

resist.  

 

Museums as Sites of Power 

In the settler-nation now called Canada, museums and art galleries have long enforced Eurocentric 

discourses of arts and culture through the classification and presentation of art-objects. Public art 

museums installed displays of Eurocentric discourses of art, presenting Euro-Canadian art as aesthetically 

superior and acted as sites not only of public education, but also of national (settler) subject formation.41 

Specifically, works made by Indigenous peoples have been traditionally housed in ethnographic 

collections, in souvenir shops and in art gallery exhibitions that use Indigenous-made belongings as a 

starting point in the so-called progressive history of arts in Canada.42 In this context, Indigenous material 

                                                        
41 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum (New York: Routledge, 1995); Carol Duncan, “Art Museums and the 
Ritual of Citizenship,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, Eds. Ivan Karp and 
Steven D. Levine, 88-103 (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992).   
42 The history of collection and display of Indigenous visual culture has been discussed in depth. For examples and 
critiques of the continuing history of display and appropriation, see Janet Catherine Berlo and Ruth B. Phillip’s 
Native North American Art (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine’s 
Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Display (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991) and 
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culture or customary belongings were signified as not being part of living and continuing cultures. Ruth 

Phillips and Christopher Steiner argue that these so-called “objects,”43 including wampum belts, masks, 

buffalo robes and baskets, among others, were, and in many cases continue to be represented as 

alternately exotic, a specimen, examples of kitsch or mere souvenirs. As Phillips and Steiner state, such 

belongings “work in cross-cultural encounters that provide access to an exoticised community while 

engendering Western beliefs of racial hierarchy or progress.”44 

Museums and art galleries then are sites of power, and they communicate meaning from a position 

of privilege. Tony Bennett suggests that museums play a central role in inscribing specific regimes of 

power and in promoting constructs of nation and citizenship.45  Following this logic, Aldona Jonaitis 

explains that museums are responsible for creating and disseminating knowledge. However, as Jonaitis 

continues, these institutions – which represent cultural authority– address specific Western histories and 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

Ruth B. Phillips and Christopher B. Steiner’s Unpacking Culture: Art and Commodity in Colonial and Postcolonial 
Worlds (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999).  
43 I place “objects” in quotations to acknowledge the problematic disassociation of Indigenous-made 
items/art/belongings from community through the Western art and artifact discourses associated with the 
anthropological collection of these culturally significant pieces. It also points to the life of our belongings outside 
the gallery and museum, as well as outside of the discourse of Western art and anthropology. As Jordan Wilson 
(Musqueam) writes in his blog about the exhibition c̓əsnaʔəm: the city before the city, “object” is a term that 
“sever[s] the connection the community has to place and things.” The advisory group made up of Musqueam 
community members for the exhibition – which Wilson co-curated – instead chose to use the word “belonging” to 
refer to material and visual culture being displayed. As Wilson continues, the word “belongings” strategically 
responds to Western discourses of display that disassociate community but also “emphasizes the contemporary 
Musqueam connection to the tangible things themselves, but also conveys that Musqueam have always been the 
carriers of these belongings’ intangible qualities” (Wilson, ‘“Belongings” in “c̓əsnaʔəm: the city before the city,”’ 
Intellectual Property Issues in Cultural Heritage: Theory, Practice, Policy, Ethics, entry posted 27 January 2016, 
https://www.sfu.ca/ipinch/ou tputs/blog/citybeforecitybelongings/ (accessed 6 July 2017). c̓əsnaʔəm: the city before 
the city is currently exhibited at the Musqueam Cultural Education Resource Centre, and the Museum of Vancouver, 
and the Museum of Anthropology (the exhibition at the MOA closed in January 2016) in Vancouver, BC. In 
addition to Wilson’s writing on “belongings,” I am also influenced by Dana Claxton (Lakota First Nation-Wood 
Mountain) and her photographic and video work, Made to be Ready (2016). In these works, Claxton explores the 
commodification of Indigenous material culture and counters it by showing the pieces being activated in everyday 
life. Claxton’s series investigates the disassociation of community from culture, when it is placed within a Western 
art narrative, and reifies the “life force” present in cultural belongings (see Shauna Jean Doherty, “Dana Claxton: 
Made to be Ready,” Blackflash. http://blackflash.ca/made-to-be-ready/ (accessed 6 July 2017). 
44 Ruth B. Phillips and Christopher B. Steiner, “Art, Authenticity, and the Baggage of Cultural Encounter,” in 
Unpacking Culture: Art and Commodity in Colonial and Postcolonial Worlds (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1999), 3. 
45 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum, 1995. 



 

23 

 

ideologies, thereby reinforcing them in their audiences.46 Influenced by what James Clifford calls the “art-

culture system,” arts institutions work as authenticity-making machines and define Indigenous belongings 

through Western understandings of aesthetics.47 

In addition to the placement of belongings in museums, the trade of Indigenous-made items as 

souvenirs was also a function of the global extension of colonial and capitalist power. From this trade, 

Indigenous belongings are defined and understood only as craft or artifact, and the consumption of both 

by settler-Canadians became an intricate function of colonial power. As Phillips and Steiner note, this 

process of transforming Indigenous constructions of the work to fit Western values was critical to the 

colonial project.48  

In Canada, like in other settler-colonial nations, both museums and art galleries have enforced 

Eurocentric meta-discourses of arts and culture through the classification and presentation of art-objects. 

Specifically, following the classification of objects outlined by James Clifford, works made by 

Indigenous peoples have, until recently at least, been housed in ethnographic collections and souvenir 

shops; occasionally, when they have been housed in the rare art gallery exhibition, Indigenous-made 

belongings are presented as a “primitive” starting point from which the “progress” of the arts in Canada 

can be traced. These Indigenous-made objects, represented by turns as exotic, specimen, kitsch and/or 

souvenir, work in cross-cultural encounters with a remote Other. They provide access to an exoticised 

community while engendering Western beliefs of racial hierarchy and progress.49 Objects have been 

primarily categorized as ethnographic or anthropological, and placed in a museum collection, or as a 

piece of art and placed in an art gallery. When Indigenous art objects are presented alongside settler-

European art objects in the gallery or the museum, they suffer from what Svetlana Alpers describes as the 

                                                        
46 Aldona Jonaitis, “First Nations and Art Museums,” in On Aboriginal Representation in the Gallery, ed. Lynda 
Jessup with Shannon Bagg (Hull: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 2002), 19. 
47 James Clifford, “On Collecting Art and Culture,” The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, 
Literature and Art (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 221.  
48 Phillips and Steiner, Unpacking Culture, 4. 
49 Ibid., 3. 
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“museum effect.” She writes that when non-European art objects enter the gallery, they are isolated from 

their cultures and instead must exist within the narrative of Western culture.50  

This classification system, the museum effect, and the deep-rooted connections between arts 

institutions as vehicles for the communication of Euro-colonial narratives have continuously kept 

Indigenous belongings out of the art gallery or, if present in art galleries, have influenced and distorted 

the ways in which Indigenous art is displayed and viewed. For example, in 2003 the National Gallery of 

Canada (NGC) reinstalled their collections of Euro-Canadian and Indigenous art in the permanent 

exhibition Art of this Land. Anne Whitelaw points out that this was the first time in the gallery’s history 

that the Historical Canadian Galleries included Indigenous art.51 In this gesture toward inclusion, the 

gallery placed Indigenous art objects alongside those by Euro-Canadian artists. Yet it did little to 

contextualize the Indigenous work in Indigenous cultures or recognize the power of the gallery’s 

narrative.52 Whitelaw continues, writing that the “rhetoric of inclusion,” however, involved presenting 

Indigenous art “in such a way to conform to Western conceptions of aesthetic interest,” removing it from 

its cultural and use-value. As a result, the works remained “overdetermined by the discourse of the art 

museum.53 Although well-intentioned, the gallery’s inattention to the power of the Western art history – 

both in the NGC and in dominant culture – as progressive and as artistically superior to the 

“anthropological” display Indigenous belongings marginalized the work of Indigenous peoples in the 

same space. In effect, this early twenty-first century practice echoed early twentieth-century attempts to 

bring Indigenous art into the space of the gallery. 

 

 
                                                        
50 Svetlana Alpers, “The Museum as a Way of Seeing,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Display, 
eds. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine (Washington: Smithsonian Institute Press, 1991), 26. 
51 Anne Whitelaw, “Placing Aboriginal Art at the National Gallery of Canada.” Canadian Journal of 
Communication, special issue on Culture, Heritage and Art, 31, no. 1 (2006): 197.  
52 Ibid., 198. 
53 Ibid, 198; At the time of writing this section, the Canadian and Aboriginal Galleries at the National Gallery of 
Canada have recently been reinstalled with support and engagement from Indigenous communities across the 
country. Our Masterpieces, Our Stories opened 15 June 2017. Many, including myself, hold out hope that the issues 
of Art of this Land will begin to be resolved. 
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Early Exhibitions of Indigenous Art in Canada 

The art-culture system has also influenced the collection of Indigenous belongings by art galleries by 

keeping this art out of the spaces themselves. Lynda Jessup points out that major Canadian art galleries, 

such as the Art Gallery of Vancouver, the National Gallery, and the Art Gallery of Ontario, had no 

collections of Indigenous art – except for Inuit art – created before the mid-twentieth century at the time 

of Jessup’s publication in 2002.54  

A small number of exhibitions in the early twentieth century brought Indigenous work into the 

National Gallery, but the narrative constructed was one that supported beliefs that complemented 

ethnographic classification systems. These early national exhibitions were Exhibition of Canadian West 

Coast Art, Native and Modern in 1927, and A Century of Canadian Art in 1938, both of which presented 

a narrative suggesting succession: First Nations art belonged to an indeterminate past that supposedly 

“gave way” to modern and more sophisticated Euro-Canadian painters. This teleological narrative mirrors 

the historical discourse of Terra Nullius and other settler colonial myths, which ultimately supported the 

naturalization of the occupation of Indigenous territory. This settler colonial mapping of Indigenous arts 

parallels the processes of colonialism, while Indigenous (re)mapping resists the erasure of Indigenous 

presence in the recording of Canadian history.   

The first of these two exhibitions, Exhibition of Canadian West Coast Art, Native and Modern, 

was held in 1927 at the National Gallery of Canada and was curated by Marius Barbeau and Eric Brown. 

A Century of Canadian Art, which was mounted in Canada in 1938 and then travelled to London, 

continued the first exhibition’s narrative of including Indigenous art objects as a precursor to European 

and Euro-Canadian art.55  As the first exhibitions of Indigenous objects as “Art,” they establish a 

precedent for “inclusion” that would continue in later historical periods: curators attempted to “include” 

Indigenous art by simply adding it to, but not letting it challenge or question, the established Western 

                                                        
54 Lynda Jessup, “Hard Inclusion,” in On Aboriginal Representation in the Gallery, eds. Lynda Jessup with Shannon 
Bagg (Hull: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 2002), xiv.  
55 Ibid., xv;  
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canon of Canadian art. Furthermore, these earliest attempts often made room for Indigenous-made objects 

as a mere, and simplistic, “beginning” to Canadian art. This strategy not only forced Indigenous aesthetics 

to conform to Western paradigms, but also suggested that Indigenous cultures gave way to “more 

civilized” or “advanced” cultures by presenting the objects in an indeterminate past next to contemporary 

works dubbed as “modern.” These early exhibition curators, therefore, also denied the power of the 

settler-colonial discourse already present in and intrinsic to the gallery; “inclusion,” ironically or not, 

served only to override the meanings and value of the Indigenous art.  

As these exhibitions demonstrate, institutions have attempted to “include” Indigenous art by 

simply adding it to the established canon of Canadian art. Although curator Gerald McMaster argues that 

The Exhibition of Canadian West Coast Art attempted an “interrelated” narrative,56 other critics, such as 

Leslie Dawn, note that the narrative was one that communicated Indigenous peoples’ presence after 

contact as one of inspiration, not equitable co-existence.57 These earliest attempts became foundational, 

for they have continued in many ways today, despite challenges and reframings by many contemporary 

artists, curators and institutions, to limit Indigenous belongings in the art gallery and, more generally, in 

the discourse of contemporary art. An inequitable representation of Indigenous cultures in those spaces 

continues, as a result of institutional politics and inappropriate strategies to deal with the usurping of 

Indigenous visual culture by Western art narratives.58 Put another way, over the past 20 years, Indigenous 

art has been more significantly collected and exhibited, but because of the power relations constructed 

and naturalized by Western art narratives and colonial processes, it often remain marginalized, or literally 

contained within Western display frameworks. These institutional histories and norms parallel other 

institutions in Canadian society that erase, misunderstand and misrepresent Indigenous histories and 

peoples.  

                                                        
56	Gerald McMaster, “Our (Inter)Related History,” In On Aboriginal Representation in the Gallery, eds. Lynda 
Jessup with Shannon Bagg (Ottawa: The Canadian Museum of Civilization, 2002) 4. 
57 Leslie Dawn, National Visions, National Blindness: Canadian Art and Identities in the 1920s (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2006), 242. 
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Indigenous Curators: Taking up Space 

Responding to and challenging this history, Indigenous curators of the 1960s and 1970s began to resist 

the histories of representation discussed above. Indigenous curators drew upon nation- and community-

specific knowledge to curate within colonial institutions, while also working beyond and outside of them 

to intervene by providing alternative visual discourses than those made popular by earlier, largely 

anthropological modes of display that were seen in the exhibitions such as Native and Modern and 

Canadian Art. As I turn to the next section of this chapter, Indigenous curators have inserted Indigenous 

cultural knowledges into more institutionalized spaces of the gallery and museums to make visible the 

voices of Indigenous communities erased by mainstream and earlier established curatorial strategies.  

Performance art in particular has come to be a medium that provides an alternative to presenting 

work outside of western institutional spaces. Skeena Reece (Métis/Cree and Tsimshian/Gitksan) said that 

although she comes from a family of carvers and artists who have had their work either bought or taken 

by museums/galleries, she performs to resist Western practices of display.59 Her work’s ephemerality 

resists its collection and therefore “cannot be stolen.”60 The ephemerality and flexibility of performance 

art offers an alternative medium to artists and curators to intervene in and exist outside of Western canons 

of art and its modes of display. Indeed, the very act of presenting living Indigenous bodies “live” directly 

questions the narratives of succession presented by both anthropological museum displays and 

chronologically-based gallery shows. As art institutions continue to exoticize Indigenous art, performance 

art can offer an alternative voice and presence.  

Ryan Rice, an important figure in the field of Indigenous curating, expands on this approach and 

states:   

I see Native curators as representing and negotiating another voice, another perspective. 
The curatorial process is another way to bring forth our story, our issues and our 
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concerns and assists the artists with telling their story, through their artwork and 
exhibitions.61 
 

Indigenous curators, as Rice writes, offer an alternative narrative to those often presented in Western arts 

institutions. Our stories, presented through the mediation of art works and narrative, are acts of 

survivance. Indigenous curators since the late 20th century have responded to a set of key socio-political 

moments with a wide variety of strategies. At the core of this period’s set of exhibitions, as I will now 

discuss, curators have continued to bring forward stories and voices as a form of self-representation and 

sovereignty.  

 

Expo ’67  

The government really wanted a positive image in the pavilion and what they got was 
the truth. That’s what really shocked them the most. 

–Tom Hill (Seneca), curator and artist at the 1967 Expo62 
 

In 2011, an Aboriginal Curatorial Collective (ACC) colloquium focused on the “Indians of Canada 

Pavilion” at the International and Universal Exposition, or as it is more familiarly known, “Expo ‘67,” in 

Montreal, Quebec.63 Organizers and participants discussed the ways in which the exhibition marked the 

emergence of what is termed “contemporary” Indigenous art. Participants, including those who curated 

the Pavilion, said that it was the first time that Indigenous peoples controlled their own representation on 

the national stage.64 It was also the first time that Indigenous curators curated Indigenous art for a large 

mainstream audience.  

As one of the ACC organizers, Ojibwe poet and actor Duke Redbird said, the pavilion gave the 

curators the opportunity to take advantage of Expo ‘67’s intention to be “the fulcrum point for a new 

                                                        
61 Ryan Rice in American Indian Curatorial Practice, Visiting: Conversations on Curatorial Practice and Native 
North American Art (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2008), 14. 
62 Ruth Phillips with Sherry Brydon, “Arrows of Truth’: The Indians of Canada Pavilion at Expo ‘67,” in Museum 
Pieces: Towards the Indigenization of Canadian Museums, ed. Ruth Phillips (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2011), 28. 
63 cheyanne turions, “Ahzhekewada (Let Us Look Back): A Review,” FUSE Magazine 16 March 2012, 
http://fusemagazine.org/2012/03/35-2_turions (accessed February 2, 2017). 
64 From my own notes of the conference, 15 October 2017. 
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Canada.”65 It was a site that laid the critical groundwork for the revisioning of the representation of 

Indigenous cultures and Indigenous participation in the national identity. The pavilion has come to 

demonstrate an important catalyst for Indigenous curators and artists creating an alternative representation 

of Indigenous cultures, a revisionist historical narrative and both a response to and participation in a 

larger socio-political historical moment. Despite the critical mass that produced the pavilion, Alex 

Janvier, a member of the ACC, and his colleagues lamented that much of the critical energy developed 

during this time dissipated when the Expo ended. That energy would not come to a head again until the 

controversy surrounding The Spirit Sings, 20 years later.66  

 The 1960s were a time of political and social change for Indigenous peoples in Canada and 

across North America more broadly. First Nations peoples gained the right to vote in 1960, communities 

rallied against government calls for assimilation, exemplified by the Red Power and American Indian 

movements, as well as the Indian Brotherhood and ultimately, revisions occurred to the Indian Act.67 This 

was a pivotal moment when social movements and political groups gained momentum. As Canada’s 

centenary approached in 1967, hegemonic norms of paternalistic policies towards Indigenous peoples 

began to change – changes that signaled to the centenary planning organizations that Indigenous peoples 

needed to be included in the celebration, albeit more complexly than simply inclusion-as-additional 

cultural viewpoint. This led to the need for Expo ’67 to contain a pavilion in which Indigenous cultures 

would be represented. While some Indigenous groups looked forward to the celebrations, others criticized 

the idea that Indigenous peoples would want to celebrate one hundred years of marginalization and 

violence. For example, Chief Dan George expressed that there was little to celebrate: 

Oh Canada, how can I celebrate with you this Centenary, this hundred years?  
                                                        
65 Duke Redbird, Aboriginal Curatorial Collective conference panel, 15 October, 2011. In cheyanne turions, 
“Ahzhekewada (Let Us Look Back): A Review,” FUSE Magazine (16 March 2012), 
http://fusemagazine.org/2012/03/35-2_turions (accessed February 2, 2017). 
66 cheyanne turions, “Ahzekewada”; From my own notes taken at the ACC conference; Ruth Phillips, “Arrows of 
Truth,” 47. 
67 First passed in 1876, the Indian Act is a Canadian Act of Parliament that defines Status Indians and grants 
parliamentary legislative control over “Indians, and Lands reserved for Indians.” Its ultimate goal is assimilation and 
governs Status Indians. (Mary C. Hurley, The Indian Act (Ottawa: Parliamentary Information and Research Service, 
2009), 1.  
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Shall I thank you for the reserves that are left to me of my beautiful forests?  
For the canned fish of my rivers?  
For the loss of my pride and authority, even among my own people? For the 
lack of my will to fight back?  
No! I must forget what’s past and gone.68 
 

The original plan of Expo organizers was to incorporate Indigenous representation into a unified 

Canadian Pavilion, the Canadian Government Pavilion, but pressure from the National Indian Council 

(NIC) – a prominent national Indigenous organization in the 1960s69 – pressed the Expo committee for a 

more Indigenous-centred and -defined space.70 Through community pressure by the NIC and other 

Indigenous advocates, an Indian Advisory Commission (IAC) was created to help shape the new pavilion. 

The IAC and the Indian Affairs Branch Expo Task force worked together (or at times in opposition to one 

another) to create the pavilion.71 Although the Indian Affairs Branch (IAB) pushed to present a narrative 

that would reflect a positive view of their policies, IAC members, including Indigenous artists and 

curators like Alex Janvier and Tom Hill advocated for Indigenous voices and autonomy.72 As Ruth 

Phillips and Sherry Brydon write, Janvier and Hill’s narrative “affirmed the contemporary value of 

cultural difference and the survival of traditional values and beliefs in the face of great odds.”73  

The pavilion ultimately provided the first major opportunity for Indigenous voices to speak to the 

loss they had experienced since confederation – and really, before that, since first contact. It generated a 

space to communicate Indigenous resistance and cultural survivance. Instead of being confined to 

representations of Indigenous peoples seen in previous world fairs, as specimens of otherness or as 
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Armstrong (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2001), 2. 
69 The National Indian Council was formed by an alliance between the Native Brotherhood of British Columbia, the 
Federation of Saskatchewan Indians and individuals from across the county who were interested in creating an 
organization who could offer a unified voice for Indigenous peoples in Canada (Kicksee, Scaled Down to Size: 
Contested Liberal Commonsense and the Negotiation of “Indian Participation” in the Canadian Centennial 
Celebrations and Expo ’67, 1963-1967, 1995, 45). 
70 Myra Rutherdale and Jim Miller, “It’s Our Country: First Nations’ Participation in the Indian Pavilion at Expo 
‘67,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 7, no. 2 (2006), 155; Sonja Macdonald, Expo ‘67, Canada’s 
National Heterotopia: A Study of the Transformative Role of International Exhibitions in Modern Society (MA 
Thesis, Carlton University, 2003), 141-142. 
71 Rutherdale and Miller, “It’s Our Country,”156. 
72 Ibid.; Rutherdale and Miller, “It’s Our Country,” 155. 
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Imperial subjects, curators of the pavilion sought to speak back to the history of Canada from Indigenous 

perspectives, and in so doing, make that history visible. Many of the other exhibitions were celebratory of 

Canada’s history, but the curators of the pavilion told a different story: Indigenous cultures and individual 

peoples had been adversely influenced by the colonial project through which Canada was created.74 For 

example, text panels included: “Wars and Peace treaties deprived us of our land. The White man fought 

each other for our land and we were embroiled in the White man’s wars. The wars ended in treaties and 

our lands passed into the White man’s hands. Many Indians feel our fathers were betrayed.”75 Another 

said, “Our people have succeeded in many kinds of work — as hunters and trappers, fishers and farmers, 

craftsmen, tradesmen, merchants, doctors, lawyers, judges and still, too many Indians are poor, sick, cold 

and hungry.”76  

 These panels, which shocked many visitors at the time, demonstrated what activism was possible 

in curatorial strategies of exhibiting Indigenous art. While the pavilion presented the destructive history of 

the formation of the country and its outcome, it also presented examples of cultural survival and the 

diversity of Indigenous cultures in Canada.  

The organizers and activists who created the pavilion, which broke with many of the colonial 

representations of Indigenous cultures that had become entrenched in the Canadian imaginary, produced 

representations of Indigenous peoples by Indigenous peoples that, for the first time, spoke to the truths 

about the relationships between Indigenous peoples and the Canadian state. The Indians of Canada 

Pavilion at Expo ’67 was fraught because it raised issues of voice, anthropological objectification, and 

historical agency that, as Philips and Steiner argue, “would become the subject of increasingly 

comprehensive critique in future years.”77 The Indigenous organizers of the pavilion subverted discourses 

of Western aesthetics and object classification because they created displays that showed Indigenous 
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belongings as connected to culture and community. Didactics and narrative presented Indigenous peoples 

as contemporary while also communicating the destructive nature of colonialism on Indigenous 

communities, and in so doing, challenged heroic narratives of Canadian nationalism. This moment 

marked the beginning of a self-determined Indigenous curatorial practice, one in which Indigenous 

peoples displayed a more autonomous self-representation that resisted western hegemonic narratives.   

 

After Expo: Indian Group of Seven, Artist and Curatorial Collectives, and The Spirit Sings  

After the Expo ’67 closed, some of the artists who worked on the pavilion began to work together. 

Dubbed the “Indian Group of Seven” by a Winnipeg newspaper in the early 1970s, they called themselves 

the Professional National Indian Artists Incorporation.78 They were comprised of seven emerging 

contemporary Indigenous artists who began to support each other and other Indigenous artists, as well as 

address issues that affected the First Nations arts community. Initially, the group was made up of these 

artists: Jackson Beardy (Obibway); Joseph Sanchez (Taos Pueblo); Carl Ray (Cree); Alex Janvier (Dene 

Suline/Saulteaux); Eddy Cobiness (Ojibway); Roy Thomas (Anishinaabe); Daphne Odjig 

(Odawa/Potawatomi); and later, Norval Morriseau (Anishinaabe) joined as well.79 These artists and their 

decision to work together to support emerging Indigenous artists and Indigenous contemporary art played 

a vital role in creating an alternative understanding of Indigenous cultures. Here were seven contemporary 

Indigenous people representing themselves and their cultures as surviving, fluid and dynamic, a 

representation in direct opposition to the narratives presented in museums and earlier arts exhibitions. In 

addition, they also worked to produce one of the first collectives of Indigenous artists, which would serve, 

along with the organization of artist collective at the Expo, as a model for future organizations such as the 

Society of Canadian Artists of Native Ancestry (SCANA), Nation to Nation, TRIBE, and the Aboriginal 
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Curatorial Collective (ACC), all of which have been crucial in the critique of institutional Indigenous arts 

representation.80  

In 1972, three of the members showed their work at the Winnipeg Art Gallery in the exhibition, 

Treaty Numbers 23, 287, and 1171: Three Indian Painters of the Prairies. Using their treaty numbers, as 

artist Alex Janvier continues to do instead/or in addition to his name, the artists referenced the influence 

of policies like the treaties on their own bodies and identities.  

The issues that Expo curators and the Professional National Indian Artists Incorporation 

responded to continued to be a problem into the 1970s and ‘80s. Indigenous cultures remained mired in 

representations of an indeterminate past. There was a lack of consultation with and awareness of 

Indigenous realities and histories when exhibitions were organized and shown. There was a continued 

unequal inclusion of Indigenous artists in Canadian art historical narratives and institutions, even by the 

1980s, history not merely repeating itself by continuing unabated.  

Several exhibitions in the 1980s were criticized for validating a binary opposition of art and 

anthropology and for reinforcing, not challenging, the concept of authentic primitive art.81 One of these 

was The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples, held at the Glenbow Museum in 

1988. The exhibition, held in connection with the Calgary Olympics, assembled Indigenous visual culture 

collected in the early years after contact. Although curators attempted innovative displays, they did not 

include any narrative of cultural continuance, and thereby reaffirmed the colonial notion that Indigenous 

cultures existed only in the static past. This was all the more egregious given the contemporary struggles 

to assert ongoing sovereignty by nations across Canada at the time. The Spirit Sings drew a boycott by 

museums and communities, widespread media attention, and sparked calls to action.82 The exhibition, 

held in connection with the 1988 Calgary Olympics, assembled, as Spirit Sings co-curator Ruth Phillips 

                                                        
80 Phillips and Brydon, ‘Arrows of Truth,” 37. 
81 For example, in 1982, the Rockefeller Wing of Primitive Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (MoMA), the 
exhibition “Primitivism” in the 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern at the MoMA in 1984, 
Magiciens de la Terre at the Centre Pompidou, Paris, in 1984, and Into the Heart of Africa at the Royal Ontario 
Museum (ROM) in 1989. 
82 Dan Dibbelt, “Nations Gather to Protest Glenbow’s Spirit Sings Display,” Windspeaker 5 no. 23, 1980.  
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writes, examples of Indigenous art, many of which were collected in the early years after contact and had 

rarely been exhibited, from museums around the world.83  The objects were organized by region and 

attempted to break away from artifact display paradigms. As Phillips explains, the majority of Indigenous 

objects at the time were housed and exhibited by museums and anthropology departments, which 

displayed the objects in artifact mode. This display paradigm presented objects as “representative types” 

and “specimens of culture from which information can be derived through scientific study.”84 Art display 

paradigms, by contrast, present objects as purely aesthetic in value and focus on its formal properties.85 

The Spirit Sings curators intentionally challenged those display paradigms by creating a hybrid display 

paradigm, which blurred the lines between art and artifact through innovation in display, storyline and the 

visitor’s experience of the space.86  

In her chapter about the exhibition, Philips writes that as an exhibit The Spirit Sings was 

attempting to respond to challenges to modernist and historical paradigms of display, and was a 

“transitional, intentionally hybrid and in many ways innovative project rather than a conventional 

ethnographic display.”87  

Despite these intentions, the exhibition drew extensive criticism, much of it charged by social 

protests about Indigenous land rights, longstanding problems between Indigenous and museum 

communities that stemmed from disputes over the inappropriate displays of ceremonial objects, 

repatriation of human remains and sacred objects, and a more general discourse on sovereignty over 

Indigenous representation and voice.88 As a result of these critiques, museums and both Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous communities boycotted The Spirit Sings, resulting in a notorious space in the history of 

Canadian museums.89 

                                                        
83 Ruth Phillips, “Moment of Truth: The Spirit Sings as a Critical Event and the Exhibition Inside It,” in Museum 
Pieces (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011), 48. 
84 Ibid., 56. 
85 Ibid., 
86 Ibid., 57-61. 
87 Ibid., 52. 
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As Phillips has suggested, however, The Spirit Sings was unlike other exhibitions held at that time, 

and if anything, its curators tried to break away from traditional display paradigms. Yet its connection to 

the Olympics and widespread media criticism, however, the exhibition, perhaps unfairly, bore the brunt of 

a wider attack. Looking back on the fall-out, Phillips suggests that it should be viewed as an “honest 

attempt to renegotiate a modernist museological legacy.”90 She also writes that the exhibition 

“represented a start in [the process] of recovery, however imperfect, incomplete, and lacking in the 

critically important elements of Indigenous perspective, voice, and knowledge that we have all since tried 

to enlist.”91 

Connected to that perspective, another group of historical events was taking shape – those linked to 

land rights and political sovereignty. Although many Indigenous peoples had been raising their voices 

over issues of land, the Lubicon Cree in Alberta and the Mohawk community of Kanesatake, Quebec 

brought national and international attention to these issues by calling for boycotts and organizing 

blockades and rallies. The dispute between the Mohawk of Kanesetake and the people of Oka, Quebec 

over the development of a golf course on Mohawk land particularly brought attention to the tensions 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians and the state.92  

Finally, settler nations in the Americas began to prepare for the quincentenary celebration of 

Columbus’ arrival. Across Canada and the United States, institutions were preparing, in effect, to 

celebrate colonization. Many Indigenous communities rallied against these celebrations and drew 

attention to the violence against Indigenous peoples – that which resulted directly from the colonization 

that was being celebrated.  

                                                        
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid., 69. 
92 The Oka Crisis occurred in 1990 after over a hundred years of land disputes by the Mohawk of Kanesatake. In 
1990, the residents of Kanesatake became aware of a proposed golf course expansion at the edge of the nearby town 
of Oka, on land which the Mohawk had asserted their Aboriginal title. In protest of yet further encroachement onto 
their land, the Mohawk set up a barricade and began a stand off between 11 March and 26 September 1991. During 
this time there was rising tension between the townspeople, the Mohawk, the Sûreté du Quebec and the  Canadian 
government, and violence broke out on numerous occasions (Alan D. McMillan and Eldon Yellowhorn, First 
Peoples in Canada 3rd edition, (Toronto: Douglas & McIntyre, 2004), 98-101).  
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The lack of Indigenous representation in museums at the administrative level, therefore, began to 

be seen more acutely as a problem – and museums were seen thus seen more acutely as problematic 

institutions – in this historical landscape. By the 1990s, a critical mass of Indigenous artists, curators and 

both their communities and allies began to call for equitable representation not only within exhibitions, 

but also in staff creating these exhibitions. In 1989, Mohawk curator Lee-Ann Martin began a curatorial 

residency at the Canadian Museum of Civilization and in 1991 produced The Politics of Inclusion and 

Exclusion: Contemporary Native Art and Public Art Museums in Canada. Martin’s report detailed the 

inequitable representation of Indigenous art in Canadian art institutions. It called for arts institutions to 

prioritize the hiring of Indigenous curators.93 The report also demanded greater Indigenous representation 

in arts institutions. The Task Force Report on Museums and First Peoples was established in 1990 by the 

Canadian Museums Association and the Assembly of First Nations. In its report, Turning the Page: 

Forging New Partnerships Between Museums and First Peoples, released in 1992, the Task Force 

identified that there was a need for increased involvement by Indigenous peoples in the exhibition and 

interpretation of our visual cultures.94 

As is evident in these reports, there was rising tension surrounding the respectful display of 

Indigenous visual culture, and more broadly, issues of sovereignty, by 1992. Many Indigenous artists and 

curators began to mobilize in their efforts to subvert the narratives of the 1980s, especially a narrative of 

Columbus’ “discovery,” to challenge mainstream art discourses on Indigenous peoples. Ryan Rice writes 

that two national exhibitions headed by Indigenous curators, INDIGENA and Land, Spirit, Power, both 

interrupted the Quincentennial narratives by demonstrating the contributions of Indigenous cultures both 

in and beyond those 500 years, as well as the results of Columbus’ supposed “discovery.”95 They 

                                                        
93 Lee-Ann Martin, The Politics of Inclusion and Exclusion: Contemporary Native Art and Public Art Museums in 
Canada, a Report Submitted to the Canada Council (Ottawa: Canada Council, 1991), 25. 
94 Canadian Museums Association and Assembly of First Nations, Turning the Page: Forging New Partnerships 
Between Museums and First Peoples (Ottawa: Canada Council for the Arts, 1992), 8. 
95 Ryan Rice, Presence and Absence, 81. 
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responded to the social movements and institutional tensions of the 1980s and early 90s, and are worth 

looking at in greater depth. 

 

1992: INDIGENA and Land, Spirit, Power 

 INDIGENA, curated by Cree/Blackfoot curator Gerald McMaster and Mohawk curator Lee-Ann 

Martin, was mounted at the Canadian Museum of Civilization, now the “Museum of History,” in 1992. 

INDIGENA specifically centered on subverting the narratives of colonialism by having artists reflect on 

and explore the values and ethics of the colonial process.96 As the curators explain, INDIGENA “grew out 

of a concern that [I]ndigenous peoples would be the recipient of a five-hundred year hangover without 

ever having attended Western civilization’s party.”97 Curators wanted the project to “engage [I]ndigenous 

Canadian visual, literary, and performing artists to address such issues as discovery, colonization, cultural 

critique and tenacity.”98 It was interested in creating works of arts from multiple disciplines that critiqued 

notions of conquest and dominance, and thus framed the future and its possibilities for Indigenous 

sovereignty.99 Importantly, it was also the first time in Canadian museum history that all the key 

participants who contributed to the exhibition and its catalogue were Indigenous.100 Artists produced 

works with a pointed political stance, in sharp contrast to the broad and supposedly “objective” surveys 

historically seen in museums.101 It was also the first large scale, tax-supported Indigenous initiated show 

to take place since Expo ’67.102 Finally, it was also interesting because it challenged the historical 

understanding of the role of a museum by presenting contemporary work. 

                                                        
96 Gerald McMaster and Lee-Ann Martin, ”Introduction,” in INDIGENA, eds. Gerald McMaster and Lee-Ann 
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98 Ibid. 
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With a distinctly different, more formalist focus, Land, Spirit, Power, was also curated, in 1992 

but at the National Gallery of Canada by Soto curator and artist Robert Houle, and Settler curators Diana 

Nemiroff and Charlotte Townsend-Gault. While INDIGENA was confrontational and critical, Land, 

Spirit, Power focused more on the aesthetics and formal beauty of the works included. The exhibition 

combined both older objects and contemporary works by Indigenous artists to demonstrate a broad and 

continuing history of art. Yet like INDIGENA, it responded to issues put forward by the Indigenous 

community in response to shows like Spirit Sings by making space for Indigenous involvement, and by 

critiquing the art versus artifact paradigm. Land, Spirit, Power also shaped an alternative narrative to 

Columbus celebrations; it showcased work by Indigenous artists to demonstrate vibrant cultures 

continuing despite histories of dispossession.  

This exhibition was an important shift in the history of Indigenous representation, but was also 

indicative of the long-standing entrenchment of Western aesthetic traditions and the struggle to have 

indigenous art included in arts institutions. Until this point, there had been relatively few exhibitions of 

Indigenous art in the National Gallery, and in fact, the Gallery had purchased the first piece of art by an 

Indigenous-identifying artist only a few years prior.103 Curators of Land, Spirit, Power acknowledged the 

failure of the gallery to exhibit and collect Indigenous art in their curatorial essays and hoped that the 

exhibition would act as a turning point in Indigenous representation that would complement other 

Canadian socio-political changes affecting Indigenous peoples occurring at the same time. Yet here, too, 

critiques of the exhibition noted that its curators did not go far enough, and that the show provided an 

exhibition for arts institutions to indicate their commitment to equity while avoiding any further and more 

lasting changes. Eva Mackey suggests that many people were quick to romanticize the effect of Land, 

Spirit, Power, which led to the ability to place those crimes the artists referred to safely, to settlers, in the 

distant past. As a result, the exhibition, though well-intended, ended up supporting Canada’s myth of 

                                                        
103 Carl Beam’s North American Iceberg was purchased by the Gallery in 1986; Diana Nemiroff, “Modernism, 
Nationalism, and Beyond: A Critical History of First Nations Art,” in Land, Spirit, Power, eds. Diana Nemiroff, 
Robert Houle and Charlotte Townsend-Gault (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada): 17. 
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tolerance by celebrating “how far we have come” in “letting” Indigenous nations participate in Canadian 

institutions.104  

These earlier exhibitions offer critical moments in the history of Indigenous curatorial practice. 

Though limited and criticized for what they could not accomplish, each organized Indigenous art around a 

theme that pushed the boundaries of national narratives being presented in national institutions. They also 

represent critical moments in, and catalysts to, changes to the history of Canadian-Indigenous 

relationships.  

Ultimately, I would argue that what connects these exhibitions and remains of value is that they 

centred on survivance and truth-telling while attempting to place Indigenous cultures in the same spaces 

and on the same culturally valued level as mainstream Canadian culture. The generation of curators from 

that time talks about the difficulty they faced of getting Indigenous art acknowledged as carrying similar 

value as other contemporary art. Exhibitions like INDIGENA and those that came after, while also 

focusing on themes of resistance and visibility, also focused on the importance of being included in 

Canada’s art narrative. Since that time the inclusion of Indigenous peoples and our visual culture in 

colonial institutions has been hotly debated. While Indigenous curators and arts workers continue to 

pressure these institutions for inclusion – both for Indigenous art and Indigenous-identified staff – others 

question why we want to be included or what equitable inclusion would look like. Yet is an existence 

completely outside of these institutions possible or desirable?  Conversations about the value of inclusion 

or non-colonial aesthetic sovereignty can, as David Garneau notes, mean complete dismissal of Western 

art institutions, and the colonial impact on Indigenous peoples demonstrates the extent to which the state 

of Indigenous curating has changed since Expo.105  

                                                        
104 Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and National Identity in Canada (New York and 
London: Routledge, 2002), section 11. 
105 Garneau, David. “Imaginary Spaces of Conciliation and Reconciliation,” Reconcile This! West Coast Line 74, 
Summer 2012: 28-38. 
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Ultimately, I would suggest that while Indigenous art and arts workers continued to struggle for 

more equitable integration on both fronts, the question of this period, of whether Indigenous art and 

people should be included in gallery spaces, itself signaled growth, a broadening of expectations and 

goals. As these conversations unfold and expand, Indigenous curators and contemporary artists are 

finding and creating new spaces and new ways of experiencing the work. Specifically, Indigenous-centred 

shows by Indigenous curators have become more nuanced. While earlier shows had to be perhaps more 

obvious in their themes and discussions of sovereignty, and were often more focused on visibility in 

national narratives, the period helped set up more contemporary artists and curators since to develop 

multiple lanes of inquiry regarding sovereignty and self-representation.  

 

After 1992: A Hangover 

Soon 1992 ended, and Indian artists and curators were faced with the question of What 
happens next? It soon became apparent that the funds for exhibitions, exchanges and 
residencies were gone. The “celebratory” funding was gone. 1992 was over, the 
protest/party was over. We had to envision how to maintain a strong presence in the 
country and its institutions. Our political and aesthetic statements were heard across 
North America, and awareness of our histories and contemporary realities were more 
familiar to the general public. Yet the mood was one of a lingering hangover and a 
time to reflect. 

- Ryan Rice106 
 

In 1992, after the momentum built by the quincentennial died, Indigenous curators had to find new ways 

of working now that the “hangover” had set in. Ryan Rice notes that “since the time of celebration and its 

aftermath, the de-celebration, were over, it seemed as though we were back at square one.”107 Despite this 

lull and “de-celebration,” Rice notes that “instead of backing down, Indian artists continued in the spirit 

of our own nations’ goals for self-governance.”108 The momentum of Indigenous curators and artists, 

despite the lack of institutional support, included a broadening of conceptions of Indigenous art. Artists 
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and curators, Rice argues, began to work more consistently in new media and performance, and began to 

address issues of identity and colonialism in ways that shifted from the generation that came before.109 

Curatorial and artist collectives mobilized in the wake of 1992. As the Society of Canadian 

Artists of Native Ancestry (SCANA) came to an end, Nation to Nation, an artist and curatorial collective 

began. Ryan Rice, Skawennati (Mohawk) and Eric Robertson (Métis/Gitksan) started Nation to Nation in 

Montreal in 1994.110 The collective was dedicated to connecting to Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

communities with art-focused events. It supported relationship-building around arts practices, connecting 

artists, curators and communities. Nation to Nation worked beyond the boundaries of the institution and 

created “‘space’ as a catalyst for Indigenous arts/artists to be present and productive.”111 

One of Nation to Nation’s most innovative projects is Cyber Pow Wow. Cyber Pow Wow was 

(and remains) a website and creative space, began in 1996, that acts as a “virtual gallery with digital (and 

digitized) artworks and library of texts.”112 The place offered “a series of interconnected, graphical chat 

rooms which allow visitors to interact with one another in real time,” and provided an early Internet-based 

virtual space for Indigenous artists to show their work and for communities to come together.113 Cyber 

Pow Wow demonstrated Nation to Nation’s focus on working outside of institutional boundaries. The 

collective created a space that existed completely outside the gallery and activated their mandate of 

providing space for community to build around art. While Nation to Nation is no longer creating works 

together, individual members continue to create innovative projects in their own practices.114  

In the lull that followed 1992 there continued to be important contributions by curators of 

Indigenous contemporary art, albeit with less institutional support than was provided surrounding the 

quincentennial celebrations. Exhibitions such as Gerald McMaster’s Edward Poitras: The Venice Project 
                                                        
109 Ibid. 
110 Rice, “Presence and Absence,” 88-89 
111 Ryan Rice, interview with Elizabeth Neal, “Ryan Rice – Mohawk,” Contemporary North American Indigenous 
Artists, entry posted 13 March 2012, http://contemporarynativeartists.tumblr.com/post/19229747693/ryan-rice-
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112 Nation to Nation, “About,” Cyber Pow Wow, http://www.cyberpowwow.net/about.html (accessed 3 May 2017). 
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114 For a detailed discussion of Nation to Nation’s place in Indigenous art history, see Lindsay Nixon, 
“Remembering Nation to Nation and ‘Native Love,’” Canadian Art 34, no. 2 (Summer 2017): 52-55. 
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(1995)115 and Nation to Nation’s Native Love (1995-97)116 continued to push the boundaries of curating. 

In 1997, Canada Council for the Arts developed the Assistance to Aboriginal Curators in Residencies 

Program, a program that continues today. This program is dedicated to supporting Indigenous curators in 

Canada to access arts institutions in order to gain support and professional development in the field. It 

also aims at sustaining commitment to including Indigenous curators by those arts institutions.117       

Following the 90s, throughout the 2000s, several of the major Canadian galleries attempted to 

continue the critique of Indigenous involvement in arts institutions. Museums and art galleries have 

followed Indigenous curators in reexamining how Indigenous cultures are represented and Indigenous 

communities are included in arts institutions. For example, the Canadian art installation at the Art Gallery 

of Ontario, which was installed in 2008, followed a thematic rather than a linear storyline.118  Curator 

Gerald McMaster, who was instrumental in many of the changes discussed in this chapter, wanted to look 

back to “11,000 years of visual expression, tradition and memory” and “reveal a past which continues to 

shape the future.”119 In addition, artist-run centers and cultural centers became spaces for artists and 

communities to push the boundaries of Indigenous representation, as they are less hampered by 

institutional policies. Spaces such as the U’mista Cultural Centre, the Woodlands Cultural Centre, have 

produced exhibitions which defy Western modes of viewing and are also designed to contextualize 

contemporary work within Indigenous worldviews and histories. The U’mista Cultural Centre, in Alert 

Bay, British Columbia is one of the longest running First Nations Cultural Centres. The centre was 
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founded in the 1980s to house cultural objects from the community that had been seized by the 

government in the late nineteenth and early 20th centuries.120 Woodlands Cultural Centre, in Brantford, 

Ontario was opened in 1972. In the 1980s and 1990s artist and curator Tom Hill acted as director and the 

centre has developed a number of important exhibitions, including Fluffs and Feathers: An Exhibition on 

the Symbols of Indianness, curated by Mohawk curator Deborah Doxtator.121 These Indigenous-run 

galleries and cultural centres generally control the ways in which the work is displayed and what work is 

exhibited.  

 

Indigenous Artist Run Centres and Artist/Curatorial Collectives 

Indigenous artist-run centres and Indigenous curatorial collectives that begin in the late twentieth century 

and continue today exemplify innovation in curatorial practice. Collectives that took over the work done 

in the 1980s by Society of Canadian Artists of Native Ancestry (SCANA) – such as Nation to Nation – 

demonstrate the ways in which Indigenous curators have built spaces outside of the mainstream provincial 

or federal gallery, and succeeded. These centres and collectives enact sovereignty not only through the 

work they produce, but also by existing outside of mainstream arts institutions. Collectives and artist-run 

centres such as Urban Shaman Aboriginal Art Gallery, which opened in 1996 in Winnipeg, Manitoba; 

Tribe, which began in 1995 in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan; and Sâkwêwêwak based in Regina, 

Saskatchewan, continue to exist, in part, outside of the mandates of larger institutions.122 But more 

importantly, their mandates have been centred in Indigenous ways of knowing and led by Indigenous 

curators. These artist-run centres have become spaces for artists and communities to push the boundaries 

of Indigenous representation. These spaces produce exhibitions that defy Western modes of viewing and 

contextualize contemporary work within Indigenous worldviews and histories.  
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Collectives supporting Indigenous art and curating have also been important in the development 

of curatorial practice and the support of Indigenous arts outside of large institutions. Professional National 

Indian Artists Association led the way for other artist and curator run initiatives such as SCANA, Nation 

to Nation, and the Aboriginal Curatorial Collective. The Aboriginal Curatorial Collective (ACC), 

established in 2005, has focused on promoting and supporting Indigenous curators in order to respond to 

the lack of Indigenous curators and arts workers in the field. In the eleven years since its first roundtable 

and report, the ACC has connected the Indigenous arts community, leading to a stronger discourse on 

Indigenous curatorial practice in Canada. 

Continuing in the more recent present, local/regional galleries working with Indigenous curators, 

artists and their allies have also been able to produce alternative representations of Indigenous cultures 

and foreground sites of Indigenous agency. These more recent exhibitions have explored acts of 

sovereignty in new ways while continuing to build on earlier curatorial themes of sovereignty. For 

example, Inuit curator Heather Igloliorte’s Decolonize Me at the Ottawa Art Gallery from 2011 

(travelling), examines the project of decolonization by, in her own words, inviting “the visitor to consider 

the ways in which they are also implicated in this history, not as perpetrators or victims, but as active 

participants with agency and a shared responsibility.”123 Displaying work that deliberately honours the 

specific experiences of a range of Indigenous nations, Igloliorte reinforces the diversity of Indigenous 

experience of colonial violence, but also reclamation of voice. In addition to the work shown in the 

exhibition, Igloliorte further highlighted indigenous resilience by including text in the indigenous 

languages of each of the artists. The act of including Indigenous languages is itself an act of 

decolonization.  

Close Encounters: the Next 500 years was curated by Steve Loft (Mohawk), LeeAnn Martin 

(Mohawk), Jenny Western (European/Oneida/Stockbridge-Munsee) and Candice Hopkins 

(Carcross/Tagish first nation) at Plug-In institute, Urban Shaman Gallery and the Winnipeg Art Gallery in 
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Winnipeg in 2011, and gathered an incredible 30 Indigenous artists from across the world. Curators 

showcased the work of artists who were reimagining possibilities for Indigenous futures and, as the 

curators write, “ by radically reconsidering encounter narratives between native and non-native people, 

indigenous prophecies, possible utopias and apocalypses, these artists propose intriguing possibilities for 

the next 500 years.”124 

Loft writes that the idea of organizing an exhibition on ideas of the future “was a means of 

divorcing Indigenous art and culture from the past and making the exhibition into a platform to speculate 

what the world might look like half a millennium from now.”125 By reconsidering narratives of conquest 

and the last 500 years, which INDIGENA curators were responding to much earlier, this exhibition’s 

curators instead developed a narrative that imagined future Indigenous cultures – an incredibly innovative 

strategy that provides a fantastic space for imagining what sovereignty might look like.  

Indigenous curators continue to push the boundaries of what is perceived as Indigenous art, as 

well as how Indigenous and non-Indigenous art is placed in conversation. Indigenous curators like Jaimie 

Isaac and Tania Willard are examples of how much the curatorial process has shifted since Expo, but also 

how it has remained consistent in its message of survivance and contemporaneity. Tania Willard 

(Secwėpemc) and Kathleen Ritter’s Beat Nation (2011-ongoing) engaged with Indigenous art that 

explores the influence of hip-hop on Indigenous youth and culture. Using a wide range of artists working 

in a number of mediums, curators presented the vital and dynamic cultures of Indigenous peoples across 

Turtle Island. As a way to speak from the margins to hip-hop, the curators explain that hip-hop is a tool of 

empowerment and activism that has been taken up by Indigenous youth as a space from which to assert 
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their voices. The exhibition explores the relationships between hip-hop, Indigenous cultures and art, and 

the youth movement toward social change.126  

The New BC Indian Art and Welfare Society Collective’s (NBCIAWSCB) BUSH Gallery is also 

an important land-based gallery that interrupts colonial notions of institutional art display. The 

NBCIAWSC consists of Tania Willard, Peter Morin (Tahltan) and Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill 

(Cree/Métis). BUSH gallery is located in Secwepėmc territory in the interior of British Columbia and is 

an artist “rezidency” that is an alternate space that offers Indigenous artists and curators time to explore 

land-based pedagogies outside of the Western gallery/residency system.127  The gallery, which exists on 

the land and resists understandings of traditional Western galleries, is an anti-colonial and sovereign 

space that exemplifies the innovation of Indigenous curators working currently. 

NBCIAWSCB’s Our Home is Our Gallery similarly resists dominant practices of the Western art 

institution. Although unlike BUSH gallery, Our Home is Our Gallery presents the work inside the 

normative gallery walls of the Yukon Arts Centre, the exhibition resists Western aesthetics and gallery 

culture and instead “attempts to redefine the gallery space to be inclusive of community and family-based 

experiences.”128 Placing works in the gallery while considering the site as a space for visitors to “visit 

with artwork” and to “be in relationship to creative practices,” the curators reimagined the space of the 

gallery to meet the needs and worldviews of the community it serves.129  

Similarly to Beat Nation, Jaimie Isaac’s recent project, Boarder X (2016) at the Winnipeg Art 

Gallery similarly demonstrates Indigenous curatorial methodologies that explore the cultural impact of 

youth culture on Indigenous communities.130 Isaac’s exhibition demonstrates how Indigenous curators 

(and artists) are pushing the boundaries of the gallery and, specifically making increasingly more space 
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for Indigenous voices within its walls. Like Willard and Ritter’s Beat Nation, Boarder X explores the 

ways in which Indigenous communities interact with popular culture, and the ways in which artists 

express those cultural interconnections. Specifically, in Boarder X, Isaac organized a group of artists who 

explore relationships between their Indigenous cultures and (surf/snow/skate) boarding culture. Isaac’s 

exhibition demonstrates the ways in which artists, such as Vernon Ah Kee  (Kuku Yalandji, Waanji, 

Yidinji and Gugu Yimithirr), Mark Igloliorte (Inuit) and Meghann O’Brian (Haida-Kwakwaka’wakw-

Irish) use boards to “mobilize their [I]ndigenous cultural knowledge.”131  

As a continued expression of curatorial practice outside of the institution, like Nation to Nation 

did, today curators have taken up public space, as, for example, curators Carla Taunton (settler) and Daina 

Warren (Cree) curated Acting Out! Claiming Space in Kingston, Ontario in 2011. The four-day 

performance series provided a platform from which artists “claimed, negotiated and revealed Kingston as 

a historic and contemporary Indigenous transnational space.”132 The series questioned the erasure of 

Indigenous presence in Kingston and the power of claiming those spaces of erasure with Indigenous 

voices and performative expressions. Or on 8 October 2016, Britt Gallpen, Heather Igloliorte and Mark 

David Turner curated iNuit Blanche. The multi-site festival of circumpolar art, music, food and film was 

the world’s first.133 The innovative night festival format allowed audience members to access a wide 

range of Inuit art in one evening. The strategies developed by the curators, drawn from other night 

festivals, creatively engaged a wide range of audience members throughout St. John’s, effectively 

introducing them to a critical, and broader, discussion of Inuit art. 

 

 

 

                                                        
131 Jaimie Isaac in Sarah Swan, “Boarder Art Catches a Wave in Winnipeg,” Galleries West, 21 November 2016, 
http://www.gallerieswest.ca/artists/previews/boarder-art-catches-a-wave-in-winnipeg/ (accessed 5 July 2017). 
132 Carla Taunton and Daina Warren, “Claiming the Space by Acting Out!” Acting Out! Claiming Space! 
http://www.modernfuel.org/art/programming/event/470 accessed 12 February 2017. 
133 Curatorial Statement, Inuit Blanche http://www.inuitblanche.com (accessed 5 March 2017). 
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Conclusion 

Indigenous curatorial practice has been an act of cultural continuance that activates Indigenous voice 

through innovative expressions of sovereignty. By “expressions of sovereignty,” I mean expressions that 

are controlled by Indigenous peoples or expressions that convey the ways in which Indigenous 

communities seek control over our bodies, lands, representations and governance. As Steve Loft writes 

sovereignty “is predicated on notions of communal responsibility, cultural autonomy, traditional 

knowledge, and nationhood.”134 By (re)mapping specific moments in the history of contemporary 

Indigenous curating in a Canadian context, I have outlined a trajectory of Indigenous art practice 

grounded in Indigenous methodologies and self-determination. The resulting map focuses on important 

curatorial moments, but does not answer or seek to definitively resolve the ongoing issues of Indigenous 

equitable representation of Indigenous arts administrators in galleries and museums. 

 It is of interest that the map I began with Expo ’67 ends at a time when Canada 150 celebrations 

are beginning – bookends that I did not intend. As I edit this chapter, Canada Day celebrations can be 

heard on the street. In the aftermath of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the beginning of 

Canada’s 150th birthday, many movements towards inclusion of Indigenous communities through art have 

been made. But inclusions on whose terms? As we move towards this summer’s celebrations, the focus 

has returned to supporting Indigenous art, as organizers seek to include Indigenous cultures into Canada’s 

nationalist narrative. Unfortunately, as this chapter demonstrates, there tend to be lulls in development 

after major moments such as these. Will, for example, there be another lull like that after 1992 in funding, 

promotion and interest in Indigenous art after the upcoming celebrations of Canada’s 150th birthday? As 

Canada’s 150th winds down, will there once again be, as Ryan Rice wrote, a hangover? 

Although I do worry about a hangover, what is also clear through this mapping project is the 

ongoing tenacity of Indigenous curators to push boundaries and to make space for Indigenous voices 

despite ever-changing institutional support. And, although I do not mean to conform to a teleological 

                                                        
134 Loft, 20 Years of Aboriginal Art,” 32. 
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model of advancement, this map does demonstrate that there has been a relatively consistent move 

towards greater inclusion of Indigenous voices within institutions (albeit with continuing issues of 

curatorial agency), and a growing number of Indigenous curators ready to do the work. It is for this 

reason, that I am hopeful for the next points on this map. Currently, there is much to be excited about as 

we continue to move on from the histories of Indigenous curation this chapter has outlined.  

Current positions by Indigenous curators at major institutions, new installations, and new initiatives 

demonstrate a new shift in Indigenous presence in the gallery system. For example, the new installation of 

the historical Indigenous and settler-Canadian art galleries at the National Gallery of Canada, titled Our 

Masterpieces, Our Stories, seemingly involved much community consultation and inclusion of 

Indigenous voices.135 In addition, new permanent Indigenous curatorial practicums and other 

programming at the Banff Centre for the Arts is also a meaningful move towards change.136 Also, 

initiatives such as the Inuit Art Centre at the Winnipeg Art Gallery, which is in its planning stages, 

exist.137 Finally, recent hires of Indigenous curators at major institutions including Jaimie Isaac at the 

Winnipeg Art Gallery, Tarah Hogue (Métis) and cheyanne turions at the Vancouver Art Gallery, and 

Wanda Nanibush (Anishinaabe) at the Art Gallery of Ontario, demonstrate the amazing advocacy and 

labour by Indigenous peoples. These more recent moves towards meaningful inclusion and change in the 

ways in which arts institutions exhibit Indigenous art hopefully demonstrate lasting change at the 

institutional level.  

 As artist and curator Jim Logan (Cree/Sioux-Metis) writes, “we used to yell outside the walls, but 

now we are starting to yell from within the halls.” The important work of curators from Expo ’67 since 

                                                        
135 See, National Gallery of Canada, Canadian and Indigenous Art: From Time Immemorial to 1967, 
https://www.gallery.ca/whats-on/exhibitions-and-galleries/canadian-and-indigenous-art-from-time-immemorial-to-
1967 (accessed 6 July 2017).  
136 See the Banff Centre’s changing programs in Indigenous leadership, 
https://www.banffcentre.ca/programs/current-programs/indigenous-leadership (accessed 6 July 2017); And the now 
permanent (as funding allows) Indigenous Curatorial Research Practicum at the Walter Phillips Gallery, 
https://www.banffcentre.ca/programs/indigenous-curatorial-research-practicum-–-walter-phillips-gallery/20170714 
(accessed 6 July 2017). 
137 “Indigenous Art at the Winnipeg Art Gallery: Curatorial Appointments Support Inuit Art Centre,” Above & 
Beyond Canada 1 March 2016 (accessed 5 July 2017). 
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has laid the groundwork for Indigenous curators today, who continue pushing at those walls. My research 

and curatorial practice are rooted in the understanding that Indigenous art is both an expression of and a 

catalyst for social and political change and important to the interconnected projects of decolonization and 

indigenization. I now turn to a more in-depth exploration of how this approach is taking shape in 

contemporary Indigenous artists and curators working collaboratively to change the landscape even more.  
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Chapter Three 

Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac: An Archive 

 

From 11 January to 30 April 2015, I curated the performance series Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac in 

Kingston, Ontario. As introduced in the Introduction chapter, the series critically engaged with the 200th 

birthday celebration of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John A. Macdonald. Four Directions Aboriginal 

Student Centre, the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, Dean of Student Affairs Student Initiative Fund, School 

of Graduate Studies, The Agnes Etherington Art Gallery, The Kahswentha Indigenous Knowledge 

Initiative, Corridor Culture, the Departments of Cultural Studies, History, and Film, the City of Kingston 

and SALON theatre, among others, generously supported the series. This chapter is an archive of the 

performance series, including curatorial statements, posters and images from each of the performances. 

For the Facebook page for the series see:  https://www.facebook.com/talkinbacktojohnnymac/. 
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David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel, 11 January 2015 
 

Press Release 
Dear John; Louis Riel by David Garneau 

Curated by Erin Sutherland 
January 11th 2015 1230pm 

Discussion &Reception: 3-5pm at the Agnes Etherington Art Gallery Atrium 
 

January 11th, 2015 marks the 200th anniversary of the birth of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John A. 
Macdonald. Kingston, Ontario will be commemorating its connection with Macdonald through a year-
long bicentennial celebration. "Talkin' Back to Johnny Mac," curated by Erin Sutherland, is a 
performance series that is dedicated to promoting alternative and critical discussions about John A. 
Macdonald's role in Canadian history, Indigenous/settler relationships, and issues of Canadian/Indigenous 
identities. The project aims to foster critical investigations into Canadian nationalism, the celebration of 
historical "icons" and the erasure of Indigenous presence.  
 
These discussions will be produced through the production of five new performance works by five 
internationally regarded interdisciplinary artists. Leah Decter, David Garneau (Métis), Tayna Lukin 
Linklater (Alutiiq), Peter Morin (Tahltan), and Adrian A. Stimson (Blackfoot) will each come to Kingston 
throughout 2015 to critically engage with celebrations for John A. Macdonald's 200th birthday. Each of 
the artists will produce a site-specific performance that critiques the birthday celebrations through an 
engagement with issues of colonialism and Indigenous identities. The performances will be open to the 
public and will occur in public spaces.  
 
THE FIRST PERFORMANCE OF THE SERIES WILL OCCUR ON JOHN A. MACDONALD'S 
BIRTHDAY!! JANUARY 11TH, 2015 AT 1230PM, WE ARE PLEASED TO WELCOME METIS 
ARTIST AND SCHOLAR DAVID GARNEAU TO KINGSTON TO ENACT HIS 
PERFORMANCE PIECE TITLED "DEAR JOHN: LOUIS RIEL." THE PERFORMANCE 
WILL TAKE PLACE IN FRONT OF THE JOHN A MACDONALD STATUE IN CITY PARK 
(CORNER OF KING AND WEST). JOIN US AFTER FOR A DISCUSSION AND RECEPTION 
FROM 3-5PM AT THE AGNES ETHERINGTON ART GALLERY ATRIUM. 

Artist Bio: David Garneau is an internationally recognized artist, scholar, art critic, and a strong supporter 
of the Métis, Saskatchewan, and Aboriginal arts communities. During his long career, he has engaged 
critically in issues of Métis and Aboriginal identities, the images of John A. Macdonald and Louis Riel, 
and ideas of representation, specifically those of masculinity and ethnicity.  

Artist Statement: In November 1885, the Prime Minister of the day, Sir John A. Macdonald, upheld Louis 
Riel's sentence of execution saying, “He shall die though every dog in Quebec bark in his favour.” January 
11, 2015 is the 200th anniversary of John A.'s birth. Garneau’s performance, the first of the series, will 
have the artist visit the statue of John A Macdonald in Kingston, dressed as a Louis Riel statue. The 
performance has the Riel statue ushered to the site by two drummers, a military drummer and a Metis or 
First Nations hand drummer. Riel picks up his concerns with John A and renews a plea for his people. This 
changes to a series of actions that suggest continuing oppression, the effects of not listening to Metis and 
FN people concerning the land and people, and the general differences between Indigenous and Canadian 
world views. 

Special thanks to all who are supporting and helping out with this project including, Four Directions 
Aboriginal Student Centre, the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, Dean of Student Affairs Student Initiative 
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Fund, School of Graduate Studies, The Agnes Etherington Art Gallery, Corridor Culture, the Departments 
of Cultural Studies, History, and Film, the City of Kingston and SALON theatre. 
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Figure 1: Poster Advertisement for David Garneau’s Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 

2015) 
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Figure 2: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Clive 

Robertson 

 

 
Figure 3: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Erin 

Sutherland 
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Figure 4: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Erin 

Sutherland 

 

 

 
Figure 5: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Erin 

Sutherland 
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Figure 6: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Erin 

Sutherland 

 

 

 
Figure 7: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 
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Figure 8: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Erin 

Sutherland 
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Figure 9: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 

 

 

 
Figure 10: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Erin 

Sutherland 
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Figure 11: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Erin 

Sutherland 
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Figure 12: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (11 January 2015). Photo Credit: Erin 

Sutherland 
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Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. Bear. Drum. 
Circle (22 March 2015) 

 
Press Release 

salt. washing. beuys. fat. royalty. copper. canadian club. john. locked. bear. drum. circle by Tahltan 
artist Peter Morin 

 
The Latest Performance in the Series Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac 

Curated by Erin Sutherland 
 

Performance: Sunday, March 22nd at 4pm - In Front of the John A. Macdonald Statue in City Park, 
Corner of King and West Streets, Kingston, Ontario. 

Artist Talk and Discussion (Cultural Studies Speaks): Monday, March 23rd  
from 11am-1pm, Dunning 27, Queen’s University 

 
January 11th, 2015 marked the 200th anniversary of the birth of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John 
A. Macdonald. Kingston, Ontario is commemorating its connection with Macdonald through a year-long 
bicentennial celebration. "Talkin' Back to Johnny Mac," curated by Erin Sutherland, is a performance 
series that is dedicated to promoting alternative and critical discussions about John A. Macdonald's role in 
Canadian history, Indigenous/settler relationships, and issues of Canadian/Indigenous identities. The 
project aims to foster critical investigations into Canadian nationalism, the celebration of historical 
"icons" and the erasure of Indigenous presence. Specifically, the series seeks to draw connections 
between Macdonald's time and the present day and to interrogate the ways in which Macdonald's politics 
influence us in the present.  
 
These discussions will be produced through the production of five new performance works by five 
internationally regarded interdisciplinary artists. Leah Decter, David Garneau (Métis), Tanya Lukin-
Linklater (Alutiq), Peter Morin (Tahltan), and Adrian A. Stimson (Blackfoot) will each come to Kingston 
throughout 2015 to critically engage with celebrations for John A. Macdonald's 200th birthday. Each of 
the artists will produce a site-specific performance that critiques the birthday celebrations through an 
engagement with issues of colonialism and Indigenous identities.  
 
On January 11th, 2015 David Garneau performed his piece, "Dear John; Louis Riel" at the statue of John 
A. Macdonald in City Park, Kingston. The performance stirred the audience members' memories of 
Macdonald and Métis leader Louis Riel and asked them to consider how their relationship is remembered 
and maintained.  
 
Peter Morin will be performing his new work, titled "salt. washing. beuys. fat. royalty. copper. canadian 
club. john. locked. bear. drum. circle" on Sunday, March 22nd 2015 at 4pm. The performance will take 
place in front of the John A. Macdonald statue in City Park at the corner of King and West streets in 
Kingston Ontario. The artist will also be participating in an artist talk and discussion with Erin Sutherland 
on March 23rd from 11am-1pm in Dunning Hall room 27, Queen’s University.  
Special thanks to all who are supporting and helping out with this project including, Four Directions 
Aboriginal Student Centre, the Faculty of Arts and Science, the Kahswentha Indigenous Knowledge 
Initiative Dean of Student Affairs Student Initiative Fund, School of Graduate Studies, Corridor Culture, 
the Departments of Cultural Studies, History, and Film, the Agnes Etherington Art Centre, the City of 
Kingston and SALON theatre. 
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Figure 13: Poster for Peter Morin’s Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. 

John. Locked. Bear. Drum. Circle (22 March 2015) 
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Figure 14: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 

Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 
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Figure 15: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 

Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 

 

 

 
Figure 16: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 

Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 
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Figure 17: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 

Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 

 

 

 
Figure 18: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 

Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 
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Figure 19: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 

Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 

 
 

 
 

Figure 20: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 
Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 
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Figure 21: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 
Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 

 

 

 
 

Figure 22: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 
Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 
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Figure 23: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 

Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 

 

 

 
 

Figure 24: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 
Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 

 

 
 



 

70 

 

 
 

Figure 25: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 
Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 26: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 
Bear. Drum. Circle  (22 March 2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 
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Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin,’  27 March 2015 
 

Press Release 
Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A-Comin’… 

By Adrian Stimson  
The Latest Performance in the Series Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac 

Curated by Erin Sutherland 
Artist Talk: March 26th 2015 from 330-520pm at the Isabel Bader 222 (390 King Street, Kingston) 

Performance: March 27th 2015 at 7pm at the Tett Centre Malting Tower (370 King Street, Kingston) 
 
January 11th, 2015 marked the 200th anniversary of the birth of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John 
A. Macdonald. Kingston, Ontario is commemorating its connection with Macdonald through a year-long 
bicentennial celebration. "Talkin' Back to Johnny Mac," curated by Erin Sutherland, is a performance 
series that is dedicated to promoting alternative and critical discussions about John A. Macdonald's role in 
Canadian history, Indigenous/settler relationships, and issues of Canadian/Indigenous identities. The 
project aims to foster critical investigations into Canadian nationalism, the celebration of historical 
"icons" and the erasure of Indigenous presence. Specifically, the series seeks to draw connections 
between Macdonald's time and the present day and to interrogate the ways in which Macdonald's politics 
influence us in the present.  
 
These discussions will be produced through the production of five new performance works by five 
internationally regarded interdisciplinary artists. Leah Decter, David Garneau (Métis), Tanya Lukin-
Linklater (Alutiq), Peter Morin (Tahltan), and Adrian A. Stimson (Blackfoot) will each come to Kingston 
throughout 2015 to critically engage with celebrations for John A. Macdonald's 200th birthday. Each of 
the artists will produce a site-specific performance that critiques the birthday celebrations through an 
engagement with issues of colonialism and Indigenous identities.  
 
On January 11th, 2015 David Garneau performed his piece, "Dear John; Louis Riel" at the statue of John 
A. Macdonald in City Park, Kingston. The performance stirred the audience members' memories of 
Macdonald and Métis leader Louis Riel and asked them to consider how their relationship is remembered 
and maintained.  
 
Artist Statement for Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A-Comin’…  
 
“Those Reserve Indians are in a deplorable state of destitution, they receive from the Indian Department 
just enough food to keep soul and body together, they are all but naked, many of them barefooted,” 
Lawrence Clarke wrote in 1880 of near-starvation Cree around Fort Carlton. “Should sickness break out 
among them in their present weakly state,” the long-time Hudson’s Bay Company employee concluded, 
“the fatality would be dreadful” (Daschuk, 114). 
 
Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A-Comin’… is a performance in remembrance of all those First Nation 
peoples who starved to death as a result of Canadian policy under the leadership of Sir John A. 
Macdonald.  
 
As James Daschuk recounts in Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the Loss of 
Aboriginal Life, “Sickness did break out, with tuberculosis and other infectious diseases decimating a 
reserve population made vulnerable to disease by years of famine and inadequate government rations. The 
loss of life was immense, and amounted to a “state-sponsored attack on indigenous communities” whose 
effects “haunt us as a nation still” (186). 
 



 

72 

 

“Sir John A. Macdonald, Canada’s first conservative prime minister, deliberately starved thousands of 
indigenous people to clear a path for the Canadian Pacific Railroad and open the prairies to white 
settlement. His “National Dream” cost them their health, their independence and – in many cases – their 
lives.”  
(Goar, http://www.thestar.com/opinion/commentary /2014/06/10/canada_starved_ 
aboriginal_people_into_submission_goar.html) 

 
The performance consists of 3 movements; Hiding behind the Mask; Macdonald’s dinner; and I hear the 
train a comin’… 

 
I hear the train a comin', 

It's rolling round the bend, 
And I ain't seen the sunshine since I don't know when, 

I'm stuck in Macdonals’ prison, and time keeps draggin' on, 
But that train keeps a rollin' until that Last Spikes down, 

When I was just a baby my mama told me. Son, 
Always be a Buffalo Boy, don't ever play with nuns. 

But I was a Rez school child, watching the Indian die, 
When I hear that whistle blowing, I hang my head and cry, 

I bet Macdonal’s eating in a fancy dining car 
He’s probably drinkin' wiskey and smoking big cigars. 

Well I know I didn’t have it coming, I know I can be free, 
But those people keep a movin' 

And that's what tortures me, 
Well if they freed me from this prison, 

If that National Dream was mine, 
I bet I'd move it on a little farther down the line 

Far from Macdonals’ vision, that's where I want to stay 
And I'd let that lonesome whistle blow my blues away... 

(Lyrics appropriated from Johnny Cash, I hear the train a comin’) 
 

Adrian Stimson 2014 
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Figure 27: Poster for Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015) 
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Figure 28: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 

Credit: Kristin Maracle 

 

 

 
Figure 29: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 

Credit: Kristin Maracle 
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Figure 30: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 

Credit: Kristin Maracle 

 
 

 
 

Figure 31: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 
Credit: Kristin Maracle 
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Figure 32: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 

Credit: Kristin Maracle 

 
 

 
Figure 33:  Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 

Credit: Kristin Maracle 
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Figure 34: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 

Credit: Kristin Maracle 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 35: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 
Credit: Kristin Maracle 
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Figure 36: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 
Credit: Kristin Maracle 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 37: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 
Credit: Kristin Maracle 
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Figure 38: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (27 March 2015). Photo 
Credit: Kristin Maracle 
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Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015) 
 

Press Release 
memoration #2: constituent parts, 

Performance by Leah Decter 
The Latest Performance in the Series Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac 

Curated by Erin Sutherland 
Performance Part 1 can be viewed Saturday, April 18th from 9am to 4pm in Stauffer Library 

Lobby (Corner of University & Union streets) 
Performance Part 2 begins at 430pm at the John A. Macdonald Statue (City Park, corner of West 

and King streets) 
*Join us at Stauffer Libray at 4pm to participate in the transition between sites 

 
Leah Decter in conversation with Erin Sutherland: Monday, April 20th 2015 at 6pm, Grad Club 

(162 Barrie Street, Kingston) 
 
January 11th, 2015 marked the 200th anniversary of the birth of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John 
A. Macdonald. Kingston, Ontario is commemorating its connection with Macdonald through a year-long 
bicentennial celebration. "Talkin' Back to Johnny Mac," curated by Erin Sutherland, is a performance 
series that is dedicated to promoting alternative and critical discussions about John A. Macdonald's role in 
Canadian history, Indigenous/settler relationships, and issues of Canadian/Indigenous identities. The 
project aims to foster critical investigations into Canadian nationalism, the celebration of historical 
"icons" and the erasure of Indigenous presence. Specifically, the series seeks to draw connections 
between Macdonald's time and the present day and to interrogate the ways in which Macdonald's politics 
influence us in the present.  
 
These discussions will be produced through the production of five new performance works by five 
internationally regarded interdisciplinary artists. Leah Decter, David Garneau (Métis), Tanya Lukin-
Linklater (Alutiq), Peter Morin (Tahltan), and Adrian A. Stimson (Blackfoot) will each come to Kingston 
throughout 2015 to critically engage with celebrations for John A. Macdonald's 200th birthday. Each of 
the artists will produce a site-specific performance that critiques the birthday celebrations through an 
engagement with issues of colonialism and Indigenous identities.  
 
On January 11th, 2015 David Garneau performed his piece, "Dear John; Louis Riel" at the statue of John 
A. Macdonald in City Park, Kingston. The performance stirred the audience members' memories of 
Macdonald and Métis leader Louis Riel and asked them to consider how their relationship is remembered 
and maintained. During the month of March, artists Peter Morin and Adrian Stimson have both produced 
performances interrogating John A. Macdonald’s influence. The next performance, by Leah Decter, will 
take place on April 18th 2015.  
 
Artist statement: Sited in Queen’s University’s Stauffer Library, at the John A MacDonald statue in City 
Park and points in between, Decter’s ‘memoration #2: constituent parts’ draws connections between the 
colonial policies instituted by our ‘founding fathers’ and the values, systems and beliefs that dominate the 
contemporary Canadian imaginary. In this two-part performance the white settler body infiltrates 
architectures of colonial power, knowledge production and reification, and icons of settler emplacement 
and identity.  Confronting their making and unmaking, Decter’s embodied acts of ‘memoration’ and 
assisted acts of co-memoration quietly unhinge everyday perpetuations of the settler colonial mindset and 
activate a conversational imperative between past, present and possible futures. 
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Decter will be ‘installed’ in the Stauffer Library loggia from 9am to 4pm on the 18th with assisted actions 
taking place on the hour throughout the day. At 4pm the participatory transition between the library and 
the statue will begin. The second part of the performance will begin at the John A MacDonald statue in 
City Park at 4:30. The public is invited to join us for any or all of these enactions. (Leah Decter, 2015) 
 
Artist Bio: Based in Winnipeg, Treaty 1 territory, Leah Decter is an inter-media artist whose work 
integrates video, digital media, installation, textiles, performance, critical collaboration, social practice 
and writing. Decter has exhibited, presented and screened her work widely in Canada including at the 
Winnipeg Art Gallery, Grunt Gallery, Dunlop Art Gallery, Images Festival, the Institute of Performance 
and Politics’ Hemispheric Enquentro, and Trinity Square Video and internationally in the US, UK, 
Australia, Germany, Malta, the Netherlands and India. Her essays (co-authored with Carla Taunton and 
Jaimie Isaac respectively) have been published in Fuse Magazine’s Decolonizing Aesthetics Issue (2013) 
and West Coast Line’s Reconcile This! (2012) and her ongoing project (official denial) trade value in 
progress (co-activated with Jaimie Isaac) was featured in Studio: Craft and Design in Canada, and the 
Journal of Canadian Art History (2014). Decter holds an MFA in New Media from Transart Institute 
(Berlin) and is a PhD Candidate in Cultural Studies at Queens University (Kingston). 
  
Decter’s work contends with histories and contemporary conditions of settler colonialism and white 
dominance in Canada through a critical white settler lens. Her work enacts embodied insertions into land, 
land/scape and public space, deploys personal and historical narratives, and tampers with iconic elements 
of Canadian nationalist visual culture to disrupt pervasive colonially embedded mythologies and relations 
with the intention of contributing to just futures. 
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Figure 39: Poster for Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015) 
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Figure 40: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 
McBay 

 

 
 

Figure 41: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 
McBay 
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Figure 42: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 

 

 
Figure 43: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 
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Figure 44: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 
McBay 

 

 

 
 

Figure 45: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 
McBay 
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Figure 46: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 
McBay 
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Figure 47: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 

 

 

 
 

Figure 48: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 
McBay 
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Figure 49: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 

 

 

 
 

Figure 50: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 
McBay 
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Figure 51:  Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 
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Figure 52: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 

 

 

 
Figure 53: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 
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Figure 54: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 

 

 
Figure 55: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 

 
 



 

92 

 

 
Figure 56: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 

 
 

 
Figure 57: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts (18 April 2015). Photo Credit: Aric 

McBay 
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Tanya Lukin Linklater, An Echo, A Turn (30 April 2015) 
 

Press Release 
An Echo, A Turn 

Performance by Tanya Lukin Linklater 
The Latest Performance in the Series Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac 

Curated by Erin Sutherland 
Performance and Artist Talk: 6pm, April 30th at the Four Directions Aboriginal Student Centre, 

146 Barrie street 
 

January 11th, 2015 marked the 200th anniversary of the birth of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John 
A. Macdonald. Kingston, Ontario is commemorating its connection with Macdonald through a year-long 
bicentennial celebration. "Talkin' Back to Johnny Mac," curated by Erin Sutherland, is a performance 
series that is dedicated to promoting alternative and critical discussions about John A. Macdonald's role in 
Canadian history, Indigenous/settler relationships, and issues of Canadian/Indigenous identities. The 
project aims to foster critical investigations into Canadian nationalism, the celebration of historical 
"icons" and the erasure of Indigenous presence. Specifically, the series seeks to draw connections 
between Macdonald's time and the present day and to interrogate the ways in which Macdonald's politics 
influence us in the present.  
 
These discussions will be produced through the production of five new performance works by five 
internationally regarded interdisciplinary artists. Leah Decter, David Garneau (Métis), Tanya Lukin-
Linklater (Alutiq), Peter Morin (Tahltan), and Adrian A. Stimson (Blackfoot) will each come to Kingston 
throughout 2015 to critically engage with celebrations for John A. Macdonald's 200th birthday. Each of 
the artists will produce a site-specific performance that critiques the birthday celebrations through an 
engagement with issues of colonialism and Indigenous identities.  
 
On January 11th, 2015 David Garneau performed his piece, "Dear John; Louis Riel" at the statue of John 
A. Macdonald in City Park, Kingston. The performance stirred the audience members' memories of 
Macdonald and Métis leader Louis Riel and asked them to consider how their relationship is remembered 
and maintained. During the month of March, artists Peter Morin and Adrian Stimson have both produced 
performances interrogating John A. Macdonald’s influence. The next performance, by Leah Decter, will 
take place on April 18th 2015. The final performance of the series talked place on April 30th 2015.  
 
Tanya Lukin Linklater will respond to the performance series, Talkin' Back to Johnny Mac. Her response 
will investigate histories and memory and take the form of a performative lecture.  
 
Artist Bio: Tanya Lukin Linklater is a contemporary artist based in northern Ontario. Her practice spans 
experimental choreography, performance, video, photography and installation. Her work has 
been performed/exhibited across Canada and internationally (Argentina, Chile, Brasil, and the United 
States). She is currently exhibiting drawings and recently presented a performance at Western Front for 
"Reading the Line" curated by Pablo de Ocampo. In May 2015, she will present performances at Ontario 
Scene/Gallery 101 and Culver Centre for the Arts (California). She integrates text into her practice 
through publication (poetry and essays), performance, and as art object. Tanya studied at University of 
Alberta (M.Ed.) and Stanford University (A.B. Honours) where she received the Mellon Mays 
Undergraduate Fellowship and the Louis Sudler Prize for Creative and Performing Arts. She was awarded 
the Chalmers Professional Development Grant in 2010 and the K.M. Hunter Artist Award in Literature in 
2013. She will begin her doctoral studies at Queen's University in the Cultural Studies program in 
2015. She is Alutiiq from the Native Villages of Afognak and Port Lions in 
Alaska. www.tanyalukinlinklater.com  
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Figure 58: Poster for Tanya Lukin Linklater, An Echo, A Turn (30 April 2015) 
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Figure 59: Tanya Lukin Linklater, An Echo, A Turn (30 April 2015). Photo Credit: Erin Sutherland 

 

 
Figure 60: Tanya Lukin Linklater, An Echo, A Turn (30 April 2015). Photo Credit: Erin Sutherland 
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Chapter Four 

In the Sugar Bush: Maple Syrup, Visiting, and Naming Indigenous Curatorial Methodologies 

 
And while that Kwezens  
is lying down, and looking up  
she sees Ajidamoo138 up in the tree  
“Bozhoo Ajidamoo! I hope you had a good winter”  
“I hope you had enough food cached.”  
But Ajidamoo doesn’t look up because she’s already busy.  
She’s not collecting nuts.  
Gawiin139.  
 
She’s not building her nest  
Gawiin, not yet.  
She’s not looking after any young.  
Gawiin, too early.  
She’s just nibbling on the bark, and then doing some sucking.  
 
Nibble, nibble suck. 
Nibble, nibble suck. 
Nibble, nibble, suck.  
Nibble, nibble, suck.  
 
Kwezens is feeling a little curious. 
So she does it too, on one of the low branches.  
 
Nibble, nibble suck. 
Nibble, nibble suck.  
Nibble, nibble, suck.  
Nibble, nibble, suck.  
 
MMMMMMMMmmmmmm.  
This stuff tastes good. 
 It’s real, sweet water.  
MMMMmmmmmmmmmm.  
 
Then Kwezens gets thinking  
and she makes a hole in that tree  
and she makes a little slide for  
that sweet water to run down  
she makes a quick little container 
out of birch bark, and  
she collects that sweet water 
and she takes that sweet water home  
to show his mama.  

– Leanne Simpson, Kwezens Makes a Lovely Discovery 140  

                                                        
138 “Ajidamoo is a red squirrel” (Simpson 2014).  
139 “Gaawin means no” (Simpson 2014). 
140 Kwezens Makes a Lovely Discovery is a poem written by Leanne Betasamosake Simpson about the experience of 
Kwezens (little woman in Ojibwe) in the sugar bush. Simpson wrote the poem as a re-telling of a traditional Michi 
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Prelude: An Introduction  

I start this chapter in the sugar bush - a place of knowledge sharing and visiting, a place where I found 

clarity and focus, a place that exemplifies coming to know a practice through Indigenous pedagogy and 

Indigenous methodology. I learned the teachings of the sugar bush through experiential learning, 

embodied learning on the land and through the love and teachings of my Indigenous community in 

Nkwegon (Lansing, Michigan). In her article, “Land as Pedagogy,” Michi Saagiig Nishaabeg scholar, 

writer, and artist Leanne Betasamosake Simpson starts with this story of the sugar bush. It is a traditional 

Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg story that Simpson learned from Washkigaamagki (Curve Lake First Nation) 

Elder Doug Wilson. The story, Simpson writes, is one of embodied learning on the land and in 

community. In the story, Kwezens learns about the sugar bush from experiencing the land, the animals 

and the practices of her aunties, mother and elders: 

Kwezens learned a tremendous amount over a two day period – self-led, driven by both her own 
curiosity and her own personal desire to learn. She learned to trust herself and her community. 
She learned the sheer joy of discovery. She learned to interact with the spirit of the maple. She 
learned both from the land and with the land. She learned what it felt like to be recognized, seen 
and appreciated by her community. She comes to know maple sugar through the support of her 
family and Elders. She comes to know maple sugar in the context of love.141 
 

In “Land as Pedagogy,” Simpson begins with the story of Kwezens to communicate the importance of 

land and community in the way we come to know. She advocates for the reclamation of land as pedagogy, 

and uses Nishnaabeg stories to demonstrate Nishnaabeg epistemologies as both already existing and being 

taught in the context of community and coming to know through the land. Simpson’s writing, both here 

and more broadly, is important to me because it discusses the importance of story, process, land, and 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

Saagiig Nisnaabeg story that she learned from Washkigaamagki (Curve Lake First Nation) Elder Gidigaa Migzi 
(Doug Williams).  The poem can be found in Simpson’s article “Land as Pedagogy: Nishnaabeg Intelligence and 
Rebellious Transformation,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 3, no. 3 (2014): 1-25 and in The Gift 
in the Making: Anishinaabeg Stories (Winnipeg: Highwater Press, 2013).  
141 Simpson, “Land as Pedagogy,” 7. 
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community in coming to learn through Indigenous pedagogies based in the land and storytelling.142 Many 

of her poems are journeys of learning, and the story of Kwezens is a story of process, self-determination 

and holism in the context of Indigenous community.  

 This chapter focuses on centering practice-based learning on the land and with community in my 

own journey of coming to know Indigenous methodologies of curating. So it is fitting that I, too, am 

starting in the sugar bush. As I write these words, I am sitting in the sun among a grove of maple trees, 

listening to the sounds of friends chatting, fire crackling and syrup boiling. For the past two years 

American Indian & Indigenous Studies and the staff at Fenner Nature Centre, in Nkwegon – where the 

sugar bush is located – gather and process the sap for a number of weekends in March. Volunteers gather 

the sap from the trees and boil it to produce maple syrup. This is the second year I have helped with the 

sugar bush, and this particular weekend, after many days of learning, I am leading the boil with a friend.  

Days in the sugar bush are spent starting and minding the fire, gathering sap from the trees, 

adding the sap to the evaporator on the stove. The process is long and much of the time is spent around 

the stove. Around the stove, and in the sugar bush, I learned Anishinaabe teachings of the sugar bush and 

of maple syrup, similar to the ones shared by Leanne Simpson at the beginning of this chapter. I learned 

how to process the sap. I learned how to make spiles from sumac and how to choose which trees to tap 

and how to tap them on their southern sides. The teachings of the sugar bush teach one about patience, 

cycles, hard work, and how to listen to the land. I was taught to gather the syrup after the Thunders come 

and to be grateful for the hard work and the sweet syrup gifted to us from the land. I learned though doing 

and I learned through building relationships with community. I am grateful for the time spent with 

community and the knowledge that was shared.  

I start this chapter in the sugar bush and with the words of an Anishinaabe writer and Anishinaabe 

teachings of the sugar bush first to acknowledge the land on which I write this dissertation and the people 

                                                        
142 I am especially influenced by Simpson’s Islands of Decolonial Love (2013), Dancing on our Turtle’s Back: 
Stories of Nishinaabeg Re-Creation, Resurgence, and a New Emergence (2012), How to Steal a Canoe (2016). For 
the video of How to Steal a Canoe, directed and produced by Amanda Strong with a musical score by Cris Derksen, 
see https://vimeo.com/188380371.  
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who shared their community and knowledges with me. These are teachings that I have been gifted while 

working in the sugar bush and living in Nkwegon and working at Michigan State University, and I am 

grateful for them. I am grateful for all of the teachings and knowledge shared with me on my path of 

understanding, both my role as an Indigenous woman and, from that, curating from an Indigenous 

position. The knowledge of the communities who have claimed me and welcomed me is central to my 

work and needs to be centered here.  

I also start in the sugar bush as a way to acknowledge the Indigenous communities that claim me 

and who have supported me on my path.  In the sugar bush I spent time learning Indigenous ways of 

knowing not only about maple syrup, but also about my responsibility to the land, its communities, and 

my own relations. Anishinaabe teachings of the sugar bush, including how to know when the sap is ready 

to harvest, which side of the tree to tap, and that it takes a lot of people a very long time to make a very 

little bit of syrup are examples of Indigenous ways of understanding our relationship to the land and its 

communities. These teachings, in addition to Cree, Métis, and Mohawk ways of knowing that have been 

shared with me by the communities that claim me and from which I am descended inform the following 

two chapters and this text in general. My familial knowledge passed to me from both my Indigenous and 

settler kin also inform this dissertation. The knowledge that forms the platform for this dissertation was 

gifted to me as I worked in/with communities across Turtle Island, including those that I am related to by 

blood and those with whom I share other types of kinship relationships. As an Indigenous person with 

few (but growing) roots to their ancestral territory, I have been honored to build roots in communities in 

Alberta, Manitoba, Ontario and Michigan, and I carry that knowledge with me as I move forward.  

Finally, I also start in the sugar bush to demonstrate Indigenous methodologies in practice. 

Simpson’s “Land as Pedagogy” calls for a privileging of Indigenous epistemologies like those employed 

by Kwezens, and as such, also calls for Indigenous methodologies in action. The sugar bush is a space of 

experiential learning, community, Indigenous knowledge, and building reciprocal relationships with 

people, animals and the land – all of which are important in the practice of applying Indigenous 
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epistemologies to research and practice. Indigenous curatorial methodologies consist of Indigenous 

epistemologies flowing through curatorial practice, and are, like the sugar bush, an example of Indigenous 

methodologies in action and as an unfolding/evolving process – a process I turn to examining next.   

 

Gathering Information: Conversations with Community 

To develop a framework of Indigenous curatorial methodologies, this chapter documents conversations 

with of a number of Indigenous curators who have influenced me as a curator, including Rachelle 

Dickenson, David Garneau, Cathy Mattes, Dylan Miner, Julie Nagam and Ryan Rice. My experience of 

working with settler-scholar and curator Dr. Carla Taunton provided me with my first curatorial 

opportunity in 2011; her mentorship has been integral to my practice. The approaches and practices 

discussed in this chapter are examples of the types of approaches implemented in a broader cross-section 

of Indigenous curatorial methodologies.  

Whereas Chapter Two offered an act of mapping, this chapter narrates a map (or web) of relations. 

As Kwezens shows us, community and time spent talking with people who care about us and whom we 

care for is integral to Indigenous knowledge – knowledge that is also knowledge-sharing. Many of the 

texts on Indigenous methodologies are built from conversations with other Indigenous peoples, including 

community members, family and Elders. Authors such as Margaret Kovach and Shawn Wilson, for 

example, build their research about Indigenous research methodologies on their own conversations with 

others; as Kovach writes, this approach “honors oral conversation” and oral tradition,143 for, as Kovach 

continues: “The act of sharing through personal narrative, teaching story, and general conversation is a 

method by which every generation is accountable to the next in transmitting knowledge.”144 

 

Drawing from the work of Indigenous writer Fyre Jean Graveline (Métis), Kovach asserts that personal 

narrative and conversation are central to Indigenous methodologies because we learn in relation to each 
                                                        
143 Margaret Kovach, Introduction to Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 14. 
144 Ibid. 
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other.145  Both Wilson and Kovach, like many other Indigenous scholars turn to other knowledge keepers 

to speak with them in their texts. Their interviews as practices of visiting – a term I will explore in more 

depth next – translate the broader notion of the importance of spending time with one another in the 

practice of Indigenous methodologies.  

In developing this chapter, I approached those in my community network, those curators and arts 

workers who have inspired me in my coming to know Indigenous curating. I looked to curators whose 

work I was influenced by whom I was already connected to through community. I already had 

relationships with many of the people I include in this dissertation, and I had already had conversations 

with them about curating before I began this process myself. The interviews consisted of visiting with 

these individuals and building stronger relationships based in conversations of curatorial practice and 

Indigenous knowledge. Through this process, I learned that each of the curators I interviewed felt that an 

integral part of curating from Indigenous perspectives involved nurturing a connection to community and 

the importance of creating conversations, spending time and listening.  

Using interviews with my community and related texts on Indigenous curating and Indigenous 

research methodologies, I have constructed a list of approaches in this chapter that others take up in their 

practices. In Chapter Five, I will discuss my own practice, which is one formed in relation to those I 

outline here. Visiting and connecting to community is also the process by which I gathered the material 

for this chapter. Practicing Indigenous methodologies means one is never speaking alone. One is always 

speaking with communities and acknowledging where the knowledge comes from. This chapter illustrates 

and embodies that methodology. I am speaking with my ancestors and those who have taught me. More 

specifically here, I am speaking with and about Indigenous curatorial methodologies with the select few 

who taught me how to curate. 

 

                                                        
145 Ibid; Fyre Jean Graveline, Circleworks: Transforming Eurocentric Consciousness (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing, 1998), 54. 
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First, I will briefly introduce the interviewees. For more complete biographies, see Chapter One. 

Rachelle Dickenson is a PhD Student at Carleton University in the School of Indigenous and Canadian 

Studies and was previously the Curatorial Assistant in the Indigenous Art Department at the National 

Gallery of Canada.146 David Garneau (Métis) currently works as an Associate Professor of Visual Arts at 

the University of Regina. His practice includes painting, curation, and critical writing.147Cathy Mattes is a 

Michif curator, writer, and art history professor at Brandon University who is based in Sprucewoods 

Manitoba. In her curatorial practice she focuses on the complexities of engaging Indigenous communities 

with contemporary art. Dr. Dylan Miner (Wiisaakodewinini) is an artist, activist and scholar who 

currently works as Director of American Indian and Indigenous Studies and Associate Professor in the 

Residential College of Art and Design at Michigan State University. Miner is also adjunct curator of 

Indigenous art at the MSU museum. 148 Dr. Julie Nagam is the Chair in the History of Indigenous Art in 

North America, a joint appointment with the University of Winnipeg and the Winnipeg Art Gallery. She 

is co-curating a significant Indigenous contemporary exhibition at the Winnipeg Art Gallery in fall 

2017.149 Ryan Rice (Mohawk) is the Delaney Chair in Indigenous Visual Culture at the Ontario College 

of Art and Design University. Rice served as the Chief Curator at the IAIA Museum of Contemporary 

Native Arts in Santa Fe, NM and also held curatorial positions at the Aboriginal Art Centre.150 

Before outlining my conversations and developing my discussion of these curators’ 

methodologies, it is important to first define what Indigenous methodologies are building, in a 

contemporary context, on the history I outlined in Chapter Two.  

 

 

 

                                                        
146 Rachelle Dickenson, Biography, supplied by Dickenson.  
147 David Garneau, Biography, supplied by Garneau. 
148 Dylan Miner, Biography wiisaakodewinini.com (accessed 29 June 2017). 
149 Julie Nagam, Biography, supplied by Nagam. 
150 Ryan Rice, Biography, supplied by Rice. 
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Decolonizing and Indigenizing Methodologies and Relationship to Curatorial Practices 

Methodologies are the “theory of method, or the approach or technique being taken, or the reasoning for 

selecting a set of methods.”151 Western research methodologies have a long history of removing, co-

opting and devaluing Indigenous knowledge, and in the process abusing Indigenous communities.152 In 

response, Indigenous and allied researchers have criticized the oppressive and abusive research paradigms 

and moved to “decolonize” research and, more broadly, the institutions of research. The decolonization of 

research methodologies, as Linda Tuhiwai Smith writes, “is about centering our concerns and world 

views and then coming to know and understand theory and research from our own perspectives and for 

our own purposes.”153 Indigenous scholars have been “talking back” and “researching back” to, as 

Tuhiwai Smith writes, Western research models that support and proliferate colonial (and) institutional 

regimes of power. In so doing, these scholars also have created spaces within institutions for Indigenous 

knowledge systems, generating Indigenous methodologies that stem from those knowledge systems.154  

As research and methodologies are decolonized, they are also indigenized, by centring Indigenous 

ways of knowing. Indigenous methodologies become “the theory and method of conducting research that 

flows from an Indigenous epistemology.”155 As I am drawing from the work of multiple scholars who 

adopt these decolonizing and Indigenizing methodologies, this dissertation research centres Indigenous 

systems of knowledge and methods.  

“Methodologies” remains plural, however, as multiple scholars of the field have insisted, to 

communicate the diversity of Indigenous nations and our knowledge systems.156 However, as other 

scholars of Indigenous knowledges and methodologies, such as Leroy Little Bear (Kainai First Nation), 
                                                        
151 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Forward to Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 2nd ed. 
(London & New York: ZED Books, 2012), ix. 
152 Tuhiwai Smith (1999, 2012); Vine Deloria Jr (1969, 1991, 1999); Norman K. Denzin, Yvonne S. Lincoln and 
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2003); Graveline (1998). 
153 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, “Imperialism, History, Writing and Theory” in Decolonizing Decolonizing Methodologies: 
Research and Indigenous Peoples (London & New York: ZED Books, 2012), 41. 
154 Tuhiwai Smith, Introduction to Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 2nd ed. (London 
& New York: ZED Books, 2012), 8. 
155 Kovach, Introduction to Indigenous Methodologies, 20. 
156 Evelyn Steinhauer, “Thoughts on an Indigenous Research Methodology,” Canadian Journal of Native Education 
26, no. 2, 2002, 69-81; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, 2012; Kovach 2005, 2009; Wilson 2001. 
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have discussed, there are enough similarities between the philosophies of Indigenous peoples in North 

America to make some generalizations.157 Continuing, Kovach notes that “as Indigenous people, we 

understand each other because we share a worldview that holds common, enduring beliefs about the 

world.”158 Consistent aspects of Indigenous worldviews are that they are earth-centred and that they 

“express strong ties to the land and hold reverence for Spirit and our ancestors.”159 Indigenous knowledge 

systems are also often holistic and relational.160 As such, they centre the “self-in-relation,”161 as Graveline 

suggests and prioritize responsibility to ones relationships to community, land, and ancestors.162 These 

common belief systems that vary between individuals and communities  “connect people to identity, 

knowledge and practices” and are “rooted in ancestral and sacred knowledges passed through oral 

traditions.”163 These worldviews, as Absolon continues, influence methodology and therefore there are 

also consistencies that connect Indigenous methodologies across nations, communities and individuals.164 

This “backbone of Indigenous re-search” includes, as Absolon writes, “a critique of colonialism, 

imperialism and eurowestern research on Aboriginal peoples.”165 A consistent thread across Indigenous 

methodologies also includes “a commitment to ‘rewriting and re-righting’ our histories, experiences and 

realities.”166 Indigenous methodologies flow from, as Kovach notes, tribal or Indigenous epistemologies 

that are distinct, depending on what Nation you are from or what teaching you hold. Therefore, I also use 

the plural “methodologies” to connote the fluidity and diversity of approaches contained within the broad 

umbrella term Indigenous methodologies. Each person in this chapter, including myself, brings to their 

                                                        
157 Leroy Little Bear, “Jagged Worldviews Colliding” in Reclaiming Indigenous Voice and Vision, ed. Marie Battiste 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000), 79. 
158 Margaret Kovach, “Indigenous and Qualitative Inquiry: A Round Dance?” in Indigenous Methodologies: 
Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 37. 
159Absolon, Kaandossiwin, 57. 
160 Ibid.,58. 
161 Graveline, Fyre Jean. “Circle as Methodology: Enacting an Aboriginal Paradigm.” Qualitative Studies in 
Education 13, no. 4 (2000): 361.  
162 Many scholars have written about the common aspect of responsibility to relationships within Indigenous 
knowledge systems and approaches to Indigenous methodologies including Shawn Wilson (2001; 2008), Kathleen 
Absolon (2011), Margaret Kovach (2009), Marie Battiste (2002, 2008), Graveline (1998; 2000).  
163 Absolon, Kaandossiwin, 57. 
164 Ibid. 
165 Ibid., 50. 
166 Ibid. 
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practice unique ways of understanding Indigenous knowledge systems due to their various communities, 

experiences and personal beliefs. As Marie Battiste writes, “there is no singular author of Indigenous 

knowledge and no singular method for understanding its totality.”167As in the field of Indigenous 

methodologies, each person’s practice is predicated on their own Indigenous epistemology that is derived 

from their own connections to their Indigenous communities. For example, in her foundational text 

Indigenous Methodologies, Margaret Kovach explores Indigenous knowledge, epistemologies and 

methodologies in general but uses a research methodology based “upon an Indigenous research 

framework centred on Plains Cree knowledge.”168 In this connection, each of the curators in this text (and 

each Indigenous researcher more broadly) understands Indigenous knowledge and the ways in which 

those worldviews are manifested in practice uniquely.  

From these shared but distinct Indigenous worldviews, which differ from person to person and 

community to community, flow a way of approaching both research and for my purposes, curation, from 

a framework that privileges Indigenous epistemologies. As such, it is important to note that they rely 

upon – as they create and enact – Indigenous curatorial methodologies. In practice, centring Indigenous 

ways of knowing involves a variety of practices. Curator Jaimie Isaac (Ojbwa/European) writes:  

Indigenous Curatorial Praxis exercises cultural protocols, epistemological frameworks, the politics 
of sovereignty and nationhood that inscribes methods to both decolonize and Indigenize the gallery, 
museum and exhibition spaces – may they be actual or virtual.169 
 

As Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s oft-cited reference tells us, “[R]esearch is probably one of the dirtiest 

words in the indigenous world’s vocabulary,” because of its connection to Western imperialism and 

colonialism.170  Indigenous communities have a negative historical relationship with academic research 

                                                        
167 Marie Battiste, “Research Ethics for Protecting Indigenous Knowledge and Heritage: Institutional and Researcher 
Responsibility,” in Handbook of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, eds. Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. 
Lincoln and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (California: SAGE Publications, 2008), 500. 
168 Kovach, “Indigenous Research Frameworks” in Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations and 
Contexts (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009) 44-45. 
169 Jaimie Isaac, Decolonizing Curatorial Practice: Acknowledging Indigenous Curatorial Praxis, Mapping its 
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and, similarly, with arts institutions. The latter has displayed a history of colonially-driven pillaging and 

exoticizing of Indigenous visual culture. As I discussed in Chapter Two, Indigenous visual culture has 

long been collected by museums and kept isolated from the communities that would use, contextualize 

and understand it. In addition, Indigenous visual culture has continued to be viewed through the Western 

lens of what James Clifford describes as the art-culture system, which disconnects Indigenous objects 

from their cultural value and instead places value using Western modes of aesthetics.171 Additionally, as a 

result of being excluded from the art gallery, it is likely that the art gallery also leaves a similarly 

distasteful taste. It the same way as Tuhiwai Smith provides examples of Indigenous research 

methodologies that exist against or beyond the violent history of Western research on Indigenous 

communities, so too do Indigenous curatorial methodologies have the potential to respond to and exist 

outside of the destructive (and continuing) history of Indigenous display in Western institutions. As 

Jaimie Isaac writes, Indigenous curatorial practice “advances the decolonial framework” and destabilizes 

dominant gallery (and museum) systems.172  

My goal in this chapter is not to quantify or definitively name all Indigenous curatorial 

methodologies – which would be impossible, even if it were desirable. The practice of curating, whether 

from an Indigenous perspective or not, will be individual, dynamic and shifting. From Indigenous 

perspectives, each individual curator comes to their work with different communities, Nations, histories 

and connected teachings. To pinpoint a singular Indigenous curatorial methodology would be unethical 

and inaccurate. Indigenous curatorial methodologies, plural, like Indigenous methodologies more broadly, 

must remain unbound and flexible to remain true to Indigenous epistemologies of adaptability and 

variability. As Rachelle Dickenson said in my conversation with her, “There is something really 

wonderful about not having institutional concepts of what curatorial practice is.”173 The unbound nature 

of Indigenous curating is Indigenous because it allows for flexibility and change. Unlike what is seen in 
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the institutions of Western art, the protocols for curating Indigenous art are rooted in relationships, 

community and tradition, all of which must be allowed to change, and which each depend of the specific 

Nations, artists, communities and galleries one is working with – and so will the curator’s own Nation and 

community shape the act of curation in these spaces, because curators bring their own teachings and 

communities into the act. So instead of definitively defining Indigenous curatorial methodologies, I frame 

the approaches of Indigenous curators though the lens of Indigenous methodologies, yet also note where 

they may be in tension with one another.  

Dian Milion (Tanana Athabascan) describes a practice of placing ideas and practices in tension 

with one another, rather than forcing synthesis.174 I adopt Milion’s approach in this chapter, for I am 

creating a space for conversation that often highlights overlap and tension without forcing a synthesis.175 

Throughout this chapter, the approaches and practices of Indigenous curators are in conversation with 

each other, and from that conversational framework I find my own practice.  

 

Developing Six Approaches to Indigenous Curation 

 In Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s foundational text, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and 

Indigenous Peoples, she lays out 25 Indigenous projects that were being pursued by Indigenous 

communities at the time of publishing. She details the approaches that constitute a research program that 

centres Indigenous communities and Indigenous ways of knowing.176 These projects actively decolonize 

and indigenize research and critically engage with research paradigms centered in Indigenous knowledges 

and Indigenous communities.  

Influenced by Tuhiwai Smith’s chapter on Indigenous projects, I have taken up her approach 

here, to define and demonstrate a set of five Indigenous curatorial methodologies in action: Visiting, 
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Collaboration, Accountability, Storytelling, and Caretaking and Mediation.  Although I have broken them 

up into six sections, I want to stress from the outset that they also work in tandem with each other to form 

holistic community-centred practices.  

These six approaches I discuss have been developed out of conversations with the curators – 

Rachelle Dickenson, David Garneau, Cathy Mattes, Dylan Miner, Julie Nagam and, Ryan Rice. I hesitate 

to refer to their curatorial projects as methods per se, because they remain fluid and flexible as practices. 

Yet these projects also do provide examples of the approaches to research that are strategic in their role to 

decolonize and indigenize both research and its connected institutions.  

Themes of community, responsibility, and generosity guide each of these approaches – curating 

in a good way, with a good heart and good intentions. As many curators have said to me in our 

conversations, much of Indigenous curating is curating in a good and responsible way. Métis curator, 

artist and scholar David Garneau, for example, describes Indigenous curatorial practices as more 

“humane” than Western curatorial practices.177 Indeed, a curator of any background can take many of the 

steps towards curating respectfully and responsibly, whether it be Indigenous or non-Indigenous art. What 

makes Indigenous curating Indigenous, however, is that it is responsible to Indigenous communities and 

centres its approach on Indigenous knowledges. It also seeks to challenge, dismantle and exist outside of 

Western curatorial practices when possible.  

 

Visiting: Building Relationships with Artists, Communities, Family and Kin 

In the sugar bush, we spend time visiting and learning from one another, building communities around 

sharing skills. Telling stories, listening, sharing research and ourselves while learning – these are all 

practices important to the sugar bush. Spending this time builds communities and strengthens 

relationships – two of the most important aspects of Indigenous curating on which many of those I 

interviewed focused.  
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In his discussion of Indigenous research methodology, Wilson writes: “Indigenous epistemology 

is all about ideas developing through the formation of relationships.”178 These relationships inform our 

practices. Similarly, one of the three key themes of Indigenous methodologies that Margaret Kovach 

draws is the relational: 

Indigenous ways of knowing have a basis in the relationships that are inclusive to all 
life forms. The philosophical premise of take what you need (and only what you 
need), give back, and offer thanks suggests a deep respect for other living beings.179 

 

In a curatorial context, Indigenous knowledge is shared with networks of kin and community who guide 

and inspire us in our curatorial ideas, teach us how to proceed in an honorable way, and suggest how we 

can remain responsible to our communities, territories and teachings. These many communities include 

not only our family and friends, but also arts communities. Curatorial practice centred on good 

relationships supports communities in building long-term projects that support the needs and values of 

that network. For David Garneau, anything that is Indigenous must “be in relationship to other Indigenous 

bodies.”180 Whether those other Indigenous bodies are family, friends, plants, animals or land, Indigenous 

curatorial approaches honour and support those relationships.  

The first community that is honored by Indigenous curators is that of our own kin networks. 

Whether those networks are blood-related family or not, the curators I interviewed all expressed the 

importance of spending time with their community of Indigenous knowledge keepers, family and Elders. 

Other communities that need to be honored and respected are those of the land on which you are curating, 

and those of the artist. Cathy Mattes, for example, expressed the importance of acknowledging the 

families and communities of the artists with whom one is working. In her landmark 2011 exhibition, 

Frontrunners, on the influence of the Professional Native Indian Artists Inc. (PNIA), Mattes spent time 
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working with the families of the artists.181 Frontrunners showed at Urban Shaman Gallery and Plug In 

Gallery in Winnipeg, Manitoba. The exhibition honoured the PNIA and their influence on younger 

Indigenous artists, as well as the role that their time in Winnipeg played in their successful history.182  I 

have heard Mattes speak many times about her experience working on Frontrunners and the show’s 

significant role in her development as a Michif curator. As Mattes prepared for the exhibition, which 

would explore the valuable impact that the “Indian Group of Seven” has had on Indigenous artists, she 

spent many hours with the artists and their families. During this time, Mattes created meaningful 

relationships with the artists she was working with, as well as their close communities.183 This is what 

curating in an Indigenous way is all about for many curators. Responsibility to community means 

knowing those that one is connected to, as well as those to whom the artists are connected, so it is 

important and necessary to speak with all of these people.  

To build these networks, however, time is needed for visiting and getting to know them. Creating 

spaces for community building into one’s curatorial/artistic practice can be central. Mattes has said that 

the time spent with the artists in Frontrunners was essential to the curation of that project because 

families were so closely tied to the work of the artists, and the important history of the Indian Group of 

Seven.184 As David Garneau stated in his interview, “essential to Indigenous curation are the physical 

relationships, these meetings with people, working out ideas. Reading is great, but hashing out ideas and 

looking at each other’s practices is absolutely essential.”185 In addition, time spent with our own 

Indigenous kin networks prepares us and teaches us the Indigenous knowledge necessary. These 

relationships support us in our knowledge and help us, as Dylan Miner expressed, to resist the colonial 

institution of the gallery.186 Often, this time and space is not available in the context of Western galleries, 

                                                        
181 Mattes, Skype interview with the author, 10 March 2017, Lansing, Michigan. Mattes’ exhibition Frontrunners 
was exhibited in 2011 at Plug In Gallery and Urban Shaman Gallery in Winnipeg.  
182 Cathy Mattes, interview with Bryne McLaughlin, “Frontrunners: Past, Present and Future,” Canadian Art, 23 
June 2011, http://canadianart.ca/features/frontrunners/ accessed 22 April 2017. 
183 Mattes, Skype interview with the author. 
184 Cathy Mattes, Skype interview with the author. 
185 Garneau, Skype interview with the author. 
186 Dylan Miner, interview with the author, Lansing, Michigan, 3 March 2016. 



 

111 

 

and Indigenous curators must advocate and create space for these relationships. These relationships and 

conversations are fostered over time through Skype conversations and chats over the phone, or more 

informal meetings and conversations at conferences and gallery openings.  

For many, the kitchen table and the kitchen is a space for sharing, learning, and building those 

relationships. Scholar, artist and writer Sherry Farrell Racette uses the conceptual framework she calls 

“kitchen table theory” as a methodology that refocuses the importance of domestic spaces as sites of 

knowledge sharing. Farrell Racette also explains that the practice is a reclamation of women’s spaces and 

practices of creating, knowledge sharing and community building.187 Cathy Mattes also explores kitchen 

table theory in her own work and described how the kitchen table historically was the centre of a Métis 

home, a centre that remains a site for “survivance and transmotion.”188 Continuing, Mattes says, “the 

kitchen table is a meeting space,” and therefore “kitchen table talk needs to be the central methodology in 

engaging communities in curatorial initiatives.”189 She says that the act of visiting and listening “feeds 

[her] curatorial goals to engage with community in a collaborative and dialogical manner.”190 Both Farrell 

Racette and Mattes centre the kitchen table, women’s work and the home in their practices, and have 

recently began presenting lectures and roundtables around “kitchen tables” while beading with groups of 

women. Although this more public conversation and naming of the practice as “theory” is relatively 

recent, both Farrell Racette and Mattes have been independently practicing kitchen table theory in their 

scholarship, arts practices and curatorial practices.  

In a conversation with Mattes, she discussed the importance of discussions around the table with 

her family in the organization of her exhibition Rielisms in 2001.191 She said that, she relied on 
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conversations with her Métis family, in part, to guide her in her curating.192 More recently, both Farrell 

Racette and Mattes have led public talks around kitchen tables installed at conferences. For example, at 

the 2016 Native American and Indigenous Studies Association, Farrell Racette and Mattes organized a 

kitchen table talk about Métis women’s creativity with Métis artist Amy Malbeuf, Métis poet and writer 

Marilyn Dumont and myself. As Dumont and I were unable to attend, Julie Nagam sat in our place. 

During the panel, the four women discussed important work being done by Métis women in the arts and 

the importance of re-centring the kitchen table and women’s practices in discussions of Indigenous 

knowledge. The abstract roundtable became a material and real kitchen table, around which the 

participants performatively engaged with issues of conversation, time spent sharing and teaching, and 

visiting.  

In his artistic and curatorial practice, Dylan Miner also focuses on visiting. Miner creates spaces 

for building community and spending time with Elders and community members, altering the institution 

of the gallery to become more Indigenous. His artistic and curatorial practice incorporates what he has 

termed, “methodologies of visiting,” which he produces though collaboration. Methodologies of visiting, 

in practice, involve spending time over tea or at a kitchen table, “just” visiting.193 Miner writes that 

methodologies of visiting are employed by spending time and listening to community members and 

Elders, which serve to both build and employ reciprocal relationships.194 Miner’s Anishinaabensag 

Biimskowebshkigewag (Native Kids Ride Bikes) (2010-ongoing) and The Elders Say We Don’t Visit 

Anymore (2014) both engage this methodology in different ways. In Native Kids Ride Bikes, Miner 

organizes a community-based bike-building workshop for Indigenous youth in where the exhibition takes 

place. The workshop series and curated installation brings Indigenous youth together to spend time 

together while engaging traditional knowledge and contemporary urban Indigenous experiences.  

                                                        
192 Ibid. 
193 Civic Studio, Dylan Miner Artist Visit and Talk, 12 November 2015, http://civicstudio.org/content/dylan-miner-
visit-and-talk accessed 22 April 22, 2017. 
194 Miner, “Makataimeshekiakiak, Settler Colonialism, and the Specter of Indigenous Liberation.” In Re-collecting 
Black Hawk: Landscape, Memory, and Power in the American Midwest, eds. Nicholas Brown and Sarah Kanouse 
(University of Pittsburgh Press, 2012), 230. 



 

113 

 

One iteration of Miner’s ongoing series involved Indigenous youth from Nkwegon in Michigan in 

2011. They worked with Miner and other students at Michigan State University to construct seven low-

rider bikes that were then exhibited at Look Out! Gallery at MSU. The seven bikes are visual 

manifestations of the Seven Grandfather Teachings, and each is constructed through collaboration. The 

bikes present an opportunity for youth to engage in traditional knowledge though contemporary 

expressions, while also creating connections between them, Miner, the Indigenous community in 

Nkwegon and Elders. Ultimately, the bikes also build bridges for communication.195   

In The Elders Say We Don’t Visit Anymore, Miner creates space for visiting in the gallery itself. 

This exhibition then welcomes Indigenous peoples into the gallery, a demographic that is less likely to 

visit arts institutions, to engage with work that is made – in part – for them. It also invites Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples to talk about the art exhibition and to build community around the work. It also 

brings Indigenous methodologies – visiting and oral knowledge sharing – into a space that is based in 

Western knowledge systems, a powerful inversion of the Western gallery space.  

The exhibition is influenced by a conversation Miner had with an Elder who shared their concern 

that we don’t visit as much as we used to.196 In response, Miner created an installation that interrupts the 

gallery space and creates that space for the visiting that the Elder desired. The installation includes a table 

where visitors to the gallery are invited to sit and share tea, bannock, teachings and stories.197 Miner 

harvests tea and brings it into the gallery to share with participants. The artist “uses the tea as a catalyst 

for engaging natural, in-depth conversation.”198 Disrupting the usual quiet of the white cube gallery, 

Miner’s installation instead inserts Indigenous practices of visiting into a space that usually calls for quiet 
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reflection. The exhibition provides an example of the importance of visiting and spending time with one 

another as Indigenous epistemology.  

Other curators I spoke with echoed the importance of spending time with community as a part of 

their curatorial practice. For example, Rachelle Dickenson discussed the importance of community 

conversations in connection to her co-curated exhibition, Reading the Talk, with Lisa Meyers (Beausoleil 

First Nation). Dickenson stated that it was important to her and Myers to build and maintain relationships 

with the communities they exhibited in, as well as their own communities and those of the artists. 

Dickenson explained: “You have to be mindful of the communities you are speaking with. And then you 

[have to make sure] those relationships are intact, and have voice.”199 

As an example of connecting with and engaging community, the work of Métis artist, activist and 

curator Christi Belcourt was often discussed in interviews. Her ongoing commemorative installation, 

Walking with our Sisters (WWOS), raises awareness and memorializes the over 1,181 Indigenous women 

and girls who have been reported missing or murdered in Canada since the 1980s.200 The exhibition 

features moccasin vamps (tops) that have been created and donated by people around the world. At the 

time of this writing, the WWOS website confirms that the organizing group has collected over 1,763 pairs 

of moccasin tops commemorating missing and murdered women and girls as well as 108 pairs of 

children’s moccasin tops, which are dedicated to children lost to the residential school system. The 

installation began touring to communities in 2013 and, according to their website, is booked to tour until 

2019 (although I suspect many more communities will be interested in exhibiting the installation).201 The 

hard work of volunteers brings this community-engaged exhibition to various spaces, volunteers who 

reach out to the national WWOS organizing team. In 2013/14, I was fortunate to take part in the 

organization of the installation to Urban Shaman Gallery in Winnipeg. As a participant and co-organizer 

for Urban Shaman, I experienced how much this exhibition engages directly with the communities in 
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which it exhibits. Organizers, both nationally and locally, create talking circles and community 

conversations to prepare for the exhibition. Elders and knowledge keepers are involved from the 

beginning and Indigenous protocol is a central discussion, depending on the region in which the 

installation is shown. By creating this space for discussion before WWOS comes to a community, the 

WWOS “organization” or network of volunteers-as-curators demonstrates its commitment to community-

building, by allocating time in advance to build a strong and supportive system for the emotional 

exhibition. 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith writes that networking and the process of relationship building is a form of 

resistance.202 She writes that the networks built through maintaining friendships, conversations and 

connections can be effectively used to disseminate knowledge and information. The connections between 

Indigenous peoples act as a database of knowledge, and the trust formed between individuals in one 

network works to “vouch” for them in another.203 In this connection, Jo-Ann Archibald writes:  

Patience and trust are essential for preparing to listen to stories. Listening involves 
more than just using the auditory sense. We must visualize the characters and their 
actions. We must let our emotions surface. As the Elders say, it is important to listen 
with “three ears: two on the sides of our head and the one that is in our heart.”204 
 

Although, as Tuhiwai Smith, Archibald and other curators I interviewed all understand the importance of 

networking and visiting in the project of building relationships and community, it is also important to note 

the challenges and difficulties involved in creating these relationships. First and most important, 

Indigenous communities are complex; one approach to building relationships with a community will not 

fit all. Curator Marie Bouchard reminds us of this challenge: “Dialogue is a complicated process, 

particularly when language barriers and established social protocol make it difficult to mediate conflicting 

cultural ideologies and philosophies.”205 
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Many of the curators I spoke with, as well as those Indigenous and allied settler curators that I have 

come to know through my work in the field of contemporary Indigenous art, echo the importance of 

networking and relationship building by visiting and listening. Curatorial methodologies derived from 

Indigenous epistemologies require one to listen with, as Archibald writes, our “three ears” – the two on 

our heads and the one in our heart – to create the relationships that support our commitment to working 

with a good heart.206 Spending time in conversation and sharing builds strong relationships and caring, 

reciprocal communities. Strong relationships are cornerstones to effective collaboration, a practice that is 

as equally central to Indigenous methodologies as visiting.    

 

Collaboration as Central to the Act of Curation 

In opposition to Western curatorial methodologies that tend to privilege individualism and authorship 

over the collective, Indigenous curatorial practices often privilege the collective,207 for intricately linked 

to community building is collaboration. Indeed, after relationship-building, Kovach’s second integral 

element in Indigenous methodologies is the collective and our collective responsibility.208  

Each of the curators I spoke with discussed collaboration with community, artists and other 

curators in the project of creating Indigenous centered exhibitions and projects. Julie Nagam, for example, 

discussed her ongoing project with Carla Taunton and Heather Igloliorte, Transactive Memory Keepers. 

The project is an online curatorial and archival project, documenting Indigenous new media and 

performance art. Although Nagam, Taunton and Igloliorte lead the project, they also have relied partly on 

the knowledge of their student collaborators to inform the structure of the project.209 Their research 

assistants vary in age and experience, and include a leading Indigenous artist with years of experience and 
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a wealth of knowledge. The group includes other curators and artists, as well as computer programmers 

and scholars, and I also was one of the research assistants.210  

Nagam discussed the importance of creating a reciprocal intergenerational conversation to produce 

a stronger and more detailed archive and website.211 She explained that she, Taunton and Igloliorte have 

worked on a number of projects together, some of them curatorial, and that working collaboratively 

represents an alternative approach to curating and research in Western institutions.212  

Rachelle Dickenson also spoke at length about the role of collaboration in her understanding of 

Indigenous curatorial methodologies. In her recent exhibition, Reading the Talk, co-curated with Lisa 

Myers, Dickenson explained that the entire curatorial process was collaborative. Dickenson and Myers 

developed an exhibition that asked three Haudenosaunee and three Anishinaabe artists to engage with the 

Dish With One Spoon wampum belt.213 The Dish With One Spoon is a peace treaty between the 

Anishinaabe and the Haudenosaunee that bounds them to share the territory and care for the land together. 

The treaty is represented mnemonically on a belt made of wampum beads. The curatorial team worked 

with Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee artists to create an exhibition that considered the influence of the 

treaty.214 Dickenson discussed how Myers taught her about her own curatorial methodology, which is 

collaborative and encourages artists’ extensive input into the exhibition and installation. Although 

Dickenson uses collaborative pedagogies in her work as an educator, she felt more engaged with the 

notion of Indigenous collaboration by working with Myers.215  

Dickenson reminded me that collaborative pedagogy works in many situations, especially 

between Indigenous peoples and communities, and with institutions that are open to working 

collaboratively. Yet she also discussed the difficulty of collaborating with arts institutions or with 
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Indigenous artists in institutional spaces: “Indigenous collaboration is generative and supportive, [but] the 

colonial collaboration can be violent and exhausting, taxing.”216 The history of the arts institution and the 

bureaucracy that upholds it can make it difficult to work collaboratively, but Dickenson found that by 

focusing on the artists and one’s relationships, and by going back to these generative relationships, one 

can resist the power of the institution to individualize and thwart collaboration.  

 Ryan Rice’s experience of founding Nation to Nation artist collective was also a practice in 

collaboration. With Skawennati (Mohawk) and Eric Robertson (Métis/Gitksan), Ryan Rice and Nation to 

Nation looked to “reach out to native and non-native communities (urban and reserve) to socialize/interact 

within a creative art-focused milieu.”217 Together they created multiple exhibitions, including Cyber Pow 

Wow and Native Love. Through the formation of collectives like Nation to Nation, Indigenous curators 

work together to support one another. Collectives such as the Aboriginal Curatorial Collective (ACC), 

mentioned earlier and founded in 2005 by Barry Ace (Odawa), Ahasiw Maskegon-Iskwew (Cree/French 

Métis), Ron Noganosh (Ojibway) and Rice, offer another example of how collaboration supports 

Indigenous artists and curators. Responding to the lack of Indigenous representation in the arts, the ACC 

was created to support Indigenous curatorial initiatives that would increase Indigenous presence in arts 

institutions.218 In an interview with Ruth Phillips, Rice said that the ACC is “about collaboration. We 

realize we don’t own the museums, the galleries; we can’t just go into those spaces and say, ‘We want an 

exhibition.’ The easier way is to offer collaborative strategies.”219 As a strategy, then, collaboration 

between curators and artists provides greater access to galleries that often exclude Indigenous 

participation in meaningful and lasting ways.  

 Collaboration, then, is foundational to Indigenous methodologies as it not only connects to 

principles of holism, community and respect, but also functions as a literal support strategy, building 
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critical masses that work together to critique hegemonic discourses and create space for one another to 

succeed. Margaret Kovach writes that an Indigenous theory, is “founded on collectivist research 

principles” and “respects the inherent ethics and protocols associated” with the collective.220 The 

principles of relationality are deeply interconnected with the principle of the collective in Indigenous 

ways of approaching research. Kovach acknowledges that accountability and responsibility to the 

collective are key in the protocols of Indigenous researching.221 As a result, Indigenous artists and 

curators have sought to support artist collectives and communities through methods of accountability and 

reciprocity – to which I turn next. 

 

Accountability and Reciprocity 

I think that’s where indigenous methodology comes into play, it’s a broad…its ethical 
responsibility, community responsibility, and I think that’s one of the main 
differences between a mainstream curator and indigenous curator is that we are held 
accountable, to not only our community, but to the artist.  

–Ryan Rice222 
 

In the summer of 2016, Dion Kaszas (Nlaka’pamux, Hungarian, Métis, Hawaiian) gifted me an Earth 

Line tattoo. The Earth Line is a skin-stitched line that encircles my forearm. As Kaszas tattooed me, he 

shared with me the teaching of the Earth Line, a visualization of Nlaka’pamux knowledge and visual 

culture that is echoed by Indigenous worldviews that privilege holism and accountability to community 

and the earth over the individual. For me, the Earth Line is a reminder of my responsibility to be 

accountable to the communities I am connected to in my daily life and in the way that I curate. The 

curatorial practices of all of my interviewees centre on accountability, reciprocity, and an 

acknowledgment of those that come before us and the territories we come from/are visiting.  

Kaszas is a professional tattoo artist and currently finishing his Master’s in Indigenous Studies at 

University of British Columbia-Okanagan in British Columbia. Much of his work is focused on the 

                                                        
220 Kovach, “Emerging from the Margins,” 28. 
221 Ibid., 30-31. 
222 Ryan Rice, Skype interview with the author, Lansing, Michigan, 11 November 2016. 



 

120 

 

revitalization of Indigenous tattooing practices, and he has worked with Indigenous communities, both 

locally and globally, to come to know and raise awareness of Indigenous tattoo practices of skin stitch and 

hand poke. Through research and time spent with scholars, artists, Elders and community members, 

Kaszas developed the artistic practice of tattooing the earth line based in Nlaka’pamux visual and material 

culture and Indigenous knowledge systems.223 He explains that in Nlaka’pamux clothing (as well as in 

architecture, body painting and baskets) makers would include lines that encircled the object as a 

representation of the “earth and all that sustains the wearer’s life.”224 For Kaszas, this visual reminder of 

the world that supports an individual is connected to the Sylix teaching of nested systems of relationships 

and responsibility that was gifted to the artist by Jeannette Armstrong.225 Armstrong, who shared this 

teaching with Kaszas in his undergraduate work, also wrote about this Okanagan teaching of 

responsibility in her article, “En’owkin: What it Means to a Sustainable Community.”226 She explains 

that, in Okanagan worldview, the individual’s potential and wellbeing is only actualized as a result of 

collaboration with external systems. She puts forth a nested system of collaborative forces that surround 

the individual: family, community, land. This system supports the wellbeing of the individual, and 

reciprocally, the individual is responsible to the wellbeing of this system.  

Kaszas writes that the nested system of ethical responsibility taught to him by Armstrong reminds 

him that we are “connected, sustained by, and responsible for ourselves, our families, our communities 

and the earth.”227 The Earth Line, for Kaszas, is a visual representation of the concentric systems of 

connections that support us and to whom we are responsible. Kaszas developed the Earth Line tattoo 

practice, which he gifts to participants while explaining the system of nested circles of responsibility, is a 

teaching that helps to remind us of all that sustains us and nourishes us and of our responsibility to 

                                                        
223 Dion Kaszas, Artist Talk, Michigan State University, 28 March 2017. 
224 Dion Kaszas, “Gallery 101 Performance of Skin Stitch Earth Line Tattooing Action,” in Indigenous Tattooing: 
Practicing, Supporting, and Highlighting Indigenous Tattoo Revival blog http://indigenoustattooing.com/blog/earth-
line-tattooing-action-gallery-101/(accessed 19 April 2017). 
225 Ibid. 
226 Jeanette Armstrong, “En’owkin: What it Means to a Sustainable Community” Centre for Ecoliteracy. 
https://www.ecoliteracy.org/article/enowkin-what-it-means-sustainable-community (accessed 19 April 2017). 
227 Kaszas, Indigenous Tattooing. 



 

121 

 

maintain the principles that insure its well-being.”228 The nested system of responsibility, as well as the 

Earth Line it inspired, communicates a holistic worldview consistent with other discussions of Indigenous 

methodologies. 

For example, Jo-Ann Archibald illustrates an Indigenous philosophical concept of holism in her 

book, Indigenous Storywork. Like Armstrong, Archibald explains that Indigenous worldviews often refer 

to the interconnected power of the intellectual, spiritual, emotional and physical realms to “form a whole 

healthy person.”229 Further, the author writes that the wholeness of an individual is “mutually influenced 

by one’s family, community, band, and nation.” Archibald uses a network of nested circles to symbolize 

Indigenous values of wholeness as it connects to wellness. She writes that “the never-ending circle also 

forms concentric circles to show both the synergistic influence of and our responsibility for generations of 

today, and the generations yet to come. The animal/human kingdoms, the elements of nature/land, and the 

Spirit World are an integral part of the concentric circles.”230  

Indigenous values of holism necessitate the connected values of reciprocity, accountability and 

acknowledgement. As Kaszas’ Earth Line teaches, we are accountable to the systems that support us. In 

practice, accountability means that an individual and their ideas/work exist in a system of relationships 

and circles of influence. As discussed above, those relationships must be honored and given time to build. 

Shawn Wilson writes that the “shared aspect of Indigenous ontology and epistemology is relationality 

(relationships do not merely shape reality, they are reality). The shared aspect of an Indigenous axiology 

and methodology is accountability to relationships.”231 Wilson writes that the accountability to 

relationships, which he terms “relational accountability,” builds common ground and supports 

communication of ideas.232 The formatting of his book on Indigenous methodologies incorporates this 

approach, as it includes letters to his sons and conversations with other Indigenous scholars Wilson 
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embodies the practice of standing with one’s community and speaking with them. This idea of speaking 

with others links to Indigenous practices of allying and position oneself among those who claim you. One 

must be accountable to the communities one speaks with, and reciprocate the care that they have offered.  

Each of the curators I spoke with echoed this holistic approach in their Indigenous curatorial 

practices, based in accountability and reciprocity to networks. They all discussed the importance of being 

accountable to the artist’s communities, one’s own communities, and the territory and spaces in which 

one curates. Cathy Mattes explained that “if you, as an Indigenous curator, as an Indigenous person on 

this land, are thinking about the well-being of an artist, community, family, nation, how you advocate and 

engage really matters.”233  

For Dylan Miner, his identity as a Wisaakodewinini person (People of the Burnt Wood) is central 

to his practice. He described the ways in which his identity as a person who comes from people who 

fought against colonialism is important to him. Working from his connections to his ancestors, his 

practice incorporates ancestral practices as a form of connection, and, by using those ancient practices, 

Miner maintains and revitalizes them as a way to challenge oppressive systems.234 

Ryan Rice also discussed the importance of connecting back to community. He always curates 

from the position of being Mohawk from Kahnawake.235 Rice talked about how the core of his work is his 

connection to his community and that through much of his career, he curated for his community.236 As 

such, some of Rice’s curatorial work directly addresses his communities. For example, his exhibitions  

Kwah Í;ken Tsi Iroquois (Oh So Iroquois) (2007) and Hochelaga Revisited (2009) explored the diversity 

of Haudensonee visual culture and Montréal as an Indigenous space. Both of these exhibitions referenced 

the communities in which Rice exists, and supported the communities by providing platforms from which 
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to assert Indigenous aesthetic sovereignty, be it through Haudensonee art that challenges Eurocentric 

ideas of pan-Indian aesthetics, or through Indigenous artists that explore indigeneity in Urban spaces.237   

Advocating for artists and communities is practiced in many ways. For Mattes, responsibility to 

community comes before responsibility to the Western institutions that she or others work within. This 

means that, as a curator, one must advocate for those people with whom one is speaking. As an example, 

Mattes explained that often the institution lacks an understanding of Indigenous realities and the 

oppressive histories of violence, racism and dispossession in Indigenous communities and which arts 

instructions can duplicate by their insensitivity.238 As an example of curator acting as advocate, Mattes 

discussed the importance of supporting an artist who is also a residential school survivor, and who may 

struggle when showing a work related to the violence they survived. “For me,” she said, there is “a 

recognition of social and cultural realities for the artist we work with,” adding that this means “being in 

tune and intuitive and concerned about the well-being of artists and their families and their 

communities.”239 She then said, “I think sometimes in the Western art world, that’s not a 

consideration.”240 Mattes tries to have “much reciprocity, appreciation, and gratitude” for the artist 

because “they are gifts in all sorts of ways,” so it is important to be accountable to artists after the 

exhibition is complete.241 

As curators advocate for artists and their work, and their own communities, they also advocate for 

the oral histories embedded in these communities and in the artwork itself. As such, a role of the curator 

is to support the communication of stories through the work and create stories through curatorial themes.  
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Storytelling 

Stories have the power to make our hearts, minds, bodies, and spirits work together.  

–Jo-Ann Archibald, Indigenous Storywork242 

 

Choctaw scholar LeAnne Howe writes: “Native people created narratives that were histories and stories 

with the power to transform.”243 Howe refers to this rhetorical space as "tribalography," and suggests that 

“the power of Native storytelling is revealed as a living character who continues to influence our 

culture.”244 Building on Howe’s work, Anishinaabe scholar Jill Doerfler writes that tribalography is “not 

completely fiction or history but a story that draws on the past, present, and future; documents and 

imagination; the spaces between reality and rumors of memory.”245 Howe explains that tribalography 

demonstrates the practice of Indigenous stories to pull from multiple parts of the storyteller’s 

communities – people, land, worldviews, spirituality – and to communicate them in a way that allows for 

the story to be shared.246  

 Margaret Kovach reminds us that “stories remind us of who we are and of our belonging.”247 

Continuing, Kovach writes that “stories hold within them knowledges while simultaneously signifying 

relationships.”248 Stories are events, and they are vessels and vehicles for knowledge. They relate to the 

Indigenous worldview of holism, as stories connect community through sharing knowledge and support 

their health by transferring teachings, practices and medicine.249 Story, and the epistemological 

assumptions that “situate [the story] within a collective memory,” communicates knowledge and connects 
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the speaker and the listener.250  

The curator, like the artist, acts as a storyteller. We organize and communicate a story through the 

work of the artists. The centering of oral knowledge in Indigenous communities influences many 

Indigenous curators, who have come to know the importance of stories. The valuing of stories as vehicles 

of sharing knowledge draws from, as Doerfler writes, multiple parts of our communities. Indeed, Ryan 

Rice explains that curating provides another space for sharing our stories and histories.251 Mohawk 

curator Lee-Ann Martin echoes Rice: “[O]ur retelling will necessarily privilege Indigenous insights, 

values, practices, and ways of knowing. We must reflect back our stories, to see ourselves more firmly in 

the world so that we can dream the future.”252 

 

The curator communicates knowledge through their practice and the mediation of the artist’s intentions. 

As Cathy Mattes said that one of her primary goals as a curator is to “mediate the message of the artist 

into a space,” and thinking also about the audience as disseminators of that message.253 The curator works 

with artists to create stories to communicate to the audience.  

Although stories are narrated through curated artworks of a range of mediums, performance art is 

particularly potent. As discussed above, the ephemerality of performance art, as in oral storytelling, is 

powerful because it allows for flexibility. Ephemerality of performance also prevents co-optation and 

allows the knowledge embedded in them to be carried within the participants and shared.  

Curators make space for artists to tell stories through their performance. An Indigenous approach 

consists of understanding the importance of oral tradition and oral narrative and making space for it. 

Mattes shared her experience curating Joseph Sanchez at the opening of Alex Janvier’s solo exhibition 
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that was part of her show Frontrunners in 2011 at Plug In Gallery. About her experience, Mattes 

explained that she created a space in which Sanchez could create a performance grounded in oral 

storytelling.254 

In each of these cases, while stories must be allowed to change, they also must be protected and 

cared for. Indigenous curating, then, becomes an act that cares for the stories, histories, communities and 

individuals intrinsic to the work.  

 

Caretaking and Healing 

There is a responsibility in caring for the stories of artists that echoes that of caretaking. Dylan 

Miner discussed the connection between medicinal or curing practices and the practices of curators. He 

discussed the linguistic relationship between the words “curating,” “caretaking,” and “curer,”255 which 

relates this to a longer history of Indigenous visual culture being collected and displayed by Western arts 

institutions – a practice that, as I discussed in Chapter Two, severs the objects from their communities. 

Recently, however, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous curators of historical Indigenous visual culture 

have been seeking to reconnect these objects to their communities, or have sought to work more with 

communities to care for these objects, when they remain in museum or gallery display and care. 

Indigenous curators especially can act as mediators between the communities and art/museum institutions 

in the process of repatriation.  

Miner connected this history of removal as part of what influenced his sense of responsibility as 

an Indigenous curator of Indigenous contemporary art to the artists, communities and visual culture with 

whom he works. Miner organizes and mediates objects as an Indigenous curator, and as a result, he often 

acts as “someone who is healing, that’s actually curing, that’s actually thinking about the medicinal 

qualities of art.”256 A function of the Indigenous curator, then, is to care about the art objects, artists and 
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communities, which are all connected to the projects of reciprocal and responsible relationships.  

Care is also related to the care of Indigenous knowledge and Indigenous epistemologies of 

knowing. In contrast to the Western understanding of knowledge where the need to know often equals the 

right to know, in an Indigenous context, certain knowledges are either not knowable or unavailable to 

certain individuals. In his article, “Imaginary Spaces of Conciliation and Reconciliation,” David Garneau 

writes:  

The colonial drive, including its academic branch, is characterized by a drive to see, to traverse, to 
know, to translate (to make equivalent), to own, and to exploit. It is based on the belief that 
everything should be accessible, is ultimately comprehensible, and a potential commodity or 
resource, or at least something that can be recorded or otherwise saved. Primary sites of resistance, 
then, are not the occasional open battles between the oppressed, or colonized and the dominant 
culture, but the perpetual, active, refusal of complete engagement: to speak with one’s own words 
and in one’s own way; to refuse translation and full explanations; to create trade goods that imitate 
core culture without violating it; not to be a Native informant.257 
 

Garneau builds on this perspective by noting that the colonial attitude devalues the sacred entities of the 

cultures it colonizes. It does so by containing them in its own worldview as commoditized objects. The 

Western art system is deeply rooted in commoditizing and devaluing the spiritual in relation to 

Indigenous knowledges as sacred, and so Indigenous curators must carefully consider how to responsibly 

share Indigenous knowledges.  

In this context, care also means protection, a practice discussed by Rachelle Dickenson. Dickenson 

described the importance of protecting those with whom she collaborates, and the knowledges inherent in 

those relationships. She added that at times in her curatorial practice, she found herself making strategic 

decisions about what epistemologies to put forward while in an institution, and her aim to be mindful 

about how to protect Indigenous epistemologies within the colonial context.258 Dickenson explained that, 

as curators, we have to acknowledge the stakes of sharing Indigenous knowledge, given the potential for 

those knowledges to be co-opted, appropriated and distorted by the institution. A curator must be 

extremely careful to protect the integrity of the knowledges she exhibits, and ensure these knowledges are 
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communicated in respectful and honest ways. Dickenson sees her role as caring for the relationships and 

collaborations with the artist and communities and protecting those relationships within the institution, 

which, at times, can work against relationships.  

In this connection, Cathy Mattes explained that care played a role in her recent exhibition with 

Métis artist Amy Malbeuf, titled Inheritance, presently at the Kelowna Art Gallery. She talked about the 

ways in which she thinks of herself, in some ways, as an “art mom,” making sure that galleries are 

working responsibly with the artists she collaborates with. Indeed, she said that she positions herself as 

curator between the gallery and the artist, ensuring that the artist (and their intentions) are respected and 

realized by the institution.259 

Finally, relationships also take shape through the methods and practices of spending time and 

valuing friendships and collaborations. Dickenson explained that protection is a more formal action of 

negotiating the ontologies of the Western system and Indigenous knowledges.260 Caregiving, however, is 

informal and about being accountable to relationships, laughing and joking and developing exhibitions.  

 

Mediation 

Caretaking, both for the knowledge and the communities inherent to the work, shapes the curator 

as a mediator, too. When responsibility to artists and community play such important roles in Indigenous 

approaches to curating, the question of audience arises: which communities do you create for? Who do 

you work with? Who do you want to experience the work? These questions framed my conversations with 

the curators, and for each of them, there were multiple ways of considering the audience and how best to 

mediate the work of the artist to the audience.  

Cathy Mattes discussed her experiences mediating between the gallery and the Indigenous 

community who was invited to take part in an Indigenous contemporary art exhibition. Her approach 

illustrated the importance of relationship building and accountability to many types of community, as she 
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explained how, at times in her career, she has taken on the position of a “go-between” for Indigenous 

communities coming to view the work, or who are part of it, and the institution. This is a practice of 

protecting and caretaking as well as mediation, because Mattes, like the other curators, often ensures that 

protocols of Indigenous communities are followed by the institutions we are working in.261 

Both Mattes and Rice discussed teaching in relation to curating. Often, contemporary Indigenous 

artists and curators reference complex histories and complicated issues. Although some artists and 

curators feel their role is to teach audiences, many believe that contemporary work should move complex 

discussions forward by placing some of the responsibly on the audience to attend or participate with a 

basic knowledge of issues like colonialism and Canadian and Indigenous histories. Mattes explained that 

although education is a part of the curatorial practice, it is not where she focuses her efforts most. Instead, 

she thinks about the audience as gifts, and as participants in the dissemination of the message of the artist, 

which she mediates between the artist, the institution and the audiences,262 “If [I think] about the local 

Indigenous community as active participants in an art exhibition, how I communicate with them, how I 

communicate with the non-Indigenous public, or gallery changes incredibly, when I think about people 

participating.”263  

As participants, audience members are then more active and responsible for coming to the 

exhibition with a willingness to learn the issues and histories engaged with by the artist on their own, 

rather than have it fed to them by labels and text panels, for example. This more active audience 

participation required connects to the ways in which the curators mediate the artists’ messages and the 

ways in which they communicate. Mattes says that her primary goal is to create relationships with the 

artist so that they produce something valuable, and then she as the curator mediates the message of the 

artist in that space, “so I’m thinking about the audience because they are the disseminators.”264  

                                                        
261 Cathy Mattes, interview with the author. 
262 Ibid. 
263 Ibid. 
264 Ibid.  



 

130 

 

Although the curators I spoke with explained their role is not centered on teaching, they did 

discuss the importance of providing some context and support, specifically when connecting with 

Indigenous communities. Ryan Rice addressed the need to provide some information, not necessarily 

histories, but to contextualize the work to support communities as participants.265 

This space between educator and mediator is a difficult one, and is complicated by the practice of 

mediation being closely tied to the protection and care of Indigenous ways of knowing important to 

community, the curator and the artist. Cathy Mattes for example, discussed the difficulty when faced with 

having to educate the audience about histories that inform the artist’s and the curator’s work.266 Mattes 

continued, explaining that she had to come to terms with the fact that part of her roll was, at times 

education, but her most important responsibility was to the artist. In this connection, Mattes confirmed 

that her priority was to the artist, and as such, that their message was mediated because, as she said, they 

are speaking their truths.267 However, she also acknowledged the roll of the audience as disseminators 

and, as such, the necessity of creating exhibitions that communicate to those audiences. From this, Mattes 

cautioned that an awareness of the audience did not suggest one should curate for a specific audience, but 

rather with an understanding of their role as disseminators.268 

In this connection, as Rachelle Dickenson expressed, the role of the curator is also to mediate 

Indigenous sovereignty within arts institutions and how curators understand and translate it to the 

audience and within their relationships to artists. She explained that curators who work within institutions 

especially can advocate while working with artists to take up and create space “and a greater sense of 

stability from which to begin to consider different epistemologies.”269 Ryan Rice also discussed the 

potential for curating Indigenous contemporary art outside the gallery to infiltrate oppressive systems, as 

galleries can be intimidating spaces to enter, especially for those unfamiliar with them. Rice explained 
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that projects visible to Indigenous peoples outside the gallery, and which therefore can be stumbled upon 

and don’t require one to enter the gallery space, are powerful.270 He discussed artist Susan Blight’s 

Ogimaa Mikana, a public art project in Toronto in which the artist added Anishinaabe place names to 

street signs.271 This project, as an example Rice explained, provides visibility and recognition of the 

Anishinaabemowin language in urban space, which is unexpected in a city that largely erases Indigenous 

presence. Rice said that this project reaches urban Indigenous communities because the language and the 

action are recognizable to Indigenous peoples.272 In this connection, Dylan Miner also discussed the 

importance of exploring the potential for parallel institutions while simultaneously functioning within the 

Western institution to transform it.273  

As a site for Indigenous sovereignty, curators I spoke with also discussed the creation of 

Indigenous-only spaces, possibly curated by exclusively Indigenous curators or spaces provided for 

Indigenous community only. For example, Rachelle Dickenson said, “I think exclusion is a really good 

strategy in terms of scholarship to begin to demonstrate the ways that the colonial ideology has 

marginalized, not just Indigenous, but many other non Euro-Western ontologies [and] epistemologies.”274 

David Garneau has also called for, what he calls, irreconcilable spaces of Aboriginality, which he 

describes as, 

Gatherings, ceremony, Cree-only discussions, kitchen-table conversations, email exchanges etc. in 
which Blackfootness, Métisness, Indianness, Aboriginality, and/or Indigeneity is performed apart 
from a Settler audience. It is not a show for others but a site of being where people simply are, 
where they express and celebrate their continuity and figure themselves to, for, and with each other 
in a complex exchange without the same sense of feeling they are witnessed by people who are not 
equal performers.275 

 

Garneau explains that intellectual spaces such as these, spaces that are Indigenous-only, signal to non-

Indigenous peoples that “intellectual activity is occurring without their knowledge; that is, in their 
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absence and based on Indigenous epistemologies.”276 These spaces are spaces of sovereignty, and 

Indigenous curators can help to mediate the creation and support of those spaces either in institutions or 

outside of them. The role of the curator in the formation of these Indigenous-only spaces can not only 

create those spaces, but also mediate a discussion of why these spaces need to exist.  

 

Conclusion  

The approaches described in this chapter create a map of curatorial practices that engage with, and are 

guided by, Indigenous ways of knowing. While the practices of these curators are guided by Indigenous 

epistemologies, it is also important to note that implementing these practices, especially within 

institutions, can be challenging and at times, impossible. Arts institutions function within the boundaries 

of government funding as well as community engagement for communities who may continue to promote 

colonial and nationalist narratives through their exhibitions, acquisitions and other practices (e.g., staff 

hiring and community engagement or a lack thereof). It is within these boundaries that many Indigenous 

curators must work, often negotiating and mediating extensively. The time, money and care that is 

required to responsibly connect with artists and communities is often not valued by these institutions. The 

boundaries placed on Indigenous curators working from Indigenous ways of knowing –which often butt 

up against the values of the Western art system – limit their ability to engage Indigenous curatorial 

methodologies. Ryan Rice expressed hesitation over the ability to fully engage Indigenous methodologies 

in Western institutional settings that do not provide space for Indigenous ways of knowing. The fine art 

system creates artists and curators and institutions that have to work in that system to succeed, and this 

never-ending cycle of validation and success limits the ability for curators and artists to step outside.277 

Although Rice did express skepticism about fully realizing the possibility of Indigenous methodologies, 

he also identified multiple ways in which both he and others are working within the system while also 

subverting it by engaging Indigenous ways of knowing. 
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 Rice’s hesitation illustrates a sobering reality that points to the oppressive nature of the art system 

in which Indigenous curators function. Yet as his impressive practice demonstrates, curating from 

Indigenous epistemological frameworks is possible within this system, too. Like in the sugar bush, the 

key is coming together and supporting one another in learning and collaboration. As we work together to 

create innovative expressions of Indigenous sovereignty through art, we create spaces for critical 

Indigenous expression.  
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Chapter Five 

 Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac and Reflections on Individual Curatorial Approaches 

 

Indigenous methodologies include stories of who is doing the searching and their journey along the 
learning path 

–Kathleen Absolon (Minogiizhigokwe)278  
 

The previous chapter outlined a number of approaches privileged by curators who consider 

Indigenous methodologies as that which grounds and guides their curatorial practice. I, too, draw from 

this evolving methodological approach, to guide my own practice of curating.  In this chapter, I turn to 

discussing my own approaches to curating from an Indigenous perspective, specifically my experience of 

curating the project component of this dissertation, the performance series, Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac at 

various sites in Kingston, Ontario in 2015. I situate my own curatorial practice in conversation with those 

practices discussed in the previous chapters. I centre my own experience, communicating the importance 

of privileging embodied knowledge and Indigenous methodologies of narrative and sharing in practice. 

By centring my own voice and experience, I am following a pattern of Indigenous scholars of Indigenous 

methodologies like Margaret Kovach, Shawn Wilson, Jo-Ann Archibald and Kathleen Absolon, who use 

their own experiences to frame their discussions. Absolon writes: “Indigenous methodologies include 

stories of who is doing the searching and their journey along the learning path.”279 In that connection, I 

approach this chapter as a story of my curatorial practice and my engagement of Indigenous 

methodologies. 

Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac was a five-part performance series that took place between 11 

January and 30 April, 2015 in Kingston, Ontario. The performance series interrupted the 200th birthday 

celebrations of Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir John A. Macdonald, by giving voice to alternative 

narratives silenced by the celebrations in the city. The series critically engaged with the spaces that 
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celebrate Macdonald and questioned the construction of nationalist narratives in relation to his memory. It 

also looked to disrupt colonial celebrations that support national ideals on which Canada was founded. 

This chapter first highlights the development of the performance series Talkin’ Back to Johnny 

Mac. It introduces Sir John A. Macdonald and outlines the ways in which he is iconized throughout 

Kingston, specifically leading up to and during the bicentennial celebration. I first briefly introduce 

Macdonald through a discussion of his contributions to Canadian history, including both those 

contributions that are praised in nationalist discourses and those that are erased. Following a discussion of 

Macdonald’s image in Kingston and his bicentennial, I develop the ways in which I conceptualized and 

realized this project. I then explore each of the performances in the series, briefly describing important 

activations that made up each performance. Finally, building on my experience curating Talkin’ Back and 

the discussion of curatorial approaches developed in the previous chapter, I explore the ways in which my 

own practice takes up Indigenous curatorial methodologies.  

 

Kingston, Ontario and John A. Macdonald, Canada’s “Lovable Rascal”280 

The city of Kingston, Ontario holds tight to its connection to Canada’s first Prime Minister, Sir 

John A. Macdonald. Every year on Macdonald’s birthday, he is toasted by community members at his 

statue in City Park and given a small celebration at City Hall.281 Born in Glasgow, Scotland on January 

11, 1815, Macdonald’s family immigrated to Kingston, then Upper Canada, when Macdonald was five 

years old. 282 He worked as a lawyer in Kingston and surrounding areas, and then in Toronto. He was an 

                                                        
280 Arthur Milne (Bicentennial Ambassador) in Carola Vyhnak, “John A. Macdonald’s Birthday Drives Wedge 
through Kingston,” Toronto Star, 5 January 2015, 
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2015/01/05/sir_john_a_macdonalds_birthday_drives_wedge_through_kingsto
n.html (accessed 4 March 2017). 
281 City of Kingston, “Sir John A. Macdonald Walking Tour Guide,” City of Kingston, 
https://www.cityofkingston.ca/documents/10180/55453/Explore_SirJohnA_Footsteps_FullGuide.pdf/d1e044fb-f222-
423c-a912-d40002fe840a, 10 (accessed 6 March 2017). 
282 Donald G. Creighton, John A. Macdonald: The Young Politician The Old Chieftain, 2nd ed. (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1998), 10; Many scholars have written about John A. Macdonald, see Sarah Catherine Gibson and 
Arthur Milnes, Canada Transformed: The Speeches of John A. Macdonald: A Bicentennial Celebration edited by 
(Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 2014), Ged Martin, John A. Macdonald: Canada’s First Prime Minister (Toronto: 
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active member of Kingston politics and the government of the Province of Canada. Macdonald played a 

key role in the Confederation of British North America in 1867, which formed the Dominion of Canada, 

and was appointed the country’s first Prime Minister on July 1. Throughout his terms as Prime Minister 

(1867-73; 1878-91[his death]), Macdonald supported the joining of other provinces into confederation. 

He also played an integral role in the building of a railroad that connected the provinces and created a 

boundary of settlement along the Canadian-American border.283 Macdonald is remembered as an icon of 

Canadian history and is a key figure in the Canadian national imaginary.   

On the highways into Kingston, there are a number of billboards celebrating Kingston’s 

connection to the Prime Minister, and advertising directions to memorialized sites, including 

Macdonald’s grave, his office or one of his many homes. Throughout the city, plaques posted in front of 

buildings inform passers-by of Macdonald’s connections to the city. These plaques and other historical 

memorabilia mention only that the figure is important to Canada’s history and that he was the country’s 

first Prime Minister. Such public texts focus on the icon’s role as the father of Canada, as a nation-

builder, and as the father of confederation. In their discussion of the public memorials to Macdonald and 

the events leading up to and during the birthday, Laura Murray (settler) and Paul Carl (Anishinaabe) write 

that the plaques dedicated to Macdonald – and “other powerful white men of the nineteenth century” – 

support Kingston’s identity as an important heritage city and are an insistence of “white settler 

triumphalism.”284 The authors identify the lack of monuments to Indigeneity in Kingston and imagine 

plaques that would instead critique the Canadian state and “acknowledge Indigenous survival.”285 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

Dundurn Press, 2013) and Richard Gwyn, John A: The Man Who Made Us: The Life and Times of John A. 
Macdonald (Toronto: Random House, 2011) 
283 The Canadian Encyclopedia, Sir John A. Macdonald,. http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/sir-john-
alexander-macdonald/ (accessed 20 March 2016).  
284 Laura Murray and Paul Carl, “Beyond Sir John: Unsettling Public Memory in Kingston, Ontario,” Journal of 
Critical Race Inquiry 3, no. 1 (2016): 62. 
285 Ibid.. 
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As Murray and Carl demonstrate in their archive of plaques to Macdonald, the commemorative 

plaques and billboards fail to mention Macdonald’s more controversial role in Canada’s history.286 The 

ways in which Macdonald is memorialized represent how colonial spaces and histories are honoured over 

Indigenous ones, with an Indigenous presence continually erased by dominant colonial narratives.287 

Macdonald’s role in violent and genocidal histories does not support Canada’s identity as tolerant 

and welcoming, and so any discussion of this role is erased from commemoration. On Kingston plaques 

(whether about Macdonald or Euro-Canadian history in general), there is little or no mention of the 

Indigenous peoples who have continued to live on the land since time immemorial and who were forcibly 

removed from that land. Nor do they recognize that Canada was built on this stolen Indigenous land, 

given that many of the laws governing the treatment of Indigenous peoples were put into place for the 

first time through the Gradual Civilization Act, introduced by Macdonald, and later, the first Indian Act, 

supported by Macdonald as the first Prime Minister.288 They do not express or acknowledge the complex 

and violent relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples that existed in the past and 

which continue to exist. Canadian government policies based on colonial ideologies were implemented by 

Macdonald’s government, and aimed to eliminate the government’s responsibility to Indigenous 

                                                        
286 Ibid., 66. For a more complete discussion of the commemorative monuments to Macdonald and Indigenous 
peoples in the land know called Kingston, see Murray and Carl’s full article. For more discussions about Macdonald 
and the critical interventions into the bicentennial celebrations see the Journal of Critical Race Inquiry 3, no 1 
(2016). 
287 There are few monuments to Katarokwi or the land now known as Kingston’s Indigenous history.  Although 
Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe names influence Kingston place names, there remains little visible monuments to a 
place that continues to be greatly important to Indigenous Nations. The few that I have encountered include 
dedications to Thayendanegea (Joseph Brant) and Tekonwatonthi (Molly Brant), Haudenosaunee siblings who 
played an important role for the British in the American Revolution, and an overgrown path dedicated to the 
Indigenous peoples of the area on Highway 2. There is also a totem pole in Belle Park carved by inmates at 
Joyceville Institution from a cedar pole donated by the Union of British Columbia Chiefs and gifted to the City of 
Kingston in its tercentenary anniversary by the Native Brotherhood in 1973 (Murray and Carl, “Beyond Sir John,” 
72).  
288 The Gradual Civilization Act, passed in 1857 by the Assembly of Canada, outlined the (highly unattainable) 
“achievements” that a First Nations man would have to achieve to become enfranchised, and therefore give up 
Indian status and obtain rights. The bill encouraged assimilation (Dutil and Hall, Macdonald at 200, 335). The 
Indian Act, first passed in 1867 to consolidate various laws concerning Indigenous peoples on the land now known 
as Canada, including the Gradual Civilization Act. Broadly, the Act defines Indian Status and governs First Nations 
peoples. Early versions defined treaties and bands, as well as restricted movement and employment on reserve. For 
the history and current content of the Indian Act, see the website for Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada 
(https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100010252/1100100010254) 
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communities. They do not explore the ways in which Macdonald marks the beginning of a Canadian 

government that continues to rid themselves of what Deputy Superintendent General of Indian Affairs 

Duncan Campbell Scott in 1920 called “the Indian problem”289 while externally representing themselves 

as having “no history of colonialism.”290 Instead, they mark the places where Macdonald travelled during 

his life, remarking only on his role in the formation of a tolerant, welcoming Canada. 

I raise these historical reminders because the narrative presented in Kingston’s memorials to 

Macdonald excludes his role in policies that enacted and sustained the cultural genocide committed 

against Indigenous peoples and which still influence Indigenous-state relationships today. Macdonald was 

an advocate of multiple programs and movements to assimilate and oppress Indigenous peoples in 

Canada. For example, as Prime Minister and as Superintendent of Indian Affairs, Macdonald supported 

early discussions of government involvement in the Indian Residential School Project that would remove 

children from their communities and forcibly assimilate them to Euro-Christian values.291 As the recently 

released Truth and Reconciliation Commission was shown, these schools were institutions predicated on 

genocide insofar that they were designed to eliminate the category of “Indian” by coercing Indigenous 

youth through violence to self-identify with the Canadian nation state rather than with Indigenous 

Nations, while simultaenously weakening family and cultural ties.292 Recently, documents have also been 

made public that demonstrate that residential schools were used as laboratories in which nutrition 

                                                        
289 Duncan Campbell Scott, 1920, quoted in E. Brian Titley, A Narrow Vision: Duncan Campbell Scott and the 
Administration of Indian Affairs in Canada (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1986) 50. Duncan 
Campbell Scott was the Deputy Superintendent General of Indian Affairs from 1913 to 1932. He testified that he 
wanted “to get rid of the Indian problem” when he provided justification for his Bill 14, which would enfranchise 
First Nations without consent (Stonechild, The New Buffalo, 22).  He also advocated for an amendment to the Indian 
Act that made attendance to residential schools mandatory for First Nations children (1920 amendment to the Indian 
Act). 
290 Prime Minister Steven Harper is quoted as saying that Canada has “no history of colonialism” during his speech 
at the G20 Summit in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania on 25 September 2009, in Reuters, Every G20 Nation wants to be 
Canada, Says PM 25 September 2009. http://www.reuters.com/article/columns-us-g20-canada-advantages-
idUSTRE58P05Z20090926 (accessed 20 March 2015).  
291 Blair Stonechild, The New Buffalo: The Struggle for Aboriginal Post-Secondary Education in Canada 
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2006), 9. 
292 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future: 
Summary of the Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 
http://nctr.ca/assets/reports/Final%20Reports/Executive_Summary_English_Web.pdf, 2015 (accessed 2 March 
2017). 
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experiments were undertaken on unwilling children.293 Starvation, poor living conditions, and multiple 

forms of abuse ran rampant here.294 Blair Stonechild writes of Macdonald’s justification for residential 

schools, noting how he saw them as a means to a larger goal: to extinguish “the savage” by removing 

children from their parents to exterminate ties to Indigenous culture, family and language, and not, as was 

claimed by many at the time, “just” educating them.295  

Macdonald’s government (and those that followed) also put into effect policies of rationing, 

willful ignorance and dislocation which, together, produced genocidal conditions that led to the deaths 

and forced dependency of Indigenous peoples in what is now Western and Northern Canada. Historian 

James Daschuk provides a detailed account of disease and starvation that were levied by the Canadian 

government to subdue and contain Indigenous peoples in the West in his book Clearing the Plains: 

Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the Loss of Aboriginal Life.296 Daschuk writes that Macdonald used 

food to compel First Nations communities to take reserves away from the planned railroad line, which 

would accelerate settlement.297 Further, John L. Tobias explores the ways in which the Canadian 

government, in part under the leadership of Macdonald, used the promise of food and farming supplies to 

control Indigenous peoples on the plains and specifically to subvert the concentration of Cree in the 

Cypress Hills.298 About the use of food as control Macdonald explained: “ We cannot allow them to die 

for want of food…we are doing all we can, by refusing food until the Indians are on the verge of 

starvation, to reduce the expense.”299   

                                                        
293 Ian Mosby, “Administering Colonial Science: Nutritional Research and Human Biomedical Experimentation on 
Aboriginal Communities and Residential Schools, 1942-1952,” Social History 46:91 May 2013: 145-172. 
294 For examples of the abuses that were common in residential schools see the Final Report for the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission.  
295 Stonechild. The New Buffalo, 9. 
296 James Daschuk, Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the Loss of Aboriginal Life (Regina: 
University of Regina Press, 2013). 
297 Ibid., 122-123. 
298 John L. Tobias, “Canada’s Subjugation of the Plains Cree, 1879-1885,” Canadian Historical Review 64 (1983): 
526, 530; Also see this research in John L. Tobias, “Canada’s Subjugation of the Plains Cree, 1879-1885,” in Sweet 
Promises: A Reader on Indian-White Relations, edited by J.R. Miller (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), 
212-240. 
299 John L. Tobias, “Canada’s Subjugation of the Plains Cree, 1879-1885,” in Sweet Promises: A Reader on Indian-
White Relations, edited by J.R. Miller (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991): 232. 
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Macdonald’s “war on Indians,” as Steven Loft calls it, worked to suppress Indigenous uprisings 

and compel compliance to the numbered treaties on the plains.300 About his government, the Prime 

Minister wrote: “the great aim of our legislation has been to do away with the tribal system and assimilate 

the Indian people in all respect with the other inhabitants of the Dominion as speedily as they are fit to 

change.”301 Assimilation was accomplished through residential schools, the pass system which limited the 

movement and gathering of First Nations, and the banning of Indigenous movement and ceremonies, 

again through the Indian Act.302 Assimilation was also accomplished through the quelling of potential 

uprisings and the imprisonment or deaths of strong Indigenous leaders who resisted government 

intervention including Louis Riel, Big Bear, Poundmaker and eight Cree men hanged in Battleford, 

Saskatchewan.303 In the case of the Battleford hangings in 1885, Macdonald forced nearby children and 

families from reserves and residential schools to attend the hangings to, as he wrote, “teach the red man 

that the white man governs.”304 

                                                        
300 Steven Loft, “Reconciliation…Really? From Macdonald to Harper: A Legacy of Colonialism, Reconcile This! 
Westcoast Line 74 (Summer 2012) 41.. 
301 John A. Macdonald, in Blair Stonechild, The New Buffalo, 19.  
302 The Pass System, implemented by Macdonald’s government in 1885. It limited First Nations peoples to their 
reserve by requiring that they obtain a pass from an Indian Agent to travel. This controlled the movement of First 
Nations peoples and limited their access to employment, gathering and commodities (White Man’s Law 265). 
Amendments to the Indian Act also restricted or outlawed the Potlatch and other ceremonies in 1884 (White Man’s 
Law, 268). Both of these amendments were maintained into the 20th century. 
303 In their book, Loyal Till Death, Blair Stonechild and Bill Waiser examine the building tensions in the West of 
Canada in the early to mid 1880s and the aftermath of the Métis uprising in Saskatchewan and the deaths at Frog 
Lake, Saskatchewan. In part through oral histories, the authors specifically explore the ways in which the 
“Northwest Rebellion” was sensationalized in the East to raise support for government authority on the plains and 
work to recount the accounts of Indigenous communities affected by the uprising. For Métis perspectives and 
histories of this same period, see Chester Brown, Louis Riel: A Comic Strip Biography (2013) and Gabriel Dumont’s 
own discussion of the uprising in Gabriel Dumont Speaks 2nd edition (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 2009). In the 
aftermath of the uprising, over one hundred Indigenous men were placed into custody and ultimately 60 were 
charged, among them Chiefs Big Bear, Poundmaker, and White Caps, despite the fact that not all of them had been 
involved in the uprising (Harring, 93). Although First Nations were less involved in the uprising than the Métis, 
many more First Nations were charged (Harring, 93). Louis Riel, a prominent leader of the Métis uprising, however 
was charged and hanged for High Treason. Big Bear and Poundmaker were charged with treason and jailed 
(Harring, 98). 
304 Six Cree men  (Bad Arrow, Miserable Man, Walking the Sky, Little Bear, Iron Body, Wandering Spirit,) were 
accused of being involved in the deaths of 9 settlers in Frog Lake, Saskatchewan and two others (Itka and Man 
without Blood) were convicted of killing a police officer at Fort Pitt. They were hanged in Battleford Saskatchewan 
on 26 November 1885;  John A. Macdonald to Edgar Dewdney, 20 November 1885, quoted in Blair Stonechild and 
Bill Waiser, Loyal Till Death: Indians and the North-West Rebellion, 2nd edition (Toronto: Fifth House Books, 
2010), 221. 
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Macdonald’s legacy as a national hero, then, one raised exclusively as a scene of celebration, 

requires a complex critique. This critique cannot be confined to the past alone; these historical approaches 

to Indigenous issues and people continue to influence and haunt how the Canadian government treats 

Indigenous peoples. Using examples of continuing policies aimed at assimilation and transgressing 

Indigenous territory rights, Steve Loft demonstrates that Macdonald and more recent Canadian leaders, 

such as Stephen Harper, are “ideological soulmates,” and that “without acknowledging the historic and 

continued colonial violence and colonial oppression committed against Indigenous peoples by the state, 

there can be no peace, no rapprochement, no moving forward.”305 The hope to move forward, Loft 

continues, exists in the work of, among others, the artists and activists.306  

Living in Kingston while it prepared for Macdonald’s 200th birthday on January 11, 2015, I saw 

how the city celebrated its connection with Macdonald through everyday remembrances like plaques and 

statues, and in its annual birthday celebrations that echoed the plaques’ narratives. As we moved closer to 

2015, these regular commemorations steadily built, and the year leading up to the “biggest birthday in 

Canadian history”307 was filled with excited posters and news articles reminding Kingston – and, indeed, 

Canada as a whole – of Macdonald’s cultural value. The narratives surrounding the celebration cautioned 

us to judge Macdonald only as a “man of his time” and encouraged us to extoll the more palatable 

memories of the “lovable rascal.”308 Intervening in these narratives with a more critical appraisal of 

Macdonald’s role in ongoing systems of oppression and with expressions of sovereignty was becoming 

increasingly necessary. An artistic intervention would, I hoped, be part of the move forward Loft 

suggests. 

 

                                                        
305 Loft “Reconciliation…Really?”, 46.  
306 Ibid., 47. 
307 Jansman, A., “Planning a birthday party for Sir John A.,” Queen’s Alumni Review, 4 (2015), retrieved from 
http://www.queensu.ca/gazette/alumnireview http://www.queensu.ca/gazette/alumnireview/stories/planning-
birthday-party-sir-john-0 (accessed 4 April 2017). 
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Preparing to Talk Back to Johnny Mac 

Inspired to take action and to add to a building critical response to the narrative of John A. 

Macdonald through Kingston’s Macdonald iconography and the upcoming bicentennial, I organized a 

performance series titled Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac. Beginning in 2012, when I began my PhD, I 

conceptualized the series as a platform from which I and Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists could 

speak back to the icon of Macdonald and the nationalist narrative in which he is deeply rooted. It was 

important to me to curate a performance series instead of a gallery installation because I wanted to 

physically take up space in order to activate alternative narratives and Indigenous voices.  

As a medium, performance art can respond creatively to the dominant discourse because of its 

public nature and its ability to take up colonial spaces with non-colonial/anti-

colonial/decolonial/Indigenous narratives. In this connection, I was specifically interested in the 

ephemerality of performance and its inability to be fixed and preserved. In her introduction to Corpus 

Delecti: Performance in the Americas, performance artist and scholar Coco Fusco writes that Latin 

American performance artists use the ephemeral materiality of performance to circumvent the power of 

the state. She explains that many artists use public and fleeting performance strategies to engage with 

institutions to symbolically confront the state in a way that is easily adaptable and cannot be co-opted.309 

In this connection, the ephemerality of performance art can act as an important strategy to destabilize 

normative discourses of the state. By creating space for a number of one-time and therefore ephemeral 

interventions, the performances resisted co-option but also, as Fusco points out, circumvented the power 

of the state by interrupting colonial space and its narratives.  

 It was also important to curate a medium that would provide a vehicle for public interventions 

but also one that would allow for an ongoing discussion by a variety of communities. In this connection, 

the medium of performance allowed me to financially support the travel of a greater number of artists 

than would be possible had I curated a gallery show – which would include shipping costs and other 

                                                        
309 Coco Fusco, “Introduction: Latin American Performance and the Reconquista of Civil Space, in Corpus Delecti: 
Performance Art of the Americas, ed. Coco Fusco (London: Routledge Press, 2000), 8. 
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gallery costs.  It was important to me as a curator to have as many Indigenous voices and bodies (as well 

as alternative setter voices) present in Kingston, to literally take up colonial space. Held at public sites—

at the John A. Macdonald statue in City Park, Stauffer Library at Queen’s, Four Directions Aboriginal 

Student Centre at Queen’s and the Tett Centre in Kingston—the performances were also accessible and 

visible to passersby. As such, performance provided an accessible space for difficult conversations about 

Macdonald and his connection to Canadian identity while also making sure that Indigenous voices were 

heard. 

Queen’s Faculty of Arts and Science Visiting Scholar award, the Dean of Student Initiatives, 

multiple departments at Queen’s, Corridor Culture arts collective and Four Directions Aboriginal Student 

Centre (FDASC) generously supported the project. The women at FDASC were specifically generous 

with their time and knowledge.  

The series built on several events that critically engaged with Macdonald at Queen’s and in 

Kingston leading up to the bicentennial. Many people in the city, including Corridor Culture Arts 

Collective, and Salon Theatre, as well as people at Queen’s University, including Karen Dubinsky, Laura 

Murray and Scott Morgensen worked hard to produce critical interventions into the bicentennial narrative. 

Specifically, the performance series was directly influenced by my experience co-organizing the Four 

Directions Aboriginal Student Centre’s Symposium on Indigenous Research in November 2014, which 

focused on discussions of Macdonald’s influence on Indigenous communities.   

In selecting artists to collaborate with me in the series, I looked to those I was connected to and 

whose practice engaged in colonial critiques and assertions of Indigenous sovereignty. My curatorial 

methodology privileges relationships and growing kin networks, and as such, I often work with those 

whom I am connected to through community. As an approach, I am connected to artists I am interested in 

working with through interrelated kin. In this way, I feel that I build relationships of trust based in 

connected friendships. In the case of Talkin’ Back, I predominantly approached artists with whom I had 

already worked and whose practices I felt would appropriately support my curatorial intention. I also 
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chose artists who already had working relationships, as to build on the already strong discussions that had 

been developing within the community.    

I organized the series to coincide with the bicentennial year and committed to curating a 

performance that would directly intervene in the birthday on 11 January 2015. Beyond January 11, I 

worked with artists to choose dates and times that fit for their schedules and the school year, to ensure that 

many Queen’s students and faculty would be able to attend. Instead of curating a performance series over 

a short period, I chose instead to schedule five performances over the course of four months. Although 

this schedule facilitated artist schedules, it also ensured that our voices would be maintained beyond the 

11 January date. The final curatorial decision in connection to scheduling was to begin and end with 

Indigenous artists. In a series that included a settler-identifying artist, I wanted to ensure that Indigenous 

voice was given the final word.  

Finally, a note about the title of the series. I developed the title of the series to communicate the 

intention of the series, to talk back, but also to situate myself within the cultural understanding of 

Macdonald. “Johnny Mac” is how my community referred to the John A. Macdonald Arena in my 

hometown of Grande Prairie, Alberta. This arena –and a fourth-grade speech I gave on Macdonald – was 

how I first came to know Macdonald. The story I was told through the jovial name change and my social 

studies education was similar to the one told in Kingston. Canadians have come to know Macdonald on 

the surface, as an icon, as a – to again quote Arthur Milnes – “lovable rascal.” My own understanding was 

not challenged until I learned of Macdonald’s role in the genocide committed against Indigenous peoples 

in what is now Canada in a university Native Studies class. “Johnny Mac” references my complicity in 

the nationalist narrative of Macdonald and the frivolity that parallels this remembering. “Talkin’ Back,” 

however, is an insistence of my own refusal of the Macdonald myth and a reference to the metaphorical 

mouthpiece that this performance series intended to hold up to it.  

Next, I will discuss each of the performances in my curated series and the environment in which 

each piece occurred. I want to set up the precise nature of each piece, before turning to examine my 
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choices and methods for selecting and placing these pieces as I did. I have organized this next section 

chronologically, beginning with the first performance that took place on Macdonald’s birthday, 11 

January 2015 and ending with Tanya Lukin Linklater’s performance that took place on 30 April 2015.  

Both these performances and my experience in curating them speak to this research project’s 

ideas about the methodologies of Indigenous curatorial practices. Drawing from the list of approaches 

outlined in Chapter Four, following a discussion of the performances, I will reflect on how my own 

experience of curating align with and grow from my Indigenous identity.  

 

The Performances 

David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel, 11 January 2015 

                                        

Figure 61: David Garneau, Dear John; Louis David Riel (2015). Photo Credit: Aric McBay 



 

146 

 

On 11 January 2015, the series began with David Garneau’s Dear John; Louis David Riel, a 

performance that placed John A. Macdonald and Métis leader Louis Riel in conversation. Garneau is a 

Métis artist, curator, writer and critic living and teaching in Regina.310 In Kingston, the artist revisited an 

earlier performance of the same name, which he mounted in Regina on November 16, 2014 – the 

anniversary of Louis Riel’s hanging.311 Both performances create a conversation between two historical 

icons who often oppose one another, and are largely disconnected from their complex historical realities, 

icons who were reduced to simplistic and more easily consumable versions. 

An important but controversial leader of the Métis in the late 1800s, Riel has come to signify Métis 

peoples for many. As political leader of the Red River Métis, he worked to secure land for the Métis on 

which they would assert their sovereignty from the encroaching Canadian government and settlement.312 

Riel was a leader in the creation of the Manitoba Act of 1870 that brought the Province of Manitoba into 

Confederation. As part of the agreement, the Métis were to “receive” 1.4 million acres of land reserved 

for the Métis peoples. In the coming years, settlement continued at fever pitch, and many Métis living in 

Red River were forced to relocate farther west, in what would become Saskatchewan. In 1884, other 

Métis leaders, including Gabriel Dumont called for Riel to return to Canada (after being exiled and 

moving the United States) to help them in protecting their legal rights in the Saskatchewan Valley. 

Tensions continued to rise between the Métis and the Macdonald’s government, who established the 

North West Mounted Police to protect Canadian interests in the West. The tension between the Métis and 

the Canadian government rose to a head in Batoche, Saskatchewan, where fighting broke out in the spring 

of 1885. Riel was charged and hanged for high treason for his part in the Métis uprising of 1885. Many 

argue that Riel’s actions were not treasonous, but were instead peaceful protests responded to by an 

                                                        
310 For David Garneau’s artist website, see http://www.davidgarneau.com. 
311 Dear John; Louis David Riel was originally performed in Regina on November 16 2014. It was curated by Blair 
Fornwald at the Dunlop Gallery in Regina (Gabriel Dumont Institute, Events https://gdins.org/about/events/david-
garneau-dear-john-louis-david-riel/ (accessed 30 April 2017).  
312 For an in-depth history of the Métis uprising and Louis Riel see Walter Hildebrant, The Battle of Batoche: British 
Small Warefare and the Entrenched Métis (Ottawa: National Historic Parks and Sites, Canadian Parks Service, 
1989), Chester Brown, Louis Riel: A Comic Strip Biography (Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly Publishing, 2013), and 
Stonechild and Waiser,  Loyal till Death. 
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overzealous Canadian government eager to silence this charismatic leader, quell challenges to nationalism 

on the prairies, and provide evidence of a “civilized” West open to settlement.313 Macdonald charged Riel 

with high treason, based in an obscure British law from 1342 – a charge that allowed for execution as 

opposed to the Canadian law, which did not.314 

Both iterations of the performance – first in Regina in 2014 and then in Kingston in January, 2015 

– placed the two figures in conversation with each other in a contemporary setting.315 The original 

performance took place in front of a John A. Macdonald Statue in Victoria Park, Regina on 16 November, 

2014, the anniversary of Riel’s hanging in Regina. Garneau then redeveloped the performance in 

Kingston. 

The performance started on the corner of King and West streets in Kingston, in front of the John 

A. Macdonald statue in City Park. In the cold and snowy park, audience members gathered down the 

street from the City Hall celebrations for the Prime Minister. The performance began as a snare drummer 

walked into the park from King Street. The drummer walked towards the statue and then stood to one 

side. Following him, Dana Wesley (Moose Cree) walked with a hand drum, also drumming and singing 

parts of the American Indian Movement (AIM) Unity Song.316 The drum, as Dylan Miner writes, 

signifies: 

[…] both colonial manifestations of military encroachment of Indigenous lands and the drum’s 
ongoing implication within Indigenous communities to be a harbinger of social, political, and 
aesthetic organization. The drum means many things and offers us, as active participants in 
Garneau’s performance, a remembrance of Riel’s execution at the hands of the Canadian state.317  
 

                                                        
313 For examples of this argument, see J.M Bumstead, Riel v. Canada: The Making of a Rebel (Manitoba: Great 
Plains Publishing, 2001), 319. 
314 Bob Beal and Rod Macleod, Prairie Fire: The 1885 North-West Rebellion (Edmonton: Hurtig Publishers, 1984), 
295. 
315 Garneau has also recently performed this performance at the statue of Macdonald on Parliament Hill in Ottawa. 
See http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/ programs/allinaday/at-5-30-today-a-hooded-stranger-will-approach-the-
prime-minister-on-parliament-hill-1.4167932. 
316 American Indian Movement Unity song, See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RbORbJBEhBg (accessed 22 
June 2017). 
317 Dylan Miner, “An Irreducible and Irreconcilable Gesture: Dear John; Louis Riel”. In In Situ,Dunlop Gallery, Fall 
2014.  
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Following her, along King Street, Garneau struggled, dragging six heavy money sacks on a rope 

tied to his foot. Dressed in a nineteenth-century felt suit, Garneau embodied the figure of Louis Riel by 

also wearing a noose around his neck and a black hood over his face. He also carried three seven-foot 

branches under his arm. As the drummers placed themselves on either side of the Macdonald statue, 

Garneau took off the rope around his foot and placed the money sacks on the base of the statue. Also in 

front of the statue was a bar stool and a briefcase. He stood before it with his hands on his hips.  

The statue, it must be noted, is massive and imposing, a bronze likeness of Macdonald on a 

monumental pedestal of granite. The granite is engraved with Macdonald’s name and a quote from the 

Prime Minister: “A British Subject I was Born. A British Subject I will Die.” He then took two of the tree 

branches and taped them together and placed a tin can connected to another by a string at the end of the 

now 14-foot pole. The pole, though not quite reaching the top to the statue, was used as a communication 

tool for Garneau’s Riel to try to speak to Macdonald. Garneau climbed up the small steps of the granite 

pedestal, falling once to a loud gasp from the crowd. Trying again, the artist climbed up and leaned the 

pole against the statue, trying to get the top tin can to Macdonald’s ear. Using the other can, Garneau 

yelled, “Railroads!” “Barbed wire!” As in historical reality, Riel’s pleas fell on deaf ears.  

Garneau gave up trying to speak with the statue and set along constructing a teepee-like structure 

out of the branches. Using his ceinture fléchée, Garneau secured the three branches together in a pyramid. 

He removed his felt jacket, making visible the Idle No More t-shirt he wore underneath. He then removed 

his leather boots and put on a pair of beaded moccasins, and took a bottle of gin out of his briefcase with a 

plate. Placing the plate on the base of the statue, Garneau filled it with the alcohol and tried to light it on 

fire. Although it was too cold and windy for the alcohol to light, the purpose was to mimic the toast to the 

Prime Minister, evoking the annual toasting by Macdonald supporters.  After attempting to light the 

alcohol, Garneau moved to his teepee and lit smudge. In this action, Garneau enacted an Indigenous 

cultural act of cleansing. Like the Idle No More T-shirt, the ceinture fléchée and smudging demonstrate 

images and actions for an ongoing assertions of Indigenous sovereignty, as well as the continuation of 
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Indigenous cultures and activism. After he finished smudging, Garneau packed up his performance 

objects into a bundle. He began to walk away, followed by Dana Wesley, drumming and singing the AIM 

Unity Song once more.  

David Garneau’s performance not only offered an important intervention into the 11 January 

2015 celebration of Sir John A. Macdonald’s birthday, but marked a valuable starting point for the 

performance series as a whole. Dear John; Louis David Riel opened a discussion that artists visiting 

Kingston would continue over the next four months. Taking up the figure of Riel, but also removing that 

costume and linking himself to more contemporary Indigenous activism, Garneau demonstrated the long, 

complex, difficult and continuing relationship between the Canadian government and Indigenous peoples. 

Starting his performance as Riel and attempting, as Riel, to speak to Macdonald, Garneau foregrounded 

the history of specifically Métis peoples in Canada and our history of activism. The reality of Riel in our 

present and our past is complex and ever-shifting, in much the same way as Macdonald’s. However, the 

complexity of these realities is simplified and transformed as dominant narratives are constructed to be 

easily consumed and communicated through, for example, monuments and pithy anecdotes. While 

Macdonald has been represented as an icon of Confederation, Riel has been represented as an icon of 

Métis (and Indigenous) sovereignty. Garneau in his performance piece is criticizing this construction of 

more consumable histories, and the icons of those histories. While Garneau brings forward the struggle of 

the Métis to be heard by Macdonald’s government, a history which was left out of the celebratory 

mainstream narrative, the artist also reveals the limits and arguable uselessness of historical icons. Both 

the figure of Riel and Macdonald are, in his piece, static and unable to communicate. As a Métis man, 

Garneau also relieves himself of the iconic character of Riel, and then connects himself as a man to more 

present-day grassroots Indigenous movements.   

During the talk that followed the performance, Garneau and I discussed the ineffective nature of 

figures like Macdonald or Riel when they remain iconized. While he did not say that discussing them in 

general was ineffective, he argued that to judge them and discuss them as anything other than historical 
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figures fails us.318 It is, however important to continuously examine them as individuals whose actions 

influence us in the present. As such, Garneau’s performance brought forward the inequitable relationship 

between the Métis and the Canadian government and the ways in which that relationship continues today. 

Garneau reminds us that both Riel and Macdonald are long since gone.  But the ways in which they are 

remembered and how that influences our historical present remains important to critique. In this way, 

Garneau’s performance enacts a remembering of the histories of Macdonald and Riel that was not present 

in the 2015 bicentennial narrative, but also demonstrated the influence of the idea of both men on our 

historical present. Garneau not only emphasized the erasure of important historical moments, but also the 

structures by which they are erased and continue to be erased.  

 

Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. Bear. Drum. 

Circle. 22 March 2015 

 

Figure 62: Peter Morin, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. 
Bear. Drum. Circle (2015). Photo Credit: Annie Sakaab 

                                                        
318 David Garneau, Artist Talk, 11 January 2015. Agnes Etherington Art Gallery, Kingston, Ontario. 
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More than a month after David Garneau’s performance, Tahltan artist Peter Morin mounted his 

performance, Salt. Washing. Beuys. Fat. Royalty. Copper. Canadian Club. John. Locked. Bear. Drum. 

Circle. Morin’s performance was about creating spaces for ceremony in which community could come 

together to raise our voices and obscure the colonial forces overdetermining public space. The 

performance also created a site from which we could connect to the ancestors and collectively speak to 

them of our resistance to the colonial powers that Macdonald represents. Morin writes that, in the 

performance, he was interested in resistance and “letting the bones of our ancestors know we are still here 

and [that] we still honour them.”319 Morin’s performance consisted of multiple performative actions at the 

same Macdonald statue Garneau performed at earlier. Each performative action built to assert Indigenous 

sovereignty in colonial space by cleansing the site of colonial imagery and building a site from which to 

build connections among other Indigenous peoples and our ancestors across Turtle Island.  

Like much of Morin’s work, the 22 March performance was a ceremony that included the 

audience members. Morin began his performance by welcoming the audience members and inviting them 

to stand closer to the statue. Creating community around the performance, Morin acknowledged the 

audience and thanked them for coming, an action that I have rarely experienced as a curator or audience 

of a performance. Morin took boxes of salt, and created a circle of salt in front of the statue. The salt 

created a protective space in which Morin performed many of his actions. The circle of salt motioned to 

the creation of a safe space for ceremony and activism to occur. That space would become important to 

the later portion of the piece, signifying the circle of ceremony.  

Morin then took a bucket of lard and climbed the statue to smear Macdonald’s name and the 

inscription “a British subject I was born, a British subject I will die” in lard. He also covered an image of 

the Queen – which he brought with him – in lard and placed it on the statue. This material signaled the 

protective material of fat as an insulator as well as the familial use of lard in the baking of bannock, an 

                                                        
319 Peter Morin, email conversation with the author, 18 May 2017. 
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Indigenous food. Morin has used lard and bannock in other works, including his ongoing performance 

work, World’s Largest Bannock Attempt (2005). The lard in this piece worked to obscure Macdonald’s 

words and the tacit colonial authority represented by the Queen.  

Next, Morin draped himself in his button blanket and I held a megaphone to John A. Macdonald. 

The button blanket, a culturally and ceremonially important robe made of wool, referenced the 

importance of family, ceremony and spirituality. Morin recited the Tahltan Declaration of Independence, 

a document written by members of the Tahltan nation in 1910, declaring their sovereignty over Tahltan 

land and the Tahltan people to the British Columbia government. Morin writes that the document 

“outlines Tahltan desire to be responsible for the resources housed within [their] traditional territories.”320 

Holding the megaphone up to Macdonald’s likeness, Morin spoke the words of his people to the space 

that we – as a community – were taking over. The words of his people filled the space, his voice loudly 

declared the long history of Indigenous activism.  

When he finished reciting the declaration, he gave audience members copper pipes to hold to the 

base of the statue. In conversations with Morin before the performance, he said that he wanted to use the 

statue as a conduit and as a pirate broadcasting station – to repurpose a colonial structure into a 

broadcasting station that could be used to communicate with our ancestors. He explains that in subverting 

the statue and transforming it into a broadcast station, he could “make everything backwards” and share 

his breath with ancestors – an act of resistance.321 Positioning four women hand drummers – including 

myself –at the copper pipes, Morin asked us to raise our voices and drums in song. We sang the Women’s 

Lament, Strong Woman, and Wildflower songs. Morin’s pirate station broadcasted “Indigenous women’s 

power and ways of knowing through this system/symbol that actively (and subversively) continues 

violence towards Indigenous women and girls.”322As we sang, Morin sat in the center of the salt circle 

                                                        
320 Peter Morin, “My Life as Museum, or, Performing Indigenous Epistemologies,” in Embodied Politics in Visual 
Autobiography edited by Sarah Brophy and Janice Hladki (Toronto, Buffalo & London: University of Toronto Press, 
2014), 143-44. 
321 Morin, email conversation with the author, 18 May 2017. 
322 Ibid. 
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and tied a British flag over his head, “putting on the clothes” as he explained “what Canada expects of 

Indigenous folks.”323 He continued, pouring Canadian Club whisky over his head, drowning himself in 

alcohol as the drummers sang at the statue. He explained that through that action, he was “putting on 

being a ‘drunk Indian.’” As he shivered violently – for it was extremely cold that day– the drummers 

moved to surround him with the heartbeat of the drum and in song. As if given strength by the drum and 

the power of the women, Morin slowly removed the flag and stood. Recovering slightly, Morin took up 

his raven rattle and began to sing in Tahltan into the copper pipes, still being held to the base of the statue. 

As in other performances, Morin whispered into the pipes, speaking his truths through the pipes, up 

through the statue, out to Indigenous peoples and our ancestors across the land. Visibly exhausted, 

freezing and reeking of rye, Morin finished his performance, bowing and then being enveloped by 

blankets I held on the edge of the performance. The final actions of the performance were built up to as 

Morin created a protective and communal space, engaging with audience members and preparing the site.  

By erasing the colonial values and symbolism of the statue, Morin appropriated a colonial 

structure for Indigenous activism. The women, as leaders, communicated through the statue while Morin 

enacted the brutalism of assimilation, colonialism and genocide committed against Indigenous peoples. 

He also performed the strength of Indigenous peoples to literally remove or exist beyond the effects of 

systemic and violent systems of imperialism, acknowledging the importance of tradition, ceremony and 

women in that movement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
323 Ibid. 
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Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin,’ 26 March, 2015 

 

Figure 63: Adrian Stimson, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’ (2015). Photo Credit:  Kristin 
Maracle 

 

Days after Peter Morin’s performance, Blackfoot artist Adrian Stimson performed his contribution 

to the series, titled, Buffalo Boy’s I Hear the Train A’Comin’. Stimson is a member for the Siksika First 

Nation in Southern Alberta, and his multimedia practice includes sculpture, painting, installation and 

performance.324 

For this performance, Stimson revived “Buffalo Boy,” his performance alter-ego. Carla Taunton 

and Ryan Rice describe Buffalo Boy as an anti-colonial and gender-bending parody of Buffalo Bill, who 

“resurrects the turn-of-the-century staged frontier spectacles from Wild West travelling shows.”325 They 

then add: 

Part drag performer, part shapeshifter, Stimson’s Buffalo Boy relies on his prairie-nurtured 
                                                        
324 Adrian Stimson artist website http://adrianstimson.com/home.html. 
325 Carla Taunton and Ryan Rice, “Buffalo Boy: Then and Now,” Fuse Magazine vol 32, iss 2 (March 2009): 18 
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chameleon intuition – an amalgamation of Rez smarts and street smarts with traditional Indigenous 
knowledge and contemporary queer theory – to camp up colonialism, sexuality and authenticity.326 
 

Stimson as Buffalo Boy showed up at the Tett Centre for Creativity and Learning, after a day of 

performances and discussions by leading scholars and artists engaging in issues of Indigenous gender and 

sexuality at the Gender and Decolonization.327 An audience of 100 filled the Malting Tower at the Tett 

Centre. Stimson’s performance, I Hear the Train A’Comin’, investigated Macdonald’s influence over the 

starvation and dispossession of Indigenous peoples on the plains, specifically First Nations in what is now 

Saskatchewan and Alberta.  Stimson’s performance engaged with Macdonald’s role in the building of a 

railroad that would connect Ontario and Quebec to the Prairies, to encourage settlement along the border 

and thereby securing it from American advancement.328 As discussed above, Macdonald encouraged the 

forced displacement of Indigenous peoples onto reserves through the signing of treaties, which 

Indigenous peoples were pressured into accepting by seeking relief from conditions of starvation and 

infectious diseases. Stimson’s performance explored the influence of Macdonald’s policies on the health 

of the Indigenous peoples of the plains, including his own Blackfoot community.  

At the front of the room where Stimson as Buffalo Boy began his piece, there was a projected 

image of Sir John A. Macdonald, who gazed over the space behind a small dining table and chair set with 

a fancy dinner-table setting. Buffalo Boy entered the room, making an entrance as always with his whip 

and playful manner. He put his hand to his ear and proclaimed, “I hear the train a comin’!” He passed out 

masks of John A. Macdonald’s face to all of the audience members and asked them to wear the masks. 

After each audience member had donned a mask, the room was filled with John A. Macdonalds, leering at 

Buffalo Boy in the center of the room. Buffalo Boy scattered the remaining masks across the floor in front 

of the audience, and then whipped the piles of masks. 

                                                        
326 Ibid. 
327 The Conference on Gender and Decolonization was organized by the Kahswentha Indigenous Knowledge 
Initiative at Queen’s University. The two-day event focused on creating space for writers, scholars, artists and 
students to discuss issues of Indigenous gender and sexuality. Stimson was a guest at the conference and performed 
at the end the gathering.  
328 Richard Gwyn, Nation Maker, 185; James Daschuk, Clearing the Plains, 108. 
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Standing in the room as an audience member among 100 others similarly masked with John A. 

Macdonald’s face, I felt complicit in an oppressive tension. The masks made us appear to leer at Buffalo 

Boy, and Stimson created a sense of foreboding in the scene. He communicated a sense of Macdonald’s 

power and authority as an embodiment of the Canadian state’s power over Indigenous peoples on the 

plains in the late 1800s.  

Buffalo Boy then took his seat at the table, in front of the projector screen. The screen now 

projected an image of a train racing across the Prairies. Sitting at a table decorated with a candle and a 

vase of wheat, Buffalo Boy took a drink from the mickey of Canadian Club hidden in his boot. He called 

for his waiter and a bare-chested, muscular young man emerged, carrying a covered serving platter. 

Buffalo Boy flirted with his waiter as he was served a McDonald’s Big Mac meal. Using a knife and fork, 

Buffalo Boy quickly consumed the burger, French fries and soda. The audience’s initial laugh at the 

choice of meal, however, soon turned to disgust, as we watched Buffalo Boy stuff himself with the greasy 

food. Buffalo Boy’s food here alluded to the changes in diet forced upon Indigenous peoples on the plains 

after they were pushed onto reserves to make room for the train and settlement.  

After Buffalo Boy had finished his meal, he removed his buckskin vest and cowboy hat and undid 

his braids. Kneeling in front of a bowl of white powder, the projected image shifted to the cover image of 

James Daschuk’s Clearing the Plains. The image shows a starving Cree man, who is unnamed, in Maple 

Creek, Saskatchewan, in 1884.329 By bringing forward this image, and Daschuk’s book, Stimson created 

connections between the starvation documented by Daschuck that was supported by Macdonald to force 

First Nations away from the railroad line. Drawing links between Buffalo Boy’s Big Mac meal and his 

ghostly figure, all while surrounded by hundreds of Macdonald faces, Stimson asks us to consider the 

legacy of Macdonald’s use of food as a weapon of genocide and assimilation. Stimson draws parallels 

between the contemporary issue of inequitable access to healthy and affordable food for many First 

Nations and the rationing of food by Macdonald as a form of control. The artist asks us to consider the 

                                                        
329 The image on the cover of Daschuk’s book, Clearing the Plains is also reproduced and discussed on page 148.  
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ways in which access to food continues to be a factor of injustice.   

 

Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts, 18 April 2015                                           

 

Figure 64: Leah Decter, memoration #2: constituent parts, 2015. Photo Credit: Aric McBay 

 

Leah Decter’s memoration #2: constituent parts looked to unsettle colonial spaces and enact a 

“quiet interruption” of normalized colonial history that often remains unquestioned.330 Using multiple 

expressions of settler identity, Decter quietly questioned settler narratives and our complicity in them 

while implicating herself within the dominant settler narrative.  

Her performance took place over the course of 9 hours between Stauffer Library on Queen’s 

Campus and John A. Macdonald’s statue in City Park on 18 April 2015.  Decter’s performance consisted 

                                                        
330 Leah Decter, in Aric McBay, “Talkin Back to Johnny Mac performance draws rapt audience” Kingston Region 
News. April 21 2015, https://www.kingstonregion.com/news-story/5568952--talkin-back-to-johnny-mac-
performance-draws-rapt-audience/ (accessed 29 April 2017).  
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of three parts: an endurance performance at Queen’s University’s Stauffer library in which Decter sat 

motionless in a canoe for 7 hours, dragging the canoe between the library and the statue of Macdonald in 

City Park accompanied by audience members, and finally taking apart the canoe behind the Macdonald 

statue. The performance was informed by Decter’s earlier work in which she explores settler narratives 

and the ways in which they are destabilized. As the only settler artist in the series, Decter played a vital 

role in my curatorial process, as her work provided access to a conversation about the relationship 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in the decolonization of colonial narratives like that of 

Macdonald. The piece explores the importance of being in relation and as such, spoke to the 

responsibilities we all have to each other in the process of unlearning and being accountable. Following 

this, Decter insists that the performance as a whole is “how we consciously and critically call ourselves, 

our communities, our mythologies, stories and beliefs to account.”331 

The first part began in Queen’s Stauffer Library’s loggia at 9:00 a.m. The library and the 

university, Decter suggests, “speaks to the ascendance of Western knowledge and to the perpetuation of 

white dominance within the public university and the broader settler state.”332  Decter installed herself at 

the center of the foyer on the floor decorated by an image of eight crowns in a circle. The circle, although 

not directly noted by Decter brings forward images of a compass, a clock and the four directions. Each of 

these, as Decter later described, summons interconnecting worldviews.333 She placed herself at the centre 

of this image, in a Sportspal brand canoe. As a symbol of Canada, settlement and exploration, the canoe 

also symbolizes an appropriated Indigenous technology, albeit here, one made of metal but made to look 

like birchbark, with an “Indian head” motif on the bow. The canoe also alludes to the erasure of an 

Indigenous presence in the Canadian wilderness, when explored and territorialized by white settlers. 

Indeed, Decter remarked to photographer Aric McBay that the canoe represents “the definition of settler 

                                                        
331 Leah Decter, telephone conversation with the author, 21 June 2017; For a discussion of her performance by the 
artist see Leah Decter, “Moving Unsettlement: Excursions into Public and Pedagogical Memory,” Journal of 
Critical Race Inquiry 3 no. 2 (2016): 25-60. 
332 Decter, “Moving Unsettlement,” 42. 
333 Decter, telephone conversation with the author..  



 

159 

 

identity.”334  

Decter embarked on a seven-hour endurance performance in which she sat motionless like a statue, 

as quiet and still as John A. Macdonald, except for her being an obstruction in the center of library guests’ 

paths. Each hour on the hour, an invited guest would rotate Decter’s canoe one fraction of the tiled circle. 

Each invited guest would take a paper and charcoal from Decter, and create a charcoal etching of one of 

the tiled crowns on the floor surrounding Decter. Passing the etching to Decter, the artist rubbed the 

charcoal crown onto her chest, on her shirt emblazoned with “Let’s All Go to Kinistino!” The shirt, a 

childhood momento from a particular visit to see her maternal grandfather who ran the general store in the 

town of Kinistino, Saskatchewan, was yet another symbol of settler narrative, adding to those of the 

crown, the canoe, the library and the university. The shirt was a souvenir of the 1978 Kinistino rodeo and 

consisted of an image of a cowboy on a bucking bronco. Decter writes that the shirt acted as a symbol of 

settler identity while it also functioned to place her own family within that narrative.335   

These accomplices were invited to participate, as Decter points out, as a way to represent the 

collective endeavor of having difficult conversations about one’s implication in settler narratives. These 

accomplices stood as witnesses to the event but also “were integral to the disturbance in of the flow of the 

space, and to the interruption of the concretized whiteness embedded in both the crown and the image on 

[Decter’s] shirt.”336 

As the hours passed, audience members came to watch the performance, while students and other 

visitors to the busy library passed, evidently curious, past Decter’s installation.   

At the final turn, Decter exited her canoe. She gathered the canoe and the etchings and dragged 

the canoe out of the library. Followed by a group of audience members, Decter dragged the canoe for over 

a kilometer to City Park’s statue of Macdonald. Decter placed the canoe behind the statue as a further act 

                                                        
334 Decter in Aric McBay, 2015. 
335 Decter , “Moving Unsettlement,” 45. 
336 Ibid., 49. 
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of interruption.337   

Next, Decter sat in the canoe and rubbed the etched crowns onto her chest once again. She asked 

me to join her on the grass behind the statue, and shared with both me and the audience one of her Jewish 

cultural traditions – placing a stone on a grave to mark one’s visit. She asked me to share my teaching of 

tobacco, one of the four sacred medicines to communicate with creator prayers, thanks, and remembrance, 

with her and the audience and her, which I did. Decter then spoke to the audience about our ongoing 

collaborative relationship and shared one of the two stones she was carrying with me. In return, I shared 

with her a tobacco tie. The act of exchanging culturally significant materials and teachings enacted the 

sharing of knowledge between settler and Indigenous peoples and nations in the act of reconciliation and 

relationship building. Together, we each laid the stones and tobacco, offering thanks and prayers, marking 

our visit, acknowledging the unmarked indigenous presence.   

Returning to the canoe, Decter began to take it apart. She skinned the canoe, removing its head 

and tail, and then discarded the metal skeleton. Laying out the faux birch bark skin of the canoe, Decter 

scrubbed the metal with the stones she had gathered days before in Lake Ontario. The scrubbing was a 

cleansing act as well as a movement to engrave the land onto the canoe skin. The action of taking apart 

the canoe removed the power of the symbol and vehicle of settlement. About this performative action, 

Decter writes that the “act of (un)making” also evoked the practice of preparing game or dissecting a 

cadaver and, in this connection, the action was an exercise of seeking new information “through the 

experiential application of accumulated knowledge.”338 Decter continues, writing that “the canoe 

dismantling was a transformative exercise of careful de(con)struction that held the potential to be 

disruptive, exploratory and generative.”339 

 The three actions worked together to intervene into settler mythologies and make space to 

                                                        
337 Between Morin’s performance and Decter’s, the City of Kingston had erected a wire fence around the Macdonald 
statue for construction purposes. This came as a surprise to Decter and I who discovered it had only been 
constructed the day before the performance and I had “rented” the space at the statue from the city weeks earlier.  
338 Decter, “Moving Unsettlement,” 52. 
339 Ibid. 
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articulate ones participation in those narratives. Decter’s embodied methodology of performance as a 

means to unravel her own complicity, and those who participated in white settler colonialism provided an 

example of the work settlers must do in dismantling the narratives which influence our experience of 

colonialism. As such, Decter’s performance offered a settler response to colonial commemorations and 

their broader influence and, in conversation with those by Indigenous artists, provided a more complex 

and critical curatorial response.    

 

Tanya Lukin Linklater, An Echo, A Turn, 30 April 2015  

 

Figure 65: Tanya Lukin Linklater, An Echo, A Turn (2015). Photo Credit: Erin Sutherland 

 

The performance series finished on 30 April, 2015 with Tanya Lukin Linklater’s performance, An 

Echo, A Turn. After four performances that engaged with or enacted the violent and destructive histories 

influenced by Macdonald, Lukin Linklater looked to create a performance that offered a space for 

regeneration and healing. Her performative lecture responded to the previous pieces from a site of 

gathering and sharing, as the artist created a space that centred on community coming together after, and 
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as a mode of concluding, the four month-long series.  

This performance took place in the Four Directions Aboriginal Student Centre’s living room. Lukin 

Linklater gathered us together around a feast of smoked salmon, bannock and berries. We were brought 

together in a good way as Kanonhsyonni (Janice Hill), Director of Four Directions Aboriginal Student 

Centre recited the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen (The Words Before All Else) or the Haudenosaunee 

Thanksgiving Address.  

In preparation for her performance as the series progressed, Lukin Linklater and I would visit over 

the phone and I would share my experience of each of the performances with her. I also would send her 

videos and images of the performances. Working from our conversations and my experiences, Lukin 

Linklater developed a performance that responded to the work of her fellow artists. On the day of the 

performance, she and I prepared a meal for the participants, who had gathered at Four Directions.  

The performance consisted of three parts. After participants were seated with their meal, Lukin 

Linklater asked me to recount my experience of each of the performances. This first part was an 

enactment of Lukin Linklater’s and my collaboration, and the ways we shared and visited with each other 

to prepare for the performance. I shared my experience and reading of each performance with the 

audience, as I had originally with her. I shared a story of my own understanding and experience of each 

performance, which echoed the stories I had told to Lukin Linklater in preparation for the series, 

demonstrating the method that she engaged to create her work.  

The second part consisted of what Lukin Linklater called a meditation, and a “healing 

movement.”340 Lukin Linklater asked us to take off our shoes and stand, to feel our feet on the ground, 

connecting to the space. The artist led us through a meditation in which we connected with our bodies and 

to the earth. She asked us to envision a tiny ember in our hearts and sun on our bodies, envisioning our 

breath bringing stillness, kindness, relaxation and healing to our bodies. This process was meant to move 

us towards healing and connecting. Through the meditation, Lukin Linklater asked us to come to an 

                                                        
340 Tanya Lukin Linklater, conversation with the author before the performance, 30 April 2015.  
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image that “hovers in the distance from this place of renewal.”341 And then, coming out of the meditation, 

and holding the image in our mind, Lukin Linklater asked us draw it or write it on a paper I had handed 

out. These images acted as document of the performance.  

The final act of the performance offered a performative lecture. She recounted a creative narrative 

in which she discussed the ways in which, when she visited Kingston, her body moved around the 

Macdonald statue and cannons, which obstructed her path. She said, 

The immensity of the statue 
And the height 
And the cannons. 
Why cannons? 
And the text, “A British Subject I was Born, A British Subject I will Die.” 
As I walked through the steps and noticing the steps as a pyramid and him, as the apex of the 
pyramid, I turn and continue walking.342 
 

She explained that she thought about the ways in which we move around these sites and how they 

influence our bodies. She continued, saying,  

As I moved 
As I shifted away and toward something simultaneously 
The dentalium earrings I wore began to shift against one another 
They made sound as my pace continued 
And I began to hear a tiny song that I could only hear in the dentalium 
Their swing 
Their movement 
That aligned with my movement343 
 
In conversation with Lukin Linklater, the artist explained how she was thinking about our 

experiences of these immovable sites of colonialism, and the ways in which many theories of 

decolonization call for us to tear them down. Yet as the artist discussed, through the refusal of the colonial 

state to change, reconcile or recognize Indigenous rights and sovereignty, the colonial apparatus remains 

immovable, much like the rigid, inflexible statue of Macdonald. Therefore, as Lukin Linklater continued, 

her performance investigated alternatives to tearing down. Instead, she explored moving around these 
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structures and continuing to persist and resist despite these colonial apparatuses.344 

Lukin Linklater next created a glossary of Macdonald’s influence on Indigenous peoples through 

a practice of citation. Referencing poets, artists and scholars, Lukin Linklater outlined parallel histories of 

colonialism on Turtle Island. She recounted Layli Long Soldiers’ poem 38, about the 38 Dakota men who 

were hanged in 1862 in what is now Mankato, Minnesota.345 In a discussion with me later, Lukin 

Linklater explained that she took up Long Soldier’s poem, in part, as an entrance point for the 

conversation of Macdonald.346 Lukin Linklater is Alutiiq, from Alaska, and lived in the United States 

while growing up. As such, her knowledge of Canadian history, Lukin Linklater said, is lacking. Yet as 

we see from Long Soldier’s poem, American and Canadian histories often parallel each other, especially 

in the case of Indian policies and the monumentalization of these histories. Then, using other citations, 

Lukin Linklater drew comparisons between the Dakota uprising and the Frog Lake “massacre” in 

Saskatchewan. As discussed above, the Frog Lake uprising led to the hanging of eight Cree men, 

Canada’s largest mass hanging, in 1885. This event led Macdonald to force Indigenous children from 

surrounding residential schools and Indigenous peoples from surrounding reserves to attend to hanging – 

to teach “the red man that the white man governs.”347 

Lukin Linklater then continued to part three of her performance, engaging with each of the 

performances that came before hers. She offered four dedications, one for each of her predecessors in the 

series. She said, “an echo is a reflection of sound arriving at the listener after the direct sound, a lingering 

trace or effect.” In this connection, Lukin Linklater created an echo of the performances through her 

experience of listening to my experience, and then creating a written response to each of the performers 

and their performances.   

                                                        
344 Tanya Lukin Linklater, telephone conversation with the author, 21 May 2017. 
345 Layli Long Soldier, “38,” On Being with Krista Tippet, 31 March 2017, https://onbeing.org/blog/layli-long-
soldier-38/ (accessed 29 June 2017). 
346 Lukin Linklater, telephone conversation with the author, 21 May 2017. 
347 John A. Macdonald to Edgar Dewdney, 20 November 1885, quoted in Blair Stonechild and Bill Waiser, Loyal 
Till Death: Indians and the North-West Rebellion, 2nd edition (Toronto: Fifth House Books, 2010), 221. 
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In each dedication, she connected to the artists through their bodies of work, her relationship to 

them, and the specific Talkin’ Back performances. For example, in her dedication to Morin, Lukin 

Linklater said,  

A man, a Tahltan Man 
I consider an almost-relative 
He is from the north like me 
A man who speaks to ravens and sings to ancestors 
Who traded art with me 
Who I met only once in real life 
His silver hair striking even then 
Who when he moves reminds me of a man I have only seen in photos 
From Alaska 
The man, Yup’ik, dances old-style 
His body in relation to the land 
His heart in relation to the land 
His mind in relation to the land 
This is what our bodies are capable of 
When they are in relation to structures that reciprocate 
Peter tells us, “I entered into a body dialogue with this history” 
The performances are so fraught with edges 
The dialogue is fraght with edges 
But it’s people like you and me that need to be negotiating those edges and  
reflecting that learning back to our communities 
Peter, who uses the British flag,  
Whisky 
Copper 
With the people he makes a copper radio tower to amplify our songs to the  
ancestors 
He tells his truth to the copper pipe 
And I think about truth telling 
And what is the power of telling the truth about these histories that mark the land  
and mark our bodies? 
Are we telling the truth to our ancestors, to our people, to settlers? 
Who is this truth for? 
What is this truth for? 
What can this truth do? 
We cannot hear the truth that Peter tells 
Some things are not meant to be shared with all but to be obscured348 
 

These echoes of the other performances and dedications to the other artists located Lukin Linklater within 

the series but also reminded the audience of what they had witnessed in the past four months. Lukin 

Linklater brought forward each work and reminded us of our experiences. Once finished, she encouraged 
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us to continue to gather around food, sharing our experiences of the series as a whole with her and each 

other.  

 This performance offered a counterpoint to the other performances and the series as a whole. 

Thinking through parallel histories, Lukin Linklater produced a work that provided space for healing 

through care and sharing. As she explained, there are multiple sites for decolonization and uncovering 

violent histories. The space of regeneration and mediation that Lukin Linklater prepared, was one in 

which violent histories related to Macdonald could be discussed without experiencing the violence, 

because, unlike other performances, it was not embodied or enacted but spoken and recounted.  

 The performance also raised questions of labour and participation in unraveling Macdonald’s 

relation to us in the present. Lukin Linklater asked her audience and me to participate in the performance, 

which also raised questions of collaboration and community. The performance was important in that it 

asked the community that came together that day to come together in healing and in recognizing what had 

occurred since the series began. It was a necessary end to a series and provided both closure and a point 

from which our community was activated to move forward in regeneration and acknowledgement.  

 As a result of the method of storytelling and gathering that Lukin Linklater used, as well as her 

insistence on creating a safe, welcoming and intimate space for sharing, this performance resists narration 

in many ways because it is a shared experience that brought the audience members together in healing. In 

recognition of the intimacy of the performance, I choose not to share as many details of the performance 

to respect the artistic intention but also the community that attended the performance. As such, there are 

also fewer images included in Chapter Two.  

 

Locating my Practice: Taking up Indigenous Curatorial Methodologies 

Drawing from my experience curating the performances in Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, this next section 

will identify Indigenous curatorial approaches used in my own practice through a discussion of those 

distinguished in Chapter Three.   



 

167 

 

Originally, I intended to discuss the ways in which my own practice aligns with the six 

methodological approaches identified in Chapter Four in six separate sections. However, the curatorial 

practices discussed in Chapter Four are complementary and depend on one another. In speaking with the 

interviewed curators, I found that the various approaches built upon each other and were dependent on 

each other. Indeed, methodologies that stem from Indigenous worldview are complex and, as Absolon 

suggests, are dynamic and multi-dimensional, as well as multi-layered and relational.349 As discussed in 

Chapter One, Absolon uses the analogy of a flower to illustrate Indigenous methodologies of research. 

The flower depends on its root system, its petals, its stem and the environment it exists in to thrive. Using 

the metaphor of interconnected systems, Absolon illustrates the holistic framework for Indigenous 

methodologies and the ways in which the individual aspects of Indigenous research are interrelated and 

dependent on each other.350 In my own practice, the approaches I privilege are interconnected, woven 

together to produce a stronger curatorial practice. As such, I seek to resist the atomizing and dissection of 

distinct aspects of my curatorial practice. Instead, I choose here to develop the following discussion in an 

interconnected system I will trace how, in curating Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, I engaged with the six 

interconnected Indigenous methodologies previously outlined in chapter three.  

 Most important to my practice, and what is evident across the practices of those I interviewed, is 

a dedication to building community and relationality. Returning to Shawn Wilson, I am reminded that 

“the shared aspect of an Indigenous axiology and methodology is accountability to relationships.”351 This 

dissertation, my curatorial practice and my methodological approach to research (and to being a human 

being) are centred in accountability to relationships. As discussed in Chapter Four, Cathy Mattes’ and 

Sherry Farrell Racette’s independent scholarly and curatorial practice of Kitchen Table Theory, and 

Dylan Miner’s Methodology of Visiting, suggest that allocating time for visiting and spending time 

together is integral to not only curating, but also to the creation and support of community, especially in 
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projects of indigenization, decolonization and sovereignty. My practice as a scholar and curator privileges 

visiting – despite the difficulty in making space for visiting – and seeks community engagement to 

acknowledge the experience and insight of others and community support – framed through the 

framework of Indigenization.  

The curatorial project, Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, developed out of many hours of conversation 

with people in my community (and those who would become my community). By sharing my 

experiences of and reactions to Kingston’s iconization of Macdonald with others, I developed this 

performance series. Further, discussions about others’ experiences interrupting/critiquing Kingston’s 

colonial narratives also helped to solidify the need for the performance series.  

For example, I spent a large amount of time with Kanonhsyonni (Janice Hill), Director of Four 

Directions Aboriginal Student Centre (FDASC). Hill (Haudenosaunee) has become my family since I 

began at Queen’s and it is through her leadership and guidance that I felt capable of taking on such a huge 

project. As a leader in the Haudenosaunee community around Kingston and the Indigenous community at 

Queen’s, her knowledge of Haudenosaunee relationships with the Canadian government, John A. 

Macdonald and Kingston also helped shape how I wanted to respond. Hill also offered her time so we 

could discuss how to move forward with the project in a good way, ethically and responsibly, and with an 

awareness of my responsibility to the Indigenous community at Queen’s and my own relations. Further, 

Hill, and Elder Betty Carr-Braint (Haudenosaunee) volunteered their time to recite the Ohen:ton 

Karihwatehkwen (The Words Before All Else), the Haudenosaunee Thanksgiving Address before the 

artist talks that took place after Garneau and Morin’s performances, and before Stimson and Lukin 

Linklater’s performances. I learned the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen (although I cannot recite it from 

memory in English or Kanien’kéha) from Hill, and other Haudenosaunee community members. The 

Thanksgiving Address then, became important for me to include in the series whenever possible, to 

acknowledge the Haudenosaunee and the land on which the performances took place. 
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The conversations that I have had and continue to have with Hill in the past seven years have 

guided me, in part, to this dissertation. Her generous gifts of knowledge and time helped me to think 

through how to approach curating while respecting and taking up Indigenous epistemologies. 

Furthermore, her knowledge of the Indigenous community and histories of Kingston allowed me to 

connect with that community and construct my curatorial response. It is through visiting that we built our 

relationship and that she was able to share so much with me. 

I also had many conversations with Indigenous community members and settler allies about the 

celebration of Macdonald and the ongoing issues of Indigenous inequities and broken relationships in 

need of healing. Conversations with other community members situated my upcoming project within 

similar projects in the city. These conversations helped me to further understand the community’s 

experience of the memorials as well as how the performance series might support the community-led 

movements already in motion.  

 Discussions during Four Directions Aboriginal Student Centre’s Symposium on Indigenous 

Research: Indigenous Perspectives on John A. Macdonald, which I co-organized with Rebecca Rolfe in 

November 2014, helped to understand the type of work that had been done and was planned in critique of 

the bicentennial. Conversations at the conference, during panel sessions and during breaks, introduced me 

further to how others in the community were responding. Specifically, I spoke with Laura Murray and 

Paul Carl, who were preparing their paper on monuments to Indigenous presence, and to Greg Tilson of 

the music group The Gertrudes, who had written a song and music video titled Of One Almighty 

Nation.352 Lyrics of the song include: 

Now you cannot be squeamish if you wish to build a nation 
Sir John A. and his colleagues tried the method of starvation 
And the Native children that he would soon be ruling 
He sent them off to learn his ways in the residential schooling353 

 

                                                        
352 For music video of Of One Almighty Nation by Amanda Strong (Spotted Fawn) and The Gertrudes, see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mGweEYO1Dow (accessed 29 June 2017). 
353 The Gertrudes, “Of One Almighty Nation,” Band Camp,   https://thegertrudes.bandcamp.com/album/of-one-
almighty-nation (accessed 29 June 2017) 
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Tilson and the Gertrudes would become more visible in the conversation about the bicentennial as it drew 

closer. Their song and music video demonstrated, to me, the type of work that was being done to interrupt 

the colonial narrative from within the Kingston community. I was happy to connect with those, like the 

Gertrudes and Murray and Carl, who were also working hard to make sure alternative voices were heard.  

Discussions with Tilson connected me to Salon Theatre who was trying to organize a more 

critical conversation in Kingston surrounding Macdonald.354 From that initial introduction to Paul Dyck 

(who played Macdonald at events and in their travelling play, “Sir John Eh? The Road Show”), I was 

concerned that I was being asked to connect to an organization that was organizing yet another 

celebration of Macdonald. Dyck and other members of the group seemed genuinely invested in promoting 

a more realistic portrayal of Macdonald in their work. Yet the young group of organizers seemed ignorant 

to (although eager to learn) the more negative history of Macdonald. They also seemed uneasy about 

including Indigenous perspectives given their ignorance and their largely white and pro-Macdonald 

audience. However, early on in my relationship with Salon, Allie Ferry (Métis), Communications 

Director for Salon, contacted me. She described to me her resolve to push the theatre group to be more 

critical and asked me to participate in one of the week’s events aimed at specifically addressing the 

destructive nature of Macdonald’s relationship with Indigenous peoples. The event, titled Growing 

Plains: Panel Discussion on Macdonald and Western Expanses took place on the evening of 9 January 

and included David Garneau and scholar James Daschuk – author of Clearing the Plains– in a discussion 

about Macdonald’s “darker side.”355 Ferry and I had many discussions (which continue now) about the 

difficulty Salon faced of organizing events that were both celebratory and critical for an audience that was 

mostly non-Indigenous and supporters of Macdonald.356 Ferry explained that she and Salon struggled with 

how to have genuine dialogue about uncomfortable issues and “how to teach people to sit with 

                                                        
354 Salon Theatre. http://salontheatre.ca/macdonald-week-2015/ (accessed 9 June 2017). 
355 Salon Theatre, Sir John A 2015: Macdonald Week, Schedule of Events, 6-11 January 2015, 
http://salontheatre.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/sirjamacdonald2015brochure-finaldec11.pdf (accessed 9 June 
2017).  
356 Allie Ferry, conversation with the author, 29 June 2017. 
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tension.”357 Ferry helped me to identify an issue I was struggling with while I built the series – how to 

engage an audience in difficult histories and critical discussions without alienating or causing stagnating 

guilt. Inciting critical dialogue in a community that is largely proud of Macdonald is difficult and scary, 

and one must be strategic and sneaky. Ferry’s experience with Salon being the only Indigenous person on 

a staff who both wanted to critically engage but also needed to be careful about alienating their base of 

support, helped me to understand my own role in the larger critical discourse in Kingston at the time. I 

realized the freedom I had as an independent curator supported by Queen’s and others to create a series 

that was necessarily critical. I also understood that, as a result of the experience of the artists and the 

support of the community, I could create a series that was both approachable and uncomfortable, and that, 

the potential of negative reactions was part of the experience of creating complicated discussions. It is 

through these discussions with others doing critical work in Kingston at the time that I became more 

comfortable in my position curating spaces of discomfort where the unlearning colonial narratives could 

take place.  

 So, too, did conversations about curating performance art in Kingston help to understand the 

important role the series would take on. Long talks with Carla Taunton during and after her performance 

series, Acting Out! Claiming Space, which she co-curated with Cree curator Daina Warren in Kingston in 

March 2011, helped to solidify my intention of curating performance art. Taunton’s experience in 

supporting Indigenous artists to take up space in Kingston and intercept colonial spaces and discourses 

motivated my own project, and took shape, in part, by visiting. Taunton’s experience curating 

performance series, such as Acting Out!, demonstrated to me the possibilities of performance art in 

Kingston to make a difference in the experiences of its public space. Further, we discussed technical and 

organizational strategies to most effectively engage with Kingston’s community and who to work with. 

Building on our interconnected networks, Taunton helped me to connect to artists such as Adrian Stimson 

and Tanya Lukin Linklater, with whom I’ve worked with multiple times now. Most importantly, Taunton 

                                                        
357 Ibid.. 



 

172 

 

provided support in terms of suggesting funding and venue possibilities and, of course, the moral support 

needed to take on a four-month series with five artists.  

Methodologies of visiting and spending time further developed my series, as it created space in 

which to connect to artists who would participate in the series. Working from a kinship methodology, for 

years before the series I reached out to artists and curators in my community to connect me to artists 

whose work I felt might align with my curatorial thesis. By kinship methodology I mean that I 

approached people using kinship networks of friends, colleagues and community. I also directly 

approached those artists who were already in my community and discussed the possibilities of a show. I 

visited with artists and talked to them about my ideas, inquiring about their practices and how they 

envisioned their work engaging with the bicentennial.  

My conversations with Leah Decter, were especially significant in the development of the series. 

Beginning in 2013, Decter and I began exploring the possibilities of working together on a project that 

engaged with issues of Indigenous-settler relationships within the national imaginary. For a time, when I 

lived with Decter in Winnipeg in 2013, we would spend evenings at her kitchen island discussing the 

ways in which we might interrupt nationalist celebrations. She and I discussed a wide range of topics: the 

critical importance of performance art to disrupt colonial narratives; the embodied and ephemeral practice 

of performance art and its relationship to projects of decolonization and indigenization; and the role of the 

curator to set up important dialogues between Indigenous and non-indigenous artists in the context of 

discussions of reconciliation.  

Stemming from those “kitchen counter talks,” Decter and I developed our own performance, 

titled Re/Call, which we performed at Kingston’s 2014 Canada Day celebrations. This two-part 

performance, supported by Corridor Culture Collective in Kingston, included a performance in which we 

gifted Canada Day celebrators an altered Canada flag, while saying to the person receiving the flag, “this 

is to remind you that Canada sits on stolen Indigenous land.” The following day, we performed a second 

time in City Park, once again acknowledging the ways in which Canada erases Indigenous presence. It is 
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at this performance where an audience member, Haudenosaunee program coordinator for the City of 

Kingston, Terri-Lynn Brennan told us that City Park was the site of a Haudenosaunee village. From this 

revelation, Decter developed her performance memoration #2. Although Decter developed her 

performance individually, our conversations and experiences working together influenced the ways in 

which she developed it. In the same way, Lukin Linklater and I discussed her upcoming performance for 

a year before she performed.  

Tanya Lukin Linklater and I also visited, but did so over Skype and by phone. Ironically or not, 

given the long-distance forms of connection we employed, she and I more often discussed embodied 

practices. Tanya and I had worked together several times before including Taunton and Warren’s Acting 

Out! Series, where she performed Give Me an A! (2011), Memory Keepers: Methodologies of Memory, 

Mapping and Gender, with I curated with Taunton at Urban Shaman Gallery in 2014, and Parallel 

Excavation: Tanya Lukin Linklater & Duane Linklater, which I curated with my collective, Ociciwan 

Contemporary Art Collective, at the Art Gallery Of Alberta in April 2016.  Indeed, her performance, Give 

me an A!, (2011) was the first live work of performance art I experienced. Give me an A!, performed at 

the corner of Union and University streets at Queen’s University, as part of Taunton and Warren’s series 

Acting Out! made visible to me, as a first-time viewer of performance art, its incredible potential for 

Indigenous performance artists – to reclaim colonial sites with their bodies and voices, and to create a 

lasting mark on sites even after their bodies and the audience has left. Each time I pass that corner, I am 

reminded of the power of Lukin Linklater’s performance, and the subsequent discussions we had about 

embodied practice and criticality helped to build this series and my approaches to it. 

Finally, time spent with local Indigenous community and allies in the area influenced my 

performance series most profoundly. In addition to time spent with Hill, I also worked with other 

community members before and after the series. However, this commitment to the community was not in 

purpose of the series. As a visitor to Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe territory, I am careful to connect 

with the communities who are stewards of the land. During my time at Queen’s and in Kingston, I 
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connected with the Indigenous communities in and around Kingston as part of my broader responsibility 

to community. As I have discussed above, relationality is of great importance in Indigenous 

epistemologies and worldviews and as such, it was important to me to build relationships with Indigenous 

communities from the time I began at Queen’s. As a result of being accepted into those communities, my 

relationship to my own indigeneity and my experience of being Indigenous in Kingston was strengthened 

and this supported me in my curatorial process. For example, early conversations with friend and fellow 

graduate student Dana Wesley provided a sense of humour and lightness to the discussions of Macdonald 

as a proponent of Indigenous genocide. It is through my discussions with her, in part, that the lightness 

and wit of Talkin’ Back are inferred.  

Further, my relationship with the women at Four Directions Aboriginal Student Centre (FDASC) 

was incredibly important to my overall development as an Indigenous woman and to the series. 

Throughout my time at Queen’s, I developed deep and meaningful relationships with many of the 

Haudenosaunee women at FDASC, and women who are Indigenous students and faculty and allies. These 

relationships were built on years of conversations, guidance and time spent working with community on 

various projects. These relationships sustained me as I made my way through my MA and my PhD, but in 

this context, they helped me to realize this series. The support of Indigenous communities, and the 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous women I met through my work with FDASC helped to make sure the 

series was a success. My community rallied around me, helping to book spaces, advertise the events, and 

find props (such as Garneau’s three 8-foot tree branches – harvested by Helena Neveu (Anishinaabe)– 

and Adrian Stimson’s fishnet tights –found at a costume shop by Vanessa Maracle-McCourt (Mohawk). 

Maracle-McCourt, Aboriginal Advisor at FDASC, specifically took time to invite me to her office to talk 

about how the organization was proceeding and how she could support me. The countless hours spent by 

Maracle-McCourt helping to prepare for the series, by gathering food, props and making sure I was not 

overwhelmed were especially supportive. Her investment in me as a student, in addition to the 
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communities’ support in me as a curator – a relationship built by spending time with one another – made 

sure that the series was organized, attended, and responsible. 

 

As cited in Chapter Four, Indigenous curators and scholars Ryan Rice and Nancy Marie Mithlo 

differentiate Indigenous curating from Western curating through its focus on the collective over 

individualism.358 In this connection, time spent visiting, as discussed above, builds collaborative 

relationships based in reciprocity and respect. Working as a collective, through collaboration or 

mentoring is an important practice of Indigenous curators. A related aspect of Indigenous curation, as 

Cathy Mattes described, is the focus on learning by doing and by working with others to learn the 

practice.359 As Julie Nagam discussed in her interview, when a project is influenced by a collaborative 

force, it is stronger and more dynamic, as a result of multiple voices and experiences.360 

Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac was influenced by many years of working on projects with others in 

a collaborative or mentorship relationship. Through my experiences working with and interviewing 

established curators, I have come to see an exhibition as a platform from which curators and artists speak 

together. These collaborative and mentor/mentee relationships have informed my practice, and I am 

grateful for learning from them.  

Specifically, my experience helping with Taunton and Warren’s Acting Out! was important to my 

development and depended on learning about collaboration. Working with fellow MA student Elizabeth 

Diggon, Taunton and Warren asked us to host a film screening that opened their series. We were also 

invited to spend time with the curators and the artists before and after the performances, and to support 

Taunton and Warren in their curating. This experience, as discussed above, was formative in my 

development as a curator and allowed me to experience the potential of Indigenous performance. 

Specifically, during Acting Out! I experienced the ways in which Warren and Taunton worked together 
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both as curators and with the artists. In terms of working with artists, it was clear to me that Taunton and 

Warren wished to speak with the artists, and align their curatorial thesis with the intentions of the 

individual artists. This created a series in which each individual performance built on the one before it, 

and the curatorial and artistic messages then became more salient. In addition, collaboration between 

curators in mentor/mentorship relationships is a facet of collaboration. In this connection, both Taunton 

and Warren mentored me during and moving forward from Acting Out! Their curatorial mentorship has 

been valuable to my development but also is a form of collaboration. 

My collaborative relationship with Warren and Taunton has continued since Acting Out! I worked 

as curatorial assistant at Urban Shaman Contemporary Aboriginal Art Gallery in Winnipeg in 2013, 

where Warren is director. In addition, I co-curated Memory Keepers: Methodologies of Memory, Mapping 

and Gender with Taunton at Urban Shaman Gallery in 2014.361 This exhibition, which included Lukin 

Linklater, Ursula Johnson (Mi’kmaq) and Julie Nagam, explored the  “connections between land and 

women’s bodies and the ways in which landscape and territory is tied to the body through memory and 

mapping.”362 These experiences working alongside Taunton taught me how to work as co-curator and to 

collaborate further with a gallery where I was a guest, and how to advocate for the needs of artists. 

Moving forward, I relied on these earlier experiences of collaboration to guide my curating of Talkin’ 

Back. 

 In terms of collaborating with community during the performance series, I often connected with 

my communities to participate in the performances. For example, for Garneau’s performance –and for 

each of the following performances, I enlisted my community to collaborate with me for the performance 

– thereby blurring the boundaries dividing performer, artist, audience member and curator. Friends and 

community members shoveled the snow from in front of the statue, videotaped and photographed the 

                                                        
361 This exhibition was also in conjunction with Mentoring Artists for Women’s Art (MAWA) 30th Anniversary. For 
a curatorial description of Memory Keepers, see https://www.facebook.com/events/704577062930044/ (accessed 5 
June 2017). 
362 Erin Sutherland and Carla Taunton, Curatorial Statement for Memory Keepers: Methodologies of Memory, 
Mapping and Gender, 2014.  
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performance, and participated in the performances. For example, in Morin’s performance, friends from 

my hand drum group, The Four Directions Women’s singers and I sang and drummed into Morin’s 

copper pipes and, later, around him. For Morin, the process of including women’s hand drummers 

activated the power of Indigenous women’s knowledge, at the same time reminding the audience of the 

ongoing violence against Indigenous women and girls.363 The important power of women to raise our 

voices together, necessarily provided strength to Morin to remove the liquor soaked flag from him head. It 

demonstrated the ways in which community voices are powerful. With Morin, the drummers and I 

worked collaboratively to bring the voices and songs to the space that Morin had envisioned.  

In the same way that I worked together with Morin during his performance, I see each of the 

artists involved in Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac as my collaborators. As a result of working together, in 

the same way that Nagam discussed in her interview, they brought their experience and vision to the 

series to create a smarter, and broader conversation.  

For example, Decter’s performance was a performance of collaboration. After years of discussing 

the series and her other performance pieces, we worked together to gather the materials she needed for her 

performance, spending the day together, after months of preparing. Decter also built on her experiences 

working with me on previous projects including re/call.364 During the seven-hour performance, I sat with 

Decter, along the wall of the library, watching over her and engaging in conversations with interested 

passersby. Although Decter’s work was much more physically exhaustive and intense, the collaborative 

experience of staying with her throughout the day was exhausting in itself.  In addition, within each 

performative action, Leah asked for my collaboration. At times, it was merely supporting her and 

assisting the performance. For example, during part one, Decter asked me to organize her helpers as they 

arrived to move her in the canoe. Participants would arrive a few minutes early and we would discuss the 

actions Decter had asked of them.  I guided the helpers to prepare for their action and announced to them 

when the hour was up and it was time to turn the canoe. I worked as a supporter but also as a 

                                                        
363 Peter Morin, email conversation with the Author, 18 May 2017. 
364 Leah Decter, telephone conversation with the author, 22 June 2017. 
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collaborative piece to the performance, as the conversations during the time right before the turn engaged 

me and the helper (and those audience members who were nearby) in narratives of intervention. Further, 

as a participant in the turning, I was complicit in the action, and therefore acknowledging my own place 

within the Western knowledge system that Decter was exploring. Further, the performative action in 

which Decter and I shared our teachings with each other and placed stones and tobacco on the land was 

also deeply collaborative. The action expressed our connections to one another, our friendship and the 

ways in which our ties influenced Decter’s performance. The action also meaningfully located us together 

in a space that has Indigenous and settler memory. This connection, and the acknowledgment of it, and 

the Indigenous peoples of the land on which we were working, is also an acknowledgment of 

relationships and working together.   

Collaborative relationships that are strong and powerful are those built with a sense of 

accountability and reciprocity. As many of the curators I interviewed discussed, having a sense of 

accountability to community is key in Indigenous curatorial methodologies. As Rice explained in his 

interview 

I think that’s where indigenous methodology comes into play, it’s a broad…its ethical 
responsibility, community responsibility, and I think that’s one of the main differences between a 
mainstream curator and indigenous curator is that we are held accountable, to not only our 
community, but to the artist.365 
 

Rice’s statement recalls relational accountability, which as Shawn Wilson explains, is the 

accountability to relationships and the understanding that ideas are developed through the formation of 

relationships.366 Relational accountability is practiced, as Wilson continues, through the choice of 

research topic, method, analysis and presentation of information collected.367  

Continuing, in my own practice, I experience multiple forms of accountability: to the Indigenous 

community that claims me; to the artists I work with; to the communities in which I practice; and to the 

communities of the artists with whom I work. The time spent visiting and communicating with my own 
                                                        
365 Ryan Rice, interview with the author. 
366 Shawn Wilson, Forward and Conclusion to Research as Ceremony, 7, 8. 
367 Ibid., 7. 
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Indigenous communities and those of the artists with whom I work is a practice of accountability. I 

approached my work on this series by centring reciprocity, as taught to me by my Elders, my family and 

my community. In practice, accountability and reciprocity function by making oneself available to the 

artists, giving back to community.  

An important aspect of reciprocity within an Indigenous epistemology is acknowledgement of the 

gift of labour, knowledge and time. In relation to this, it was important to me to acknowledge the sharing 

of knowledge by the artists that I worked with and the community who helped shape the series through 

conversation and guidance. Part of acknowledgement includes gift giving and other protocols, which are 

private and individual, depending on the person one is sharing with. A secondary aspect is making sure to 

participate in community in meaningful ways, to show up and to lend your knowledge and time when 

needed.  

 Despite making sure that I was responsible to my community by acknowledging their labour, I 

also felt that I failed in my responsibility as well. One way in which I struggled with responsibility to 

Indigenous communities was how to incorporate settler discussions into the context of an Indigenous 

focused series. As an Indigenous curator, I wanted to include critical settler discourses, but I also wanted 

to respect the need to centre Indigenous experiences and voices. I wanted to respect my community and to 

ensure its needs were centred. 

 It was important to include critical settler work, because, as the Kahswentha Two-Row Wampum 

belt teaches us, Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities need to support one another in the project of 

reconciliation and healing. Yet I was also aware of the potential for settler work to be more easily taken 

up by largely non-Indigenous audience members, potentially obscuring the work of the Indigenous artists. 

I also reflected on the long history of Euro-Canadian artists appropriating Indigenous work or using their 

work to promote settler colonialism and nationalism, i.e. the Group of Seven. I acknowledged the 

potential for this inclusion to obscure the needs of the community.  
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However, Leah Decter, the only settler artist in the series, has a long history of creating 

meaningful pieces that break away from the hegemonic settler narratives on which Canada builds its 

identity. Indeed, much of her practice is aimed specifically at unsettling those same colonial narratives I 

was intent on disrupting. Knowing Decter personally and professionally, I have come to know the 

responsibility that she feels in taking on difficult settler narratives publicly, and implicating herself within 

them. One of the reasons she is successful in her work and respected as an artist is that she implicates 

herself, as a settler, in the narrative and locates her family in her work. In this way, she not only reflects 

on the ways in which settler colonialism is pervasive, she more importantly acknowledges how she exists 

(and benefits from) settler colonialism and its ongoing legacy. In this way, she herself is accountable to 

the communities she has worked hard to connect to, not only her familial and non-Indigenous relations, 

but also her Indigenous network.  

Now, I need not extol Decter’s ability to responsibly work as a settler artist in a series focused on 

Indigenous voices – her piece does that more effectively than I can manage here. However, I do raise the 

issue because her position in the series was something I continue to reflect on, and in this case, 

specifically in relation to accountability to Indigenous communities. I move forward in this discussion 

acknowledging that there is no answer, and this is merely a reflection on responsibility. 

Choosing artists who would effectively engage with community was a responsibility of mine. My 

accountability to the communities I was curating for weighed heavy in my process of both choosing 

artists and organizing the chronology of the series. As a result, I understood Decter’s piece as a necessary 

counterpoint to the settler narrative implicated in the bicentennial discourse. I strategically placed Decter 

within the line-up in order to both provide it space, but also in order to begin and end with Indigenous 

voices. These strategies, I felt allowed me to be both accountable to Indigenous communities and voices, 

but also to my relationship with the other artists, and specifically my relationship to Decter, whose work I 

felt was a crucial inclusion. 
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 I continue to reflect on the piece now, and I question how I might have better positioned Decter’s 

9-hour piece while responding to my relationship to the community, the artists, and Decter. Could I have 

better organized and edited the series, and specifically Decter’s piece, so as to place it in better 

conversation with the other works? As I said, at the time, I chose to end the series with Tanya Lukin 

Linklater, not only because of the work she wanted to engage with, but also to end the series with an 

Indigenous voice. And narratives of settlement and Canadian expansion so intricately linked to 

Macdonald need to be critiqued, and a stronger curatorial organizing structure supports that work. Yet 

here, I found myself exploring a tension between curating, staying accountable to Indigenous voices, and 

incorporating also presenting settler critique.  

Although I cannot present any answers to my questions posed here, they are important to consider 

here as they demonstrate how I originally contended with and continue to work through the challenges in 

the methodologies outlined in Chapter Four.  

The tension I continue to consider in the organization of the series outlined above also 

demonstrates the ways in which my practice places care for community at the forefront. In connection to 

this performance series, the practice of care was also obvious in my care for the artists. Many of the 

actions of care involved private moments with artists where we shared through ceremony, prayer, 

traditional practices or in conversation, an extension of visiting. Broadly, however, I understand my role 

as curator as someone who provides care for not only the artwork and the ways in which it is displayed, 

but because part of the work is its performance, I also care for, more fundamentally, the artist. In the case 

of performance art, the artist often places their body in harm’s way, either through physical danger or 

intense endurance. For me, one of my roles is to ensure that the artists’ risks are understood and valued as 

important dimensions to their work.  

Care of the artist is of great importance in all performances, as embodied practice is often 

physically and mentally taxing. The two endurance performances that took place during the series, 
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Morin’s and Decter’s, offered the most clear examples where care and healing were involved in a more 

direct, sustained manner.  

Firstly, Morin’s piece took place on a day when it was increasingly cold and humid, the 

temperature dipping below -20 Celsius. Morin put his body through intense physical discomfort during 

his performance, but also  – like all of the artists – through intense mental pressures. For example, after 

covering himself in alcohol, the low temperatures began to cause Morin to shiver violently. He was 

visibly exhausted as he completed his final performative action.  

In Decter’s performance, the action of being immobilized was significantly discomforting to the 

artist. She also exerted herself over the course of the final two parts of the performance, including 

dragging the canoe with a bucket of heavy rocks inside, across campus and City Park – about one 

kilometer – and disarticulating the canoe. During the final action, while taking apart the metal canoe, 

Decter struggled as a result of her broken hand – an injury sustained days earlier – and the sharp and 

unyielding metal of the canoe. While working to cut apart the awkward (and dangerous) canoe, Decter cut 

her hands on the sharp metal “faux-birchbark.” 

As a curator and friend of Morin and Decter’s I obviously cared first and foremost for their 

safety. I was concerned when I saw Morin shivering and Decter’s blood. When Decter broke her hand, I 

suggested postponing the performance. However, the care involved in curating from an Indigenous 

methodology – so closely tied to accountability and relationships – is caring for the artist’s intention and 

understanding the healing nature of the performative process. In the case of Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, 

caring for injured artists became more about protecting them from audience members who wanted to help.  

As a result of Decter’s visible wounds and blood dripping down the canoe as she worked, for 

example, concerned audience members asked me if I should step in to help, or if they should help. Having 

spent much time with Decter and knowing her practice, I knew not to disrupt the performance and that the 

injuries (and the blood) had become important and powerful materials in the performance. Therefore, 
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instead of stopping her to have her bandage her hand, my job became making sure that audience members 

did not approach her to help her.  

In the same way, audience members became concerned about Morin during his performance. 

Although no one tried to approach him, there began to be murmurs in the crowd about getting him a 

blanket. Thankfully, there was a blanket on hand (I believe that was supplied by Decter) and I was able to 

have it ready for Morin when he was finished. Holding the blanket at the side of the performance for 

others to see seemed to have quelled the concern.  

In both of these cases, my care for the artist involved also caring for their intentions, not only 

their bodies. Understanding the healing power of pain and struggle within Morin and Decter’s work, as 

well as their intentions for their performances, I was able to ensure that they were both taken care of in a 

way that respected their bodies and their practices.  

 In addition to the care of the individual artists, curating Talkin’ Back also involved caring for the 

embodied voices of the artists, both individually and collectively. As a challenge to Western monoculture 

and singular voice, which has oppressed and generated violence against Indigenous nations, it was 

important to make room for embodied voices of resistance. As such, it was necessary to consistently make 

space for artistic intentions, and voices, but also my own. Approaching issues of voice from an 

Indigenous perspective reflects on the collectivity of Indigenous communities and our desire to speak 

together. Speaking together, as an act of healing, activates Indigenous spaces and Indigenous activism.   

Thinking about the medicinal quality of art, as Miner discussed in Chapter Four, I reflect on the 

importance of Lukin Linklater’s performance at the end of the series. Lukin Linklaters performance was, 

at its core, about healing and is a performance that was, for many, medicinal. Understanding the 

importance of Lukin Linklater’s An Echo, A Turn has developed over time for me, as I have reflected on 

the role of healing in Indigenous art and curation. An Echo, A Turn provided a much needed counterpoint 

to the series as a whole, which had been about revealing and interrupting. Lukin Linklater, in contrast, 

made a space for reflection and resistance through self-care. As a curatorial approach, I have come to see 
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the importance of placing Lukin Linklater’s performance at the end of the series – which no doubt shaped 

how she approached her work – although I did not understand the magnitude of the decision at the time. 

Through the process of visiting with Lukin Linklater in the years since the performance, and my 

discussions with curators for this dissertation, I have come to understand the ways in which Lukin 

Linklater’s performance responded to a curatorial need for self-care –both for myself and for the 

community. I have realized the intensity of the four-month series, and the weight of the performances that 

came before Lukin Linklater’s. Although I did not understand it fully at the time, making space for Lukin 

Linklater’s unique approach to performance, and being mindful of her process, provided access for Lukin 

Linklater to create a work that offered an important space for healing.   

Connected to the position of curator as “carer,” as Dylan Miner discussed in Chapter Four, much 

of my role the performance series involved mediating the needs of the artists. For example, one of my 

responsibilities was to act as a go between for the artists and the institutions in which I was working. In 

connection to the discussion in Chapter Four, the role of the curator is also to mediate the relationship 

between the artist and the institution, as Rachelle Dickenson explained in her interview. She described 

that curators who work within institutions can advocate while working with artists to take up and create 

space “and a greater sense of stability from which to begin to consider different epistemologies.”368 As an 

alternative, Ryan Rice reminded me of the potential for curating Indigenous contemporary art outside the 

gallery to infiltrate oppressive systems, as galleries can be intimidating spaces to enter, especially for 

those unfamiliar with them. Mediation in this case is then supporting the artist in bringing their voices 

outside of the institution.  

In Talkin’ Back, I worked outside the gallery system, producing performances that took place in 

public sites beyond the gallery. This decision to organize beyond institutional spaces was strategic in that 

I wanted to create a platform from which artists could express themselves outside of the mainstream 

gallery. I felt that, in line with the public nature of the bicentennial, and the pervasive nature of the 

                                                        
368 Dickenson, Skype interview with the author. 
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celebratory discourse, as seen in the number of plaques and monuments), it was important to bring critical 

voices to those spaces that erase Indigenous histories through assertions of colonial narratives. 

 However, working as a PhD student at Queen’s University, I also acknowledge my position 

within a Western institution. Although I did not have to navigate mediating between a gallery and artists, 

I did have to mediate between the university and the artists, as the funding I received was largely from 

Queen’s departments and faculties and, as such, had to be routed though the Queen’s financial system.  

I was fortunate that Queen’s was supportive of the series, and its faculty, staff and students were 

mostly helpful and excited. The University did not infringe upon my curatorial vision for the most part, 

perhaps because most of the performances occurred in public spaces. Ensuring that the artists’ intentions, 

as well as my own curatorial intentions, were realized was of great importance, and in my case, at least, 

was largely achieved. Fortunately, for this reason, my position as mediator between Queen’s and the 

artists predominately was focused on navigating the bureaucracy of the institution, including organizing 

accommodation, artist fees and flights through the university system.  

However, I did face a specific situation in which I had to mediate between Peter Morin and the 

City of Kingston. During Morin’s performance, the artist stepped up onto the statue and covered the 

engraved quotation with lard. In the audience, a supportive city hall worker approached me, concerned 

with what material Morin was putting on the statue. I explained that it was only lard and harmless, but she 

was concerned with the optics of the performative act, which had recently been cleaned for the 

celebration. A year earlier, the statue had been defaced with graffiti and paint, which was attributed 

falsely to the Idle No More Movement.369 The City Hall worker was an advocate for my work and the 

                                                        
369 On Macdonald’s birthday in 2013, the statue at City Park was vandalized extensively, including spray paint that 
read “THIS IS STOLEN LAND.” News articles discussed links to Idle No More Kingston and the events, although 
police had little evidence to support or deny those connections. Still the connection between the vandalization and 
Idle No More, I think, links to a misconception in Kingston and across Canada that Idle No More was destructive 
and violent. See https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/politics/sir-john-a-macdonald-statue-vandalized-this-is-
stolen-land/article7219916/, http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/sir-john-a-macdonald-statue-found-vandalized-
on-his-birthday-1.1330153,   
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work of other Indigenous activists, but she also had to consider the perception that passersby would have 

of a statue that had recently been defaced.  

In that moment, I struggled with what to do. I did not want to interrupt Morin in an important 

action, and I knew that the lard was harmless. Knowing the intentions of the artist and Morin’s respect for 

both myself and public space, I also realized the importance of the action within the narrative we (myself 

and the artists) were looking to put forward. So I did not approach Morin, and instead spoke calmly with 

the city worker, explaining that it would be easily cleaned and would do no harm. Although she was 

extremely generous, I could also genuinely see her worry, and I wanted to maintain a good working 

relationship with the city, as many of the members supported my work and were active in presenting an 

alternative narrative to those being presented by other Kingstonians, like Arthur Milne.370 I also did not 

want to add to a false inference that Indigenous peoples and our allies in Kingston were defacing public 

monuments. In the end, as quietly as I could, I stepped over to Morin, who was standing on the statue and 

quietly asked him to stop smearing the lard and briefly told him the concerns.  

Looking back, I would have handled it differently and advocated more for the needs of the artist. 

I also continue to be troubled by the connection being drawn between this harmless action and the more 

permanent destruction of the statue earlier, and that action’s false association with Idle No More. Yet this 

example illustrates one of the many difficult acts of mediating that Indigenous curators struggle with. 

When the relationship with the artist comes first but the relationship with the community is also 

important, one must mediate between worlds and their demands. Also, the institution – in this case 

municipal government – often butts up against the values of Indigenous methodologies and Indigenous 

artists/curators.  

Engaging with the curatorial approaches outlined in Chapter Four and explored above functioned 

to create a story that was built over the course of four months and five performances. The story, or the 

                                                        
370 Vyhnak, Carola. “John A. Macdonald’s Birthday Drives Wedge through Kingston.” Toronto Star, 5 January 
2015. https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2015 
/01/05/sir_john_a_macdonalds_birthday_drives_wedge_through_kingston.html (accessed 4 March 2017). 
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curatorial thesis of Talkin’ Back was built through weaving together my own intentions, and five 

individual artistic narratives to create a larger, complex and interconnected discourse. This narrative 

(which was made up of multiple stories) was constructed, in part, through my engagement of curatorial 

methodologies taken up through an Indigenous epistemology. It was built through collaboration and 

visiting with artists, curators and community as I developed the series. I constructed an outline of the 

narrative I felt was important to make visible with the help of Elders and community members, and the 

artists worked with me to build from that framework. The story we created was necessarily one that 

claimed space and interrupted the celebrations.  

In thinking about storytelling as practice and its connection to the series, I also understand 

performance art as an oral narrative. In this connection, performance art, as an ephemeral practice of 

communicating through bodies and orality, is a practice of oral knowledge sharing and storytelling. As a 

curator of performance art, my role is to mediate the stories of the artists through my own curatorial 

narrative.  

Although the series as a whole privileged oral narrative, a specific instance of the importance of 

storytelling as a curator was Lukin Linklater’s An Echo, A Turn. In preparation for her performance, I 

spoke with Lukin Linklater after the performances of the other artists, relaying the performance of her 

fellow series artists. I also sent her some footage of the performances, but in the end, we focused on the 

inherent ability for oral narratives to communicate an individual’s perception of each performance. 

During her performance, I participated in the lecture by sharing my experience of the performances to the 

audience, as I had done with Lukin Linklater. The story I told about the performance, my experience of it, 

would be different than every other audience member. It is these experiences of the performances that 

Lukin Linklater engaged with in her performance, indicating the privileging of my role as storyteller.  

Storytelling is in many ways the most simple and yet most important aspect of this discussion 

because it connects the practices outlined in Chapter Four and above: It engages with actions of visiting – 

and sharing and reciprocating knowledge; collaboration – building relationships and narratives together; 
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mediation – being careful how to share the knowledge of the artists and community; and care – being 

mindful of those communities whose stories are being shared and our relationship to them.  

 

Conclusion 

The performance series, Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, interrupted the celebrations of Sir John A. 

Macdonald’s 200th birthday celebrations with creative interventions that spoke to his ongoing position in 

our colonial present. As David Garneau said in his artist talk during the series, his performance was not 

necessarily to critique Macdonald as a man of his time, for he was long since gone.371 Garneau reminded 

us that there is, however, power in challenging how Macdonald is iconized and remembered in the 

present. Macdonald and his government laid the foundation for Indigenous-state relationships that 

continue to influence us in the colonial present, as the Canadian government continues to participate in 

marginalizing and oppressing Indigenous communities. The performance series engaged with celebratory 

narratives by speaking to the problematic iconization of a complex figure that represents a continuing 

colonial project of assimilation and discrimination. It also responded to a need to speak up to this ongoing 

history in which Macdonald plays a role. It added to the activism of others in the city (and across Canada) 

that questioned the ways in which Macdonald is remembered. As such, the work offered hope for 

grassroots arts organizing that, as Steven Loft writes, continues to activate moves to sovereignty by 

making space for Indigenous and critical settler narratives.372  

As a curatorial project, the performance series offered a platform from which I explored my own 

curatorial praxis and the ways in which it is influenced by Indigenous ways of knowing. For myself, I am 

still coming to know how I engage in the Indigenous knowledge systems and worldviews I am in the 

process of learning. With the support and love of community and kin networks, I am learning how to take 

up the path of my ancestors. This process, although larger than my curatorial practice, has manifested 

itself through my curating. Coming to know my indigeneity, and the cultural knowledge that is embedded 

                                                        
371 David Garneau, Artist Talk, Agnes Etherington Art Gallery, Kingston, Ontario, 11 January 2015. 
372 Loft, Reconciliation...Really? 41. 
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in that identity, has largely occurred through my academic and curatorial experience. As I worked 

towards this project, and this chapter, I have also come to understand more and more about Indigenous 

knowledge systems. As a result of my community and family, who shared these worldviews with me – 

through ceremony, experiential learning, visiting, and stories – I developed a curatorial practice that is 

fundamentally influenced by my Indigenous identity and the process of picking up that path. Curating has 

provided me an access point to my family, its histories, knowledges and practices. As such, this chapter, 

as it explores approaches to curating through Indigenous frameworks, demonstrates how I have come to 

express my identity and cultural knowledge through curatorial praxis.  
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Conclusion 

 

This dissertation consists of two components: a performance series and a critical analysis of the 

project in relation to Indigenous curatorial practice. The performance series Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, 

which was curated in Katarokwi (Kingston, Ontario) from 11 January to 30 April 2015, considered the 

following questions: How does John A. Macdonald influence us in our colonial present? How do 

celebratory narratives of Macdonald obscure, for example, the ongoing influences of his assimilationist 

policies on Indigenous peoples and Indigenous/non-Indigenous relationships? How can performance art 

interject in these narratives? This written component, arguably a project of mapping, aimed to locate my 

experience of curating Talkin’ Back and the curatorial approaches I mobilized within a larger discussion 

of Indigenous curatorial practice. Moving across pinpoints on a layered map of historical and 

contemporary moments in Indigenous curating, and discussions of current curatorial practices and 

methodologies, this analysis situates my own practice within an ongoing field of Indigenous curatorial 

practice and builds a discussion of Indigenous curating as a practice based in Indigenous epistemologies 

and ontologies. The two components work together to create a dissertation project based in Indigenous 

cultural knowledges – my own and those that I cite and interview – that explore curatorial methodologies 

that are influenced by an Indigenous framework. As I defined in the preceding chapters, an Indigenous 

framework, or an Indigenous way of knowing, means to embody one’s individual cultural perspectives, 

teachings and worldviews. Continuing, Indigenous methodologies and the frameworks that influence 

them are individual and highly variable but in general are centered around notions of holism, 

accountability to relationships, collaboration and respect. Ultimately this project aimed to explore the 

perspectives from which Indigenous curators approach their practice and locate my own methodologies 

within that conversation and contribute to the gaps in the field of Indigenous art and art histories.  
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Looking Back on Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac 

The five-part performance series Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac developed out of an urgent need for 

critical interventions into the Kingston celebrations of John A. Macdonald’s 200th birthday in 2015. The 

series brought together five internationally recognized artists – David Garneau, Peter Morin, Adrian 

Stimson, Leah Decter, and Tanya Lukin Linklater – to respond to and interrupt the bicentennial year. 

From 11 January to 30 April 2015, Kingston was the site of five performances that disrupted and 

questioned the celebration of Macdonald and the related nationalist narratives, brought forward 

Indigenous voices, and offered a space to gather as a critical community. The performance series 

effectively added to the critical discussion that developed in Kingston during the bicentennial year and 

built a community of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people connected through the shared experience of 

performance. 

Talkin’ Back provided a space for people to come together as witnesses to an alternative narrative 

that foregrounded a critical response to the systems of settler colonialism and the ongoing erasure of 

Indigenous history that was lacking from the bicentennial storyline. It also made space for Indigenous 

voices to critique the nationalist celebration of a man (and the colonial system he helped to build) that 

continues to marginalize Indigenous communities. Looking back on the series now through the process of 

writing this written analysis, I have come to see its great influence in relation to my development as a 

curator, and as a contribution to the ongoing commitment to exhibiting Indigenous art and critical 

conversations about settler colonialism in the local context of Kingston. The series was the largest 

performance series and/or exhibition that I had curated at the time and organizing a series over the course 

of several months was a considerable feat. Considering the series now, I would change very little. There 

were many technical glitches – such as cameras that became too cold in the winter weather, ice on the 

statue, photography equipment that could not deal with the low light – but overall I view the series as a 

success. It was a success because it developed a critical dialogue around the bicentennial, it created a 

community around Indigenous art and performance art, and it brought attention to the ways in which 
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Macdonald is remembered and continues to influence Indigenous relationships with the state. In 

retrospect I would have made significant changes to the publicity around the series, and the ways in which 

I reached out to potential audiences, including the Queen’s community as well as the local Indigenous 

community, in order to accelerate a more comprehensive audience that could support the conversation 

ignited by the artists.  In addition, I feel that the series would have benefitted from the perspectives of an 

Indigenous artist from the east, as well as an Inuit artist, and an emerging artist. These additional 

perspectives might have lent to a more complex narrative surrounding Macdonald as well as critical 

responses about Canadian nation building from across what is now Canada. However, overall, I remain 

content in the choices I made and which artists were involved. I completed the series accomplishing what 

I had intended – to build a critical conversation around the celebrations of John A. Macdonald that 

fostered a consideration of his ongoing influence on the undercurrent of discrimination and assimilation 

of Indigenous peoples and histories– still so fundamental to state approaches to Indigenous issues in 

Canada. As I wrote in my curatorial statement, “the project aims to foster critical investigations into 

Canadian nationalism, the celebration of historical "icons" and the erasure of Indigenous presence.”373  

 

Indigenous Curatorial Methodologies in Action 

As a platform for this dissertation, Talkin’ Back provided the foundation on which I developed 

my discussion of Indigenous curatorial methodologies, which investigated the approaches taken by 

Indigenous curators, including myself, that are influenced by Indigenous cultural knowledge. Placing my 

own curatorial experience of Talkin’ Back in conversation with the practices of six experienced 

Indigenous curators including Rachelle Dickenson, David Garneau, Cathy Mattes, Dylan Miner, Julie 

Nagam, and Ryan Rice, this dissertation constructs a conversation about the ways in which Indigenous 

curatorial methodologies are influenced by Indigenous epistemologies. Through these conversations, I 

                                                        
373 Erin Sutherland, Curatorial Statement for Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac, 2015. 
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developed six interconnected approaches to curating that are framed through Indigenous ways of knowing 

including visiting, collaboration, accountability, storytelling, mediation and caretaking.  

 As an extension of the broader notion of Indigenous methodologies, which is an increasingly rich 

field of study, Indigenous curatorial methodologies are a theory of method through which curating by 

Indigenous curators is approached. Although Indigenous curators have long practiced and discussed 

curating from an Indigenous perspective or using approaches that encompass Indigenous cultural values, 

these discussions are predominately found in curatorial essays and conference proceedings.374 Recent 

work by curator and scholar Jaimie Isaac, specifically, explores Indigenous curatorial praxis as a vehicle 

for decolonizing and indigenizing museums and galleries. Indigenous methodologies, as Margaret 

Kovach writes, are research processes that flow from an Indigenous epistemology.375 Working from the 

foundational texts on Indigenous methodologies by scholars such as Tuhiwai Smith, Kovach, Wilson and 

Absolon, this dissertation posits that curatorial practice by Indigenous peoples can also flow from 

Indigenous epistemologies and, as such, is influenced by Indigenous worldviews, protocols, traditions, 

and experiences.  

 In Chapter Two: Mapping Indigenous Curatorial Practice in Canada (1967-Present) of this 

dissertation, I pinpointed moments in Indigenous curatorial history in Canada since 1967. Ironically 

ending now, in 2017 as Canada 150 celebrations kick off, the chapter demonstrated a 50-year growth in 

Indigenous curatorial agency within and outside of the gallery system. Beginning with a discussion of the 

ways in which philosophies of Western art histories presented in museums and galleries have 

marginalized Indigenous belongings through anthropological display paradigms, that present Indigenous 

belongings as part of exotic or extinct cultures or the past from which settler-Canadian art comes after, I 
                                                        
374 For example, For example, Lee-Ann Martin’s edited text from the Making a Noise! conference,  Making a Noise: 
Aboriginal Perspectives on Art, Art History, Critical Writing and Community (Banff: The Banff Center Curatorial 
Institute, 2004); Canadian Museum of Civilization, Curatorship: Indigenous Perspectives in Post-Colonial 
Societies: Proceedings (Ottawa: Canadian Museum of Civilization, 1996); American Indian Curatorial Practice, 
Visiting: Conversations on Curatorial Practice and Native North American Art (Madison: Wisconsin-Madison 
University, 2008); Michelle McGeough, “Indigenous Curatorial Practices and Methodologies” in Wicazo Sa Review 
27 no. 1 (2012):13-20. 
375 Margaret Kovach, Introduction to Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 22. 
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explored the ways in which Indigenous curators such as Lee-Ann Martin, Deborah Doxtator, Steven Loft 

and Heather Igloliorte have taken control over the ways in which our communities’ art has been 

represented in contemporary gallery spaces. This chapter presented examples of curatorial praxis that 

intervened in or critiqued Western narratives of display, Art History, and anthropology. Spending time 

with specific moments in the history of Indigenous curatorial practice – those exhibitions that have 

challenged the gallery/museum history or explored expressions of Indigenous visual sovereignty, used 

innovative curatorial strategies to express and support agency over Indigenous aesthetic, and pushed for 

equitable representation – I mapped out exhibitions that illustrate curatorial practice that challenged the 

oppressive system of Western aesthetics from within, or that existed outside of it. Although the map 

demonstrated an ebb and flow in Indigenous curatorial agency in Canadian arts institutions, and 

“hangovers” (to use Ryan Rice’s word376) after moments of nationalist-supported Indigenous arts 

initiatives, the map does point to a hopeful increase in Indigenous curators taking up space and inserting 

Indigenous voice into Western arts systems. For example, Greg Hill’s (Mohawk) position as Audain 

Senior Curator and Head of the Department of Indigenous Art at the National Gallery of Canada, Julie 

Nagam’s joint position as Chair between the University of Winnipeg and the Winnipeg Art Gallery and 

Jaimie Isaac’s position as curator of contemporary and Indigenous art at the Winnipeg Art Gallery, among 

others, signal a growth in permanent positions for Indigenous curators curating critical exhibitions of 

Indigenous art.  

 Chapter Three: Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac is an archive of the performance series Talkin’ Back 

to Johnny Mac, which took place from 11 January to 30 April 2015 in Kingston, Ontario. I felt it was 

important to include visual representations of the series, as it acknowledges the labour of the artists with 

whom I collaborated to create the series. Without the artists’ important and thoughtful contributions and 

engagements, and their physical labour to create their individual works, this performance series would not 

have been possible. It also acknowledges the community and financial support that made the series 

                                                        
376 Ryan Rice, Presence and Absence, 87. 
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possible. The photos and other performance ephemera also serve to demonstrate the platform on which 

this written section is based. The series is an equal part of this dissertation, and therefore visual 

documentation was a necessary inclusion in the written section.  

 Chapter Four: In the Sugar Bush: Maple Syrup, Visiting, and Naming Indigenous Methodologies 

consisted of conversations with actively practicing Indigenous curators. The conversations centred on 

discussions of the possibilities of Indigenous curatorial methodologies. As a result of these discussions, I 

developed a list of six approaches to curating in a way that priviledges Indigenous epistemologies: 

Visiting and building relationships; Collaboration; Accountability and Reciprocity; Caretaking and 

Healing; Storytelling; and Mediation.  

Chapter Five: Talkin’ Back to Johnny Mac and Reflections on Individual Curatorial Approaches 

further developed a discussion of Indigenous curatorial methodologies by placing my own curatorial 

experiences in conversation with the six curatorial approaches I outlined in Chapter Four. Here, I 

investigate my experiences of curating Talkin’ Back, by engaging in/with the approaches outlined by the 

interviews with other curators. This process has allowed me to more deeply analyze my praxis and the 

way in which it is connected to my identity as an Indigenous person. I concluded that my curatorial 

practice aligns with the approaches outlined in Chapter FOur, and specifically, my practice centers 

accountability to relationships and community.  

 

Moving On From John A. Macdonald 

The process of developing this written component of the dissertation required that I consider my own 

praxis and my own position within the Indigenous curatorial/arts community. As a result, in part, of 

spending time understanding the ways in which I engage in my own understanding Indigenous 

epistemology through curating, I have also thought about how my practice has changed in the two years 

since the series. I continue to learn about and express my indigeneity through curating, and my practice 

continues to connect me to communities and collaborative relationships. For example, since curating 
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Talkin’ Back I have become a core and founding member of Ociciwan Contemporary Art Collective in 

Edmonton, Alberta. Our mandate focuses on adding to the rich and dynamic Indigenous arts community 

in Edmonton and across the prairies. Working in a collective, and in a new city has taught me a great deal 

about community building and artist (and curator)-run culture. Ociciwan has curated many exhibitions, 

including the recent Big’Uns with Dayna Danger (Métis/Polish/Saulteaux) at Latitude 53 Gallery in 

Edmonton and in memoriums...suite with Indigenous arts/music collective Post Commodity and 

composer/cellist Alex Waterman.377 My own dedication to taking up (and that of the collective) 

Indigenous frameworks is reflected in our commitment to building a collective that is to community-

based, collaborative, and that resists Western gallery board models. Instead, we have built a collective 

structure that is non-heirarchical which is rooted in Indigenous governance systems built on dedications to 

holism, reciprocity and community. 

 In my own individual practice, I have continued curating performance, as well as gallery 

exhibitions. I have been especially interested in Indigenous performance art as an embodied practice that 

can exist outside of the gallery. As I move forward from this dissertation, I remain committed to curating 

as a space in which I continue to learn my relationship to my Indigenous heritage and to learn the 

knowledge systems from my family and community.  

Moving forward from my PhD project, I see the need to further discuss the difficulties and 

challenges faced in practicing Indigenous curatorial methodologies within art institutions. Although, 

overall, when curating Talkin’ Back I did not feel limited in my ability to engage ceremony or protocol 

when I wanted to, I realize this is not always the case. I also felt that my focus on relationship building 

and community was respected by the institutions that were funding the project – although I did not have 

to work closely with the institutions or within a gallery space, and much of the work was independent. 

Working with performance and in outdoor or non-gallery spaces allowed me more flexibility in practicing 

Indigenous-based curating.  

                                                        
377 For information about Ociciwan Contemporary Art Collective and our past and upcoming projects see 
www.ociciwan.ca. 
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A further reason I feel that I was able to freely practice my Indigenous-based practices was that 

the ways in which I engaged Indigenous knowledges and protocols were more individual, and also 

occurred between myself and the artists. I did not have to engage the institution to change their practices 

to accommodate mine, nor did I practice any ceremony/protocol that necessitated I ask for space or time 

from any institution. As a result of working in outdoor space as well as working with Four Directions 

Aboriginal Student Centre and other supportive faculty, staff and community members, I came up against 

very few restrictions to practicing in a way that I felt honored the Indigenous teachings and protocols I 

value. 

An issue for curators who implement certain Indigenous practices through their curatorial praxis, 

however, is the ignorance of colonially embedded institutions as well as the administrative 

structures/bureaucratic structures, and the inflexibility for them to provide extra time and space for these 

practices, such as smudging, drumming, feasts, and other ceremonies. This aspect of engaging Indigenous 

methodologies may indeed butt up against the regulations of the gallery or institution in which one is 

working. Time spent creating relationships and travelling to potentially distant Indigenous communities, 

making space for feasts and providing access to translators, transportation and accommodation for 

Indigenous community members is also a potential issue that could create tension between an Indigenous 

curator and a Western institution. The inability for galleries to accommodate these needs, that allow for 

curators to properly access community in a responsible way which is in line with their Indigenous value-

systems makes fully engaging Indigenous methodologies impossible.  

It is also interesting to consider the ways in which Indigenous curators negotiate Indigenous 

communities. For instance, how do curators decide on which protocols to practice when in different 

communities? Further, even in one community, there can be multiple opinions on how to proceed in a 

good way, from an Indigenous framework, and multiple opinions on what protocol to engage. How do 

you decide which ceremonies to practice, or what practices need to be acknowledged? These are 

questions I consider moving forward. 
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I am also interested in developing further the ways in which Indigenous models of curating can 

transform Western spaces, but also the ways in which those models can be co-opted (and how to resist co-

optation). As Ryan Rice noted in his interview, he was skeptical of Indigenous methodologies because of 

the ways in which curators and artists must work within the systems and institutions that were not created 

by us. He wondered about the ability to engage in completely sovereign methodologies when the fine arts 

or contemporary art system reifies Western models of aesthetics by validating artists that are trained 

within that system.378 Does this mean that we must create completely Indigenous galleries to fully realize 

Indigenous curatorial methodologies? Even at that, the gallery would still be required to apply for funding 

and be vetted through arts funding systems that are based in Western concepts of aesthetics and arts 

institutions.379 In this connection, I too, wonder if Indigenous curatorial methodologies can fully be 

realized in spaces that are not built to support Indigenous peoples, our knowledge systems and our 

governance models. How do we create an Indigenous space? How do we work within Western funding 

and arts systems in order to financially support ourselves and artists while still creating a space that is 

community-based, relationship-focused and built using Indigenous governance models? Would these 

spaces create the opportunity to more fully engage in Indigenous curatorial methodologies? 

Continuing, I am also now even more aware of the need for a more complete discussion of 

Indigenous curating in Canada and the United States. Partly as a result of my experience writing this 

dissertation, I see the need to expand this discussion and explore Indigenous curatorial histories and 

methodologies. In addition to a need for writing on Indigenous curatorial methodologies, there also needs 

to be a comprehensive discussion of the history of Indigenous curating. Certainly, many scholars and 

curators have outlined this history including Ryan Rice and Steven Loft; however, a more complete and 
                                                        
378 Ryan Rice, interview with the author 
379 This statement refers to prior funding models and general discussions of Western institutions. There are 
institutions and programs that work to engage Indigenous communities or that are headed by Indigenous peoples 
that attempt to provide access to Indigenous communities that recognize the approaches of cultural knowledge in 
their policies. For example, the newly created granting model from the Canada Council, and specifically the 
program dedicated to Aboriginal art, “Creating, Knowing and Sharing: The Arts and Cultures of First Nations, Inuit 
and Métis Peoples,” is dedicated to being more accessible to Indigenous communities and acknowledges the 
importance of Indigenous knowledge systems in the productions of visual culture projects. The new funding model 
began in April 2017.   
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descriptive history remains to be completed.380 As I developed this written component, and especially 

through the interviews, I came to learn about a number of exhibitions (and curators) that I had not known 

about before. I feel there is a need for texts and perhaps databases that detail not only monumental 

moments in Indigenous curatorial history but also the lesser-known moments as well. More accessible 

and detailed histories would provide a greater understanding of how this field has developed. The 

histories that are written, either in curatorial talks or works that discuss the history within the context of a 

broader argument, tell similar histories to the one told in Chapter Two. There are, however, many 

exhibitions that occurred in smaller institutions or without institutional support that remains to be written 

about in depth. A more complete and detailed history of Indigenous curatorial practice, perhaps also 

beginning in 1967, would be a key resource to those working to understand the hard work that has been 

done by Indigenous curators until this point.  

A final question to consider moving forward is: where does criticality fit into Indigenous 

curatorial methodologies? Although the focus, for me and for those I interviewed, of curating from an 

Indigenous framework was rooted in reciprocal relationships of caring and responsibility, how do we 

critically engage with the work of others in order to push their work and our work in new directions? How 

do we support one another in building Indigenous curatorial practice and, more specifically Indigenous 

curatorial methodologies? How do we do critique in a way that is supportive and does not fracture our 

small community? 

When considering these questions, I return to Leanne Simpson’s writing on love. Throughout her 

storytelling, she returns to themes of community, responsibility and most, importantly, love. In her story 

about Gwezens and the sugar bush, which I cited in Chapter Four, Gwezens learns about maple syrup 

from the land and through the support of her family. Her aunties, her Nokomis and her mama support her 

                                                        
380 Ryan Rice’s Presence and Absence outlines an in-depth history of Indigenous curating, as does Steven Loft’s 
curatorial talk “Reflections on 20 years of Aboriginal Art.” Lynda Jessup with Shannon Bagg’s on Aboriginal 
Representation in the Gallery and Ruth Phillip’s Museum Pieces, as well as Lee-Ann Martin’s Making A Noise! also 
provides a good description of this history. However, in each these cases, many exhibitions are left out as a result of 
space and the focus on a specific argument does not necessitate a full history.  
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in her learning.381 Simpson’s story of Gwezens, like many of her stories, reminds us that we must support 

one another in our learning, through love and caring for one another. I also consider the importance of 

Lukin Linklater’s important performance at the end of Talkin’ Back. Lukin Linklater’s performance 

created a space for caring and for community, which helped to support the audience in responding to the 

events of the series. The space of caring that Lukin Linklater created is one that would also support the 

sharing of critique.  

Although, especially in the time of social media and the possibility for instantaneous response, 

critique can become heated and hurtful and unhelpful, it remains important for us to push each other to be 

better and more thoughtful curators. Especially in terms of Indigenous methodologies, a practice that is 

only recently being discussed in depth, Indigenous curators and arts workers and artists need to have these 

discussions, to push the discussion forward. From my own perspective, this is best done through love and 

caring relationships, preferably in person at a kitchen table or over the phone, where relationships can be 

fostered and time can be spent ensuring caring critique. Harmful critique that comes from a place of 

arrogance or egotism is antithetical to what I understand of Indigenous values of kinship and respect, or 

what Shawn Wilson calls relational-accountability.382 Instead, necessary critique is best practiced through 

care and through acknowledgement of our responsibility to one another.  

 

Concluding Thoughts 

when my kokum smiles 
the wrinkles that gather at the corner of her eye 

are rivers 
leading me home 

-Samantha Marie Nock383 

 

                                                        
381 Simpson, Land as Pedagogy, 3-4. 
382 Shawn Wilson, Foreword and Conclusion to Research is Ceremony, 7. 
383 Samantha Marie Nock, “Pipon,” Halfbreed’s Reasoning, https://halfbreedsreasoning.com/2016/12/05/722/ 
(accessed 2 July 2017). 
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As I end this dissertation, I choose to return once again to Cathy Mattes’ quote from the Introduction, 

which reminds me that “we stand on the shoulders of extremely resilient ancestors.”384 Mattes’ words 

remind me of the importance of locating my family within this dissertation, and acknowledge their 

presence as I complete it. I came to this discussion after a realization that learning to curate while 

simultaneously connecting with my indigeneity, provided an access point for me to pick up the steps of 

my ancestors. It is largely learning to curate while also learning about ceremony and Indigenous 

knowledges from community that provided me with the knowledge and language to locate myself within 

my Indigenous heritage and understand how to take it up and express it. In other words, curating and 

learning about Indigenous curatorial practice has created space for me to think through and to consider the 

ways in which Indigenous methodologies are rooted in my familial and communities teachings. I finish 

now by acknowledging my settler and Indigenous families and my ancestors, whose shoulders I stand on 

as I complete this journey.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
384 Mattes, interview with the author. 
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