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Abstract	

My	thesis	situates	recent	black	visual	arts	practices	in	the	context	of	exhibition	practices	and	art	

history.	I	undertake	a	content	analysis	of	10	years	of	black	visual	arts	reviews	in	FUSE	Magazine	

and	perform	a	close	read	of	Tau	Lewis’	2017	exhibition	cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile.	Through	

the	FUSE	content	analysis,	I	am	able	to	explore	how	an	artist’s	gender	and	race	influence	if	and	

how	black	arts	are	discussed	in	a	Canadian	context.	In	my	exploration	of	Lewis,	I	find	that	in	the	

exhibition,	she—a	black	woman	artist—uses	opacity	as	an	aesthetic	strategy	to	avoid	presenting	

her	work	in	a	traditional,	consumable	way.	In	both	of	these	chapters,	the	ongoing	absented	

presence	of	blackness	in	Canada	frames	my	approach	to	the	case	studies.		
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Introduction	

The	Black	Diaspora	in	Canada	and	in	the	Arts 

The	black	Canadian	interdisciplinary	artist	Grace	Channer	was	born	in	England	to	

Jamaican	immigrant	parents	and	relocated	with	her	family	to	a	southern	Ontario	suburb	when	

she	was	a	teenager.	After	high	school,	she	briefly	attended	art	school	before	she	dropped	out	to	

pursue	art	on	her	own	terms.	Grace	has	been	an	artist,	activist	and	community	organizer	in	

Toronto	since	the	1980s.	She	co-founded	several	groups	and	organizations,	including	Diasporic	

African	Women’s	Art	Collective	(DAWA),	Black	Women’s	Collective	(BWC),	Sistah’s	Café,	and	

Camp	Sis.	Grace’s	social	justice	work	has	always	been	entwined	with	her	visual	arts	practice,	

which	ranges	from	drawing,	painting,	sculpture,	and	animation	to	installation	and	augmented	

reality	pieces.	Though	she	occasionally	shows	her	work	publicly,	she	has	not	pursued	the	path	of	

highly	visible,	public,	career	artists.	Such	artists	exhibit	(or	strive	to	exhibit)	nationally	and	

internationally.	They	often	maintain	a	recognizable	signature	aesthetic,	are	represented	by	a	

gallerist,	and	receive	regular	critical	attention.	Grace’s	path	has	been	much	less	visible;	despite	

her	prolific	output,	she	has	had	few	museum	shows,	and	is	rarely	mentioned	in	art	history	

books,	if	at	all.	I	begin	this	thesis	by	describing	Grace’s	practice	because	I	wonder	how	her	

trajectory	may	be	typical	or	atypical	of	other	black	artists	in	Canada.	In	the	chapters	that	follow,	

I	ask	questions	and	present	research	that	draws	an	image	of	what	can	properly	be	understood	

as	black	visual	arts	in	Canada	as	well	as	how	we	might	begin	to	identify	the	distinct	

characteristics	of	these	practices.		
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The	black	diaspora	population	in	Canada	is	diverse	and	cannot	be	reduced	to	a	singular	

or	cohesive	community	within	the	nation.	Grace’s	story	of	arrival	is	not	unusual.	Her	experience	

of	being	born	in	England	to	Jamaican	parents	and	then	becoming	a	Canadian	citizen	is	just	one	

example	of	the	many	origin	stories	of	the	black	diaspora	in	the	nation,	whose	various	

communities	have	arrived	in	Canada	by	way	of	different	routes.	Her	story	encompasses	

displacement,	migration	and	movement	across	the	different	geographies	of	empire.	I	was	born	

in	Montreal,	Quebec.	My	African	American	grandparents	came	north	to	Chicago	from	Arkansas	

and	Louisiana	during	the	great	migration.	They	had	my	father,	their	only	son,	in	1943,	and	he	

later	moved	to	Toronto	in	the	early	1970s	to	avoid	being	drafted	to	the	Vietnam	war.	My	

mother	was	born	to	a	white	jazz	singer	in	Sherbrooke,	Quebec,	in	1959.	My	mother’s	Jamaican-

born	paternal	grandparents	settled	in	Montreal	after	my	great-grandfather	won	money	while	

working	as	a	migrant	worker	in	Panama	at	the	turn	of	the	century,	where	he	was	building	the	

canal.	Grace	started	a	relationship	with	my	mother	when	I	was	a	small	child	and	then	became	

my	parent.	She	belongs	with	me	and	other	families	in	the	worldwide	African	diaspora	whose	

histories	of	migration	are	extensive	and	intermingled.		

 

The	Politics	of	Black	Cultural	Production	

	

While	there	have	been	many	black	Canadian	artists,	there	is	no	explicit	black	Canadian	

art	history.	Black	Canadian	art	history,	much	like	black	Canada,	is	an	absented	presence.	There	

are	records	of	an	African	diasporic	presence	as	far	back	as	Olivier	Le	Jeune,	who	died	in	1654	

and	was	the	first	(recorded)	enslaved	person	to	come	to	New	France.	Still,	black	life	is	rarely	put	
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forward	in	official	histories	of	the	nation.	Black	people	in	Canada	are	at	once	hypervisible	and	

invisible—their	history	is	an	absented	presence	by	virtue	of	the	fact	that	they	are	routinely	seen	

as	new	immigrants	and	never	recognized	within	a	longstanding	African	diasporic	presence	in	

Canada.	Katherine	McKittrick	and	Rinaldo	Walcott	have	extensively	theorized	absented	

presence.	In	"Wait	Canada	Anticipate	Black,"	McKittrick	notes	how	“the	bureaucratic	workings	

of	Multiculturalism	demand	a	predetermined	Eurocentric	terrain	that	the	black	diaspora	enters	

or	is	mapped	upon.”1	She	also	discusses	the	slave	cemetery	Ni**er	Rock	in	the	Eastern	

Townships	of	Quebec	to	think	through	how	slavery	in	Canada	is	named	and/or	erased.2	In	Black	

Like	Who?	Walcott	brings	up	Africville,	a	black	community	in	Halifax	that	was	completely	razed	

in	1967	and	now	“exists	only	in	the	memories	of	its	former	inhabitants	and	their	descendants.”3	

He	writes	about	the	ways	in	which	“Canadian	institutions	and	official	narratives	attempt	to	

render	blackness	outside	of	those	same	narratives	[of	a	historical	black	presence	in	Canada],	

and	simultaneously	attempt	to	contain	blackness	through	discourses	of	Canadian	benevolence.	

Thus,	blackness	in	Canada	is	situated	on	a	continuum	that	runs	from	the	invisible	to	the	hyper-

visible.”4	

	 It	is	important	to	underscore	the	political	significance	of	black	cultural	production	in	

relation	to	these	questions	of	visibility	as	a	way	to	show	how	black	artists	situate	themselves	in	

relation	to	disavowal,	thus	providing	a	way	to	think	about	the	absented	presence	of	black	

Canadian	art.	In	Poetics	of	Relation,	Edouard	Glissant	writes	about	the	middle	passage	as	the	

original	abyss	for	African-descended	peoples	in	the	diaspora.	He	describes	how,	as	a	result	of	

                                                        
1	Katherine	McKittrick,	“Wait	Canada	Anticipate	Black,”	The	CLR	James	Journal	20:	2/1,	Fall	(2014):	243-249.		
2	Ibid.,	246.		
3	Rinaldo	Walcott,	Black	Like	Who?	Writing	Black	Canada	(Toronto:	Insomniac	Press,	1997),	44.	
4	Ibid,	44.	
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the	experience	of	this	abyss,	blacks	in	the	new	world	formed	the	cry	of	the	plantation.5	

Glissant’s	“cry”	is	a	form	of	poetry	and	of	expression.	From	this	“cry”	comes	the	notion	that	

there	is	a	way	in	which	diaspora	blacks’	modes	of	cultural	expression	are	related	to	the	original	

violence	of	the	abyss.	There	is	no	clear	language	to	describe	the	“cry,”	and	therefore	diaspora	

blacks	have	found	a	voice	through	exploring	and	inventing	modes	of	articulation	that	are	not	

always	legible.	Relatedly,	in	his	In	Search	of	the	Black	Fantastic,	Richard	Iton	discusses	the	

politics	of	black	culture.	He	outlines	the	ways	in	which	prevailing	political	systems	work—

focusing	primarily	on	the	USA	but	also	touching	on	the	UK,	Canada,	and	the	Caribbean—

outlining	political	campaigns,	voting	patterns,	and	other	democratic	practices	that	marginalize	

or	exclude	black	communities.	Iton	then	studies	different	black	cultures	and	shows	how	they	

produce	subversive	and	highly	political	voices	and	texts	in	their	creative	works	(e.g.,	music,	film,	

and	fiction)	and	activism.	He	thinks	through	how	black	artists	have	political	effects	on	their	

audiences	that,	as	Glissant	shows,	are	not	always	legible	within	prevailing	political	systems.	

Most	importantly,	he	demonstrates	how	black	cultural	production	is	a	political	space	for	the	

politically	disavowed.6	In	Canada,	until	very	recently,	visual	artists	in	the	black	diaspora	have	

very	often	had	solitary	practices,	neither	connected	to	larger	networks	of	black	diasporic	

Canadians	nor	recognized	as	an	integral	part	of	Canadian	visual	arts	culture.	Their	stories,	

therefore,	are	a	fragmented	but	important	testament	to	an	often	officially	unacknowledged	

presence,	and	to	diverse	experiences	and	perspectives	of	Canadian	blacks.	

                                                        
5	Édouard	Glissant	and	Betsy	Wing,	Poetics	of	Relation	(Ann	Arbor:	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1997),	9.	
6	Richard	Iton,	In	Search	of	The	Black	Fantastic:	Politics	and	Popular	Culture	In	The	Post-Civil	Rights	Era	(Oxford:	Oxford	

University	Press,	2010).		
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	 In	his	book	Black	Like	Who?	Writing	Black	Canada,	Rinaldo	Walcott	explains	that	in	

Canada	there	is	“a	long	black	presence	dating	back	to	the	founding	of	the	colony	including	

slavery	and	escapes	from	slavery;	a	continuous	and	discontinuous	Caribbean	presence	since	the	

early	1800s;	and	recent	continental	African	migrations.”	7	In	his	discussion	of	black	Atlantic	

populations	in	The	Black	Atlantic,	Paul	Gilroy	notes	that	“movement,	relocation,	displacement,	

and	restlessness	are	the	norms	rather	than	the	exceptions.”8	Similarly,	the	poet	and	novelist	

Dionne	Brand	discusses	the	impact	of	migration	and	diasporic	African	movements	upon	the	

histories,	lives,	and	experiences	of	black	people,	both	in	the	Caribbean	and	around	the	world.9	

According	to	Brand,	people	in	the	black	diaspora	share	a	particular	familiarity,	an	intrinsic	

historical	knowledge	that	is	shaped	by,	but	not	limited	to,	their	relationship	with	the	histories	of	

slavery	and	is	tied	to	colonialism	as	well.10	“Empire,”	she	writes,	is	“an	unnameable	familiarity	

among	us.”11	Paul	Gilroy	also	points	out	that	cultural	production—our	creative	cultures—are	

diasporic	narratives	that	have	travelled	the	world	and	have	greatly	influenced	global	

populations;	at	the	same	time,	these	creative	texts	have	provided	the	conditions	for	black	

communities,	who	reside	in	very	different	geographic	locations,	to	connect	with	one	another.12		

Black	cultural	production	in	Canada	speaks	to	these	themes	and	is	as	varied	as	the	

multiple	diasporic	origins	of	its	black	population.	The	global	reach	of	black	diaspora	culture	is	

evident	in	the	art	that	has	been	made	by	black	visual	artists	in	Canada.	The	19th	century,	for	

example,	saw	black	painters	Robert	Duncanson	and	Grafton	Brown	create	new	landscape	
                                                        
7	Rinaldo	Walcott,	Black	Like	Who?	Writing	Black	Canada	(Toronto:	Insomniac	Press,	1997),	137.	
8	Paul	Gilroy,	The	Black	Atlantic:	Modernity	and	Double	Consciousness	(Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	Press,	2002),	133.	
9	Dionne	Brand	is	a	Canadian	poet	and	novelist	born	in	1953	in	Guayaguayare,	Trinidad	and	Tobago,	who	was	admitted	to	the	

Order	of	Canada	in	2017.	A	Map	to	A	Door	of	No	Return	describes	the	movement	inherent	in	black	diasporic	subjectivity.	
10	Dionne	Brand,	A	Map	to	the	Door	of	No	Return:	Notes	to	Belonging	(Toronto:	Doubleday	Canada,	2001).	
11	Ibid.,	75.	
12	Gilroy,	The	Black	Atlantic.		
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paintings	in	British	Colombia	and	Quebec.	Though	they	were	both	born	and	raised	in	the	United	

States,	they	ended	up	making	art	in	Canada.	Duncanson	later	travelled	to	England	and	Scotland	

to	continue	his	work.	In	the	early	19th	century,	there	were	also	black,	East	Coast	Canadian	

landscape	painters	like	Henry	McCarthy	and	Edith	Hester	McDonald-Brown.	The	multiple	origins	

of	blackness	in	Canada	means	black	Canadian	art	has	always	been	and	will	continue	to	be	

diasporic,	resulting	from	histories	that	are	varied	and	connected	to	several	“elsewheres.”	

Indeed,	this	is	the	case	for	all	art	connected	to	the	black	Atlantic,	and	in	trying	to	find	the	

possibility	of	a	unique	aesthetic	created	by	the	black	diaspora	in	Canada,	it	is	essential	to	

remember	this	fact	so	as	not	arrive	at	a	narrow,	confining	definition	of	blackness	that	is	too	tied	

to	a	national	historical	narrative.		

Brown’s	migration	north	from	California	to	British	Columbia	and	Duncanson’s	voyages	to	

Canada	and	overseas	are	examples	of	the	movements	of	black	folks	that	resulted	from	empire.	

Put	otherwise,	all	of	these	artists	had	to	navigate	different	modes	of	displacement	that	are	the	

result	of	long	histories	of	racial	violence	(transatlantic	slavery	and	colonialism).	Their	sense	of	

place,	as	noted	above,	is	inflected	with	movement	precisely	because	prevailing	social	systems	

require	different	forms	of	black	expulsion	and	regulation.	In	short,	empire	moves	black	people;	

black	people	navigate	empire	through	movement. Brown,	for	instance,	who	was	born	to	free	

parents	in	1841,	left	San	Francisco	after	selling	his	business	and	then	passed	for	white	in	the	city	

of	Victoria,	British	Colombia,	where	he	mounted	the	city’s	first	professional	painting	

exhibition.13	More	recent	examples	include	artists	like	Melinda	Mollineaux,	born	to	Caribbean	

parents	in	England	and	raised	in	Canada,	or	Stan	Douglas	and	Sandra	Brewster,	each	born	and	

                                                        
13	Caoimhe	Morgan-Feir,	“Passing	Through,”	Canadian	Art,	Fall	2017,	35.	
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raised	in	Canada—in	Vancouver	and	Toronto,	respectively—to	parents	who	had	emigrated	from	

the	Caribbean.	Some	black	artists	have	lived	their	entire	lives	in	Canada,	while	others	have	

family	and	community	ties	to	global	regions	of	black	diaspora—yet	all	their	experiences	are	

shaped	by	the	forces	of	empire.		

	

The	Absented	Presence	of	Blackness	in	Canada	

	

In	spite	of	the	numerous	histories	of	black	Canada	(written	by	scholars	such	as	Peggy	

Bristow,	Adrienne	Shadd,	Robin	Winks,	Afua	Cooper	and	Barrington	Walker,	to	name	a	few),	this	

history	remains	under-acknowledged.14	The	presence	of	black	people	and	artists	is	also,	for	the	

most	part,	invisible	and	absented.	Blackness	in	Canada	has	been	theorized	by	scholars	as	an	

absented	presence:	although	black	life,	culture	and	history	have	had	an	enduring	place	in	

Canada	since	the	late	17th	century,	blackness	has	been	consistently	omitted	from	Canadian	

history.15	In	her	essay	“Wait	Canada	Anticipate	Black,”	McKittrick	reads	the	Canadian	federal	

multiculturalism	policy	closely	and	finds	that	it	only	allows	blacks	to	come	into	Canadian	history	

as	“an	addendum.”16	In	this	official	state	discourse,	black	people	are	invited	into	a	nation	that	is	

already	premised	on	white	European	(French	and	English)	histories	that	overlook	the	

longstanding	roots	and	histories	of	blacks	in	Canada.		

                                                        
14	Peggy	Bristow,	ed.	We’re	Rooted	Here	and	They	Can’t	Pull	Us	Up:	Essays	in	African	Canadian	Women’s	History	(Toronto:	

University	of	Toronto	Press,	1994);	Afua	Cooper,	The	Hanging	of	Angelique:	The	Untold	Story	of	Canadian	Slavery	and	the	
Burning	of	Old	Montreal	(Athens:	University	of	Georgia	Press,	2007);	Robin	W.	Winks,	The	Blacks	in	Canada	(Montreal:	McGill-
Queens	Univ.	Press,	1971);	Barrington	Walker,	Race	on	Trial:	Black	Defendants	in	Ontario’s	Criminal	Courts,	1858-1958	
(Toronto:	University	Of	Toronto	Press,	2011).	

15	See	footnote	23	for	a	list	of	authors	who	have	written	about	absented	presence.		
16	Katherine	McKittrick,	“Wait	Canada	Anticipate	Black,”	The	CLR	James	Journal	20:	2/1,	Fall	(2014):	243-249.	See	also:	Canadian	

Multiculturalism	Act,	R.S.C.,	1985	(4th	Supp.),	c.	24.	
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Relatedly,	Rinaldo	Walcott	writes	about	the	threat	that	blackness	presents	by	

challenging	the	fixed	nature	of	the	nation:	“When	Blackness	works	to	elaborate	Canadian-ness,	

Blackness	simultaneously	unsettles	Canadian-ness.”17	He	describes	how	blackness	is	always	in	

excess	of	the	nation,	thus	destabilizing	discourses	the	nation	states	wants	to	promote,	such	as	

multiculturalism.	He	then	highlights	how	“blackness	in	Canada	is	situated	on	a	continuum	that	

runs	from	the	invisible	to	the	hyper-visible.”18	In	his	essay	about	Mary	Ann	Shadd	Cary,	an	

American-Canadian	publisher	and	anti-slavery	activist	in	Southern	Ontario	in	the	mid-

nineteenth	century,	Walcott	describes	the	way	her	work	and	her	positionality	challenge	the	

discourse	of	the	nation	(i.e.,	she	is	black	in	a	nation	that	wants	to	fashion	itself	as	European).	

Similarly,	and	tracing	black	geographies,	McKittrick	looks	at	Marie	Joseph	Angelique,	the	black	

woman	who	escaped	slavery	and	is	said	to	have	burnt	down	half	of	the	old	port	of	Montreal	in	

the	early	18th	century.	McKittrick	explores	sites	of	blackness	in	Canada	that	are	geographically	

reordered	to	dismiss	or	exclude	black	life	and	outlines	ways	in	which	black	geographies	allow	us	

to	think	differently	about	these	spaces	of	exclusion.	

McKittrick,	Walcott,	Brand,	and	others	allow	us	to	address	how	black	people	in	Canada,	

with	their	multiple	diasporic	points	of	origin,	navigate	an	absented	presence:	while	their	

histories	within	the	nation	and	their	ongoing	contributions	to	the	nation	are	denied	or	

obscured,	their	presence	is	longstanding.	So,	even	though	black	communities	have	been	in	

Canada	for	hundreds	of	years,	their	place	has	remained	liminal	or	hidden.	In	relation	to	the	

nation	itself—especially	given	that	Canada	understands	its	history	to	be	one	that	is	white	and	

                                                        
17	Rinaldo	Walcott,	“‘Who	Is	She	and	What	Is	She	to	You?’	Mary	Ann	Shadd	Cary	and	the	(Im)possibility	of	Black/Canadian	

Studies,”	Atlantis	24,	no.	2	(2000):	141.	
18	Rinaldo	Walcott,	Black	Like	Who?,	44.	
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European	out	of	which	multicultural/non-white	communities	have	emerged—the	question	of	

blackness	is	never	about	origins,	but	is	instead	always	an	absented	presence	in	some	shape	or	

form.		

	

Addendum	Logic	of	Black	Canadian	Art	and	Multicultural	Arts	Funding	

	

Taking	into	account	the	colonial	foundation	of	the	nation	state	of	Canada	means	taking	

seriously	the	prerogatives	that	shaped	is	formation.	Rinaldo	Walcott	states,	“[a]rt	in	Canada	is	

produced	in	the	context	of	a	historically	structured	anti-blackness	that	seeks	to	make	blackness	

disappear	from	anything	called	Canadian.”19	Walcott’s	observations	speak	to	a	long	history	of	

white	supremacy,	anti-blackness	and	systemic	racism	that	structure	Canadian	culture	and	

cultural	discourse.	Until	the	passing	of	the	Canadian	Multiculturalism	Act	in	1988,	the	settler	

colony	of	Canada	had	mostly	been,	at	least	since	confederation	in	1867,	steadily	working	to	

maintain	a	naturalized	image	of	its	citizens	as	white,	or	ethno-European.	During	the	colonial	

foundation	of	Canada,	policies	were	implemented	to	eradicate	Indigenous	communities,	secure	

land,	and	guarantee	the	availability	of	indentured	and	enslaved	persons	to	serve	for	and	with	

European	settler	populations.20	Though	these	policies	have	transformed	over	time,	they	

continue	to	haunt	the	mechanisms	of	government.	Thus,	the	Multiculturalism	Act,	as	I	noted	

                                                        
19	Rinaldo	Walcott,	“‘Conditions	Critical’:	Anti-Blackness,	the	Canadian	Artworld	and	Future	Collectivities.”	Keynote,	The	State	of	

Blackness:	From	Production	to	Presentation,	Toronto	(February	22,	2014).		
20	See,	for	example:	Robin	W.	Winks,	The	Blacks	in	Canada	A	History	(Montreal:	McGill-Queen’s	University	Press,	1972);	Joy	
Parr,	Labouring	Children:	British	Immigrant	Apprentices	to	Canada,	1869-1924	(Toronto;	Buffalo:	University	of	Toronto	Press,	
1994);	James	W.	Daschuk,	Clearing	the	Plains:	Disease,	Politics	of	Starvation,	and	the	Loss	of	Aboriginal	Life	(Regina,	
Saskatchewan:	University	of	Regina	Press,	2019);	Final	Report	of	The	Truth	and	Reconciliation	Commission	of	Canada	(Toronto:	
James	Lorimer	&	Company	Ltd.,	2015).	
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above,	positions	black	people	and	other	people	of	color	as	addendums	to	white	nationhood,	

rearticulating	colonialism	in	a	different	historical	context.		

One	way	the	addendum	logic	plays	out	is	in	relation	to	funding.	In	Canada,	it	is	common	

for	practicing	artists	to	receive	financial	support	from	government	granting	systems	at	

municipal,	provincial,	and	federal	levels.	However,	how	these	funds	are	allocated	is	strategic	

and	differential	and	demonstrative	of	structural	racism—thus	also	shedding	light	on	the	ways	

that	black	cultural	production	has	been	inhibited	at	the	level	of	policy.	The	Multiculturalism	Act	

was	introduced	in	1988	and	included	racial	equity	policies	that	were	applied	to	the	Canada	

Council	of	the	Arts.	These	equity	policies,	Andrea	Fantona	and	Rinaldo	Walcott	show,	in	fact	

obfuscate	anti-blackness	by	centralizing	non-black	diversity	and	inclusion.21	As	Himani	Bannerji	

succinctly	explained	to	Kinesis	magazine	in	1997:	“Multiculturalism	is	anti-antiracism.”22	She	

explains	that	this	kind	of	policy	“produce[s]	strange	politics	that…make	talking	about	anti-racism	

extremely	difficult.”23	Andrea	Fatona	elaborates	this	point	when	she	discusses	how	

multiculturalism	affects	arts	funding	in	her	dissertation,	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’:	

Racial	Equity	at	The	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts	(1989–1999).	This	study	looks	at	the	arts	council	

funding	policy	and	its	relation	to	black	artist	activists.24			

When	the	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts	(CCA)	was	established	in	the	1950s,	the	main	

concern	was,	Fatona	writes,	to	“imagine	and	produce	discourses,	practices	and	narratives	of	the	

                                                        
21	Andrea	Fatona,	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’:	Racial	Equity	at	The	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts	(1989–1999)	(PhD	

dissertation,	University	of	Toronto,	2011)	
https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/bitstream/1807/31747/1/Fatona_Andrea_M_201111_PhD_thesis.pdf;	Rinaldo	Walcott,	
“‘Conditions	Critical’:	Anti-Blackness,	the	Canadian	Artworld	and	Future	Collectivities,”	keynote	delivered	at	The	State	of	
Blackness	Conference,	2014.	

22	Himani	Bannerji,	“Multiculturalism	is...Anti-Anti-Racism:	A	Conversation	with	Himani	Bannerji,”	Kinesis,	vol.	8,	(1997)	pp.	8-9.		
23	Bannerji,	“Multiculturalism	is...Anti-Anti-Racism,”	Kinesis,	1997.	
24	Andrea	Fatona,	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’:	Racial	Equity	at	The	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts	(1989–1999)	(PhD	

dissertation,	University	of	Toronto,	2011).		
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young	nation	as	white,	modern,	and	European.”25	She	traces	the	development	of	the	CCA	in	

relation	to	nationalism	and	whiteness,	and	then	later,	after	the	1988	Federal	Multicultural	Act.	

She	observes	the	pressures,	both	internal	and	external,	that	led	the	CCA	to	form	racial	equity	

policies	and	open	funding	for	“ethno-cultural”	or	artists	of	colour.	Fatona	argues	that	reform	to	

the	CCA	policies	was	pushed	for	by	black	activist	artists;	she	also	notes	that	there	was	a	

committee	put	together	inside	the	council	to	work	on	these	changes.	Eventually	though,	the	

anti-racist	approach	that	black	activist	artists	pushed	for	was	replaced	with	a	“cultural	diversity”	

approach.	A	cultural	diversity	approach	meant	that	rather	than	looking	to	create	strategies	that	

would	specifically	counter	structural	racism,	they	decided	for	an	understanding	of	diversity	that	

allowed	white	ethno-cultural	applicants	to	be	considered	on	equal	footing	with	racialized	

applicants.	Thus,	this	cultural	diversity	approach	enabled	white	artists	to	access	the	funds	and	

support	put	forward	by	the	equity	program.	The	decision	was,	Fatona	argues,	“a	rejection	that	

signaled	a	lack	of	acknowledgement	of	the	existence	of	institutional	racism.”26	As	a	result,	

ethno-European	people	gained	access	to	the	earmarked	“diversity”	funds	and,	in	this	way,	the	

CCA	failed	to	actually	create	lasting	anti-racist	changes	that	would	shift	the	funding	structure.27	

	 The	shift	to	“cultural	diversity”	in	the	discourse	surrounding	the	impetus	for	the	

distribution	of	funding	means	that	anti-racist	approaches	were	lost	and	structural	imbalances	

                                                        
25	Fatona,	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’,	19.	
26	Fatona,	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’,	189.	
27	“Community	members	were	concerned	to	express	a	strong	anti-racist	framework	while	Council	staff	chose	the	paradigm	of	

diversity.	Although	committee	activities	over	the	ten	years	of	this	study	were	grounded	in	anti-racist	principles,	the	official	
statements	and	documents	circulated	by	The	Council	on	cultural	diversity	diminish	this	fact.	There	was	a	disjuncture	between	
the	committee‘s	expression	of	the	work	they	did	on	racial	equity	and	the	organization‘s	official	language	of	cultural	diversity.	
The	discourse	of	diversity	or	multiculturalism	usurped	an	anti-	racist	framework	of	equity	at	the	Council,	allowing	claims	to	be	
made	for	equity/diversity	resources	from	Council	by	white,	new	immigrants	from	non-western	European	backgrounds.”	
Fatona,	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’,	184-5.	
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did	not	change.28	Walcott	explains	that	when	the	idea	of	race	or	otherness	is	generalized	(for	

example,	in	the	above	case	with	the	CCA	choosing	a	“diversity”	approach	over	an	anti-racist	

one),	black	people	will	continue	to	lose	out	because	of	the	persistence	and	pervasiveness	of	

anti-blackness.29	As	noted	above,	anti-blackness	in	Canada	is	manifested	most	often	as	an	

absented	presence.	In	Blackening	Canada:	Diaspora,	Race,	Multiculturalism,	Paul	Barrett	

reviews	the	ways	in	which	many	scholars,	artists	and	writers	in	Canada	have	pursued	a	

“blackening”	in	order	to	intervene	into	multicultural	discourse’s	erasures	of	black	life	in	

Canada.30	“Blackening”	Canada,	for	Barrett	(building	on	Walcott’s	use	of	the	term),	means	

making	the	black	presence	in	Canada,	and	its	role	in	shaping	the	nation,	more	visible.	He	looks	

to	authors	who	are	writing	about	the	black	Canadian	experience,	such	as	Dionne	Brand,	Austin	

Clarke,	and	Tessa	McWatt,	to	show	the	significance	of	this	presence	and	the	need	to	revise	

Canadian	histories	to	include	these	experiences	in	a	way	that	is	separate	from	the	nation’s	

official	multiculturalism	and	attendant	diversity	tactics.	In	the	arts,	the	absented	presence	of	

black	art	practices	continues	because	no	funding	is	specially	earmarked	for	it.	Thus,	the	funding	

structures	support	the	colonial	logic	of	Canada	as	a	white	nation	while	also	preventing	the	

recognition	and	establishment	of	historical	and	contemporary	black	art,	including	creative	

works	that	are	produced	outside	of	governmental	funding	infrastructures.	With	this	in	mind,	

                                                        
28	Fatona,	“Arts-Funding,	the	State,	and	Canadian	Nation-making”	in	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’,	2011.	
29	Rinaldo	Walcott,	“‘Conditions	Critical’:	Anti-Blackness,	the	Canadian	Artworld	and	Future	Collectivities,”	keynote	delivered	at	

The	State	of	Blackness	Conference,	2014.	
30	On	absented	presence	see:	Katherine	McKittrick,	Demonic	Grounds:	Black	Women	And	The	Cartographies	of	Struggle	

(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press);	Rinaldo	Walcott,	Black	Like	Who?	(Toronto:	Insomniac	Press,	1997);	Paul	
Barrett,	Blackening	Canada:	Diaspora,	Race,	Multiculturalism	(Toronto:	University	of	Toronto	Press,	2015);	Cecil	Foster,	
Blackness	and	Modernity:	The	Colour	of	Humanity	and	the	Quest	for	Freedom	(Montreal-Kingston:	McGill-Queen’s	University	
Press,	2007).	
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ongoing	anti-blackness	means	the	unique	presence	and	contribution	of	black	arts	and	artists	to	

Canadian	culture	will	continue	to	be	systematically	overlooked.31		

	

The	White	Cube	Space		

	

Another	way	to	look	at	the	relation	between	black	creative	practice	and	the	Canadian	

nation	state	is	to	consider	exhibition	practices,	which	have	a	long	and	entangled	history	with	

culture	and	nation-states.	The	white	cube	art	display	spaces,	now	common	to	contemporary	

exhibition	practices,	are	fairly	new	in	the	history	of	Western	art	and,	in	part,	inform	my	thinking	

about	the	absented	presence	of	black	Canadian	art.	In	1929,	Alfred	Barr	Jr.,	director	at	the	

Museum	of	Modern	Art	in	New	York,	deviated	from	the	traditional	salon	style	of	hanging	many	

paintings	in	a	cluster	for	the	museum’s	inaugural	exhibition,	and	in	so	doing,	he	set	a	new	
                                                        
31	This	faulty	benevolence	is	replicated	in	the	structure	of	government	funding	put	in	place	to	support	Black	History	Month,	the	

month-long	celebration	of	all	sorts	of	representations	of	black	culture,	including	literature,	theatre,	politics,	dance,	etc.	In	
Canada,	this	celebration	evidences	how	and	when	black	cultural	production	is	permitted	and	celebrated	annually;	it	also	
enables	the	ongoing	absented	presence	of	black	Canadian	visual	arts	practices.	Black	History	Week	began	in	the	United	States	
in	the	early	20th	century.	The	week	in	February	was	chosen	because	it	was	the	birthday	of	both	Abraham	Lincoln	and	
Frederick	Douglass.	Black	train	porters	brought	the	tradition	to	Canada.	By	the	mid-1970s	a	petition	was	advanced	to	make	
the	celebration	a	month	long	and	then	in	1995	Black	History	Month	was	officially	recognized	by	Canada’s	House	of	Commons.	
Black	History	Month	has	provided	a	regular	and	annual	space	for	black	people	and	the	history	of	black	people	to	be	
celebrated.	In	terms	of	art	and	cultural	production,	however,	Black	History	Month	has	not	provided	a	cumulative	space	for	
artists:	this	yearly	celebration	and	cultural	activity	does	not	explicitly	generate	a	historical	knowledge	of	black	Canadian	visual	
artists	but	instead	presents	black	art	as	momentary	and	fleeting.		

	 	 In	Canada,	although	black	artists	and	their	practices	are	eagerly	put	front	and	center	during	this	month’s	events,	they	
seem	to	only	flourish	within	the	February	window.	One	example	of	this	phenomena	are	the	exhibitions,	workshops,	
screenings	and	event	series	centered	around	black	culture	that	are	organized	and	hosted	by	local	Public	Libraries	across	the	
country.	The	pageantry	that	accompanies	these	exhibitions	all	but	disappears	once	the	month	is	over	and	the	rest	of	the	year	
begins.	As	Althea	Prince	remarks	in	Being	Black	about	the	Black	History	Month	phenomenon	in	school	curriculums,	“Clearly,	
the	history	of	African	Canadian	peoples	needs	to	be	dealt	with	in	the	schools.	A	special	month	is	not	the	way.”	She	argues	
that	one	month	a	year	is	not	enough	time	to	address	black	history,	and	that,	if	anything	it	leaves	intact	a	hegemonic	view	of	
Canadian	culture	in	which	blacks	are	left	out	of	the	narrative.		

	 	 Thus,	absented	presence	is	exemplified	in	Black	History	Month	for	black	Canadians.	Furthermore,	in	a	phenomenon	
that	is	perhaps	uniquely	Canadian.	The	government	is	able	to	maintain	a	position	of	benevolence	by	their	support	for	the	
fleeting	celebration.	They	allow	black	art	to	be	seen,	but	only	temporarily,	since	there	is	no	accompanying	sustained	financial	
support	beyond	that	month.	In	other	words,	the	support,	though	consistent	annually,	is	also	in	many	ways	incomplete,	
creating	a	situation	in	which	black	arts	practices	never	take	hold	in	Canadian	cultural	histories.	The	lack	of	sustained,	year-
round	support	for	black	culture	in	Canada	keeps	blackness	in	place	as	an	absented	present	status	and	maintains	the	nation’s	
image	as	fundamentally	ethno-European.	
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precedent.32	In	his	design,	paintings	were	hung	at	eye	level	on	neutral-colored	walls	and	spaced	

in	such	way	that	each	had	its	own	isolated	space	in	the	viewer’s	field	of	vision.33	Abigail	Cane	

writes	that	“[t]he	works	were	arranged	to	trace	an	art-historical	narrative	that	ignored	any	

political	or	social	context;	Barr	wanted	the	visual	impact	of	each	painting	or	sculpture	to	speak	

for	itself.	The	neutral	walls,	controlled	lighting,	and	lack	of	ornamentation	helped	to	isolate	and	

elevate	the	artworks.”34	According	to	Mary	Anne	Staniszewski,	author	of	The	Power	of	Display,	

Barr	“staged	a	seemingly	autonomous	site	for	a	stationary,	ideal	viewer…	Both	the	work	or	art	

and	the	viewing	subject	were	framed	in	these	suggestive,	neutral	interiors	as	if	they	were	

unfettered	by	their	social	formations.”	Unlike	the	crowded	and	cluttered	displays	of	the	salon	

styles	that	preceded	them,	the	sparse	displays	and	white	walls	were	meant	to	show	individual	

artworks	in	the	best	possible	way,	a	“neutral”	space	in	which	the	viewer	could	focus	exclusively	

on	the	art	object,	outside	of	political	and	social	considerations.		

White	gallery	spaces	became	the	standard	type	of	display	after	Barr’s	first	use.	There	is	

some	consensus	among	art	historians	that	this	new	way	of	showing	work	reinforced	the	

exhibition	display	space	as	one	of	reverence.	By	the	1960s,	Brian	O’Doherety	was	arguing	that	

the	gallery	had	come	to	be	regarded	as	a	sanctified	place,	much	like	a	church,	but	that	instead	

of	religion	it	was	a	place	of	worship	for	the	art	object	dedicated	to	the	glorification	of	artists’	

work.35	The	hope	of	crafting	a	“neutral”	viewing	experience	was	a	flawed	one—it	was	unrealistic	

                                                        
32	Mary	Anne	Staniszewski,	The	Power	of	Display:	A	History	of	Exhibition	Installations	at	the	Museum	of	Modern	Art	(Cambridge,	

MA:	MIT	Press,	2001),	62.	
33	Ibid.,	66.	
34	Abigail	Cain,	“How	the	White	Cube	Came	to	Dominate	the	Art	World,”	Artsy,	Jan	23,	2017,	

https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-white-cube-dominate-art.			
35	Brian	O’Doherty,	Inside	the	White	Cube	the	Ideology	of	the	Gallery	Space	(Los	Angeles:	University	of	California	Press,	1999),	

15.	
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and	shortsighted	to	imagine	that	art	could	be	understood	outside	of	a	larger	context.36	In	Barr’s	

white	cube	display,	the	viewer	“was	treated	as	if	he	or	she	possessed	an	ahistorical,	unified	

sovereignty	of	the	self–much	like	the	art	objects	the	spectator	was	viewing.”37	In	actuality,	the	

development	of	exhibition	display	practices	was,	and	continues	to	be,	coterminous	with	colonial	

expansion.38	The	white	cube	gallery	space	and	its	display	practices	have	historical	antecedents	

in	the	cabinet	of	curiosity,	which	I	discuss	directly	below.	Whether	or	not	they	purported	to	be	

neutral,	these	displays	were	embroiled	in	racial	histories	engendered	by	Eurocentric	

perspectives	that	exoticized	non-European	and	non-white	cultures	at	the	very	inception	of	their	

practices	of	displaying	cultural	artefacts.39		

In	her	essay	“The	Poetics	and	the	Politics	of	Exhibitions,”	Henrietta	Lidchi	traces	a	

chronology	of	display	practices	that	began	in	the	16th	and	17th	centuries,	with	Europeans	

bringing	back	items	and	artifacts	taken	from	cultures	they	encountered	abroad.40	These	displays	

were	named	“cabinets	of	curiosities,”	and	were	often	owned	by	European	aristocrats	and	

wealthy	elites	who	wanted	to	show	off	their	worldliness.	Cabinets	of	curiosity	reified	

Eurocentric	worldviews	and	held	most	non-European	nations	and	their	cultures	as	‘Other’	and	

outside,	as	exotic	cultures	to	be	captured	and	observed	with	wonder.	These	collections	of	

artifacts	grew	into	anthropological	museums	and	museums	of	culture,	not	unlike	the	Museum	

of	Modern	Art,	where	Barr	staged	his	innovative	display.	By	the	19th	century,	these	original	

cabinets	of	curiosities	had	developed	into	different	incarnations,	including	salons	and	world	

                                                        
36	Staniszewski,	66.	
37	Staniszewski,	70.	
38	Henrietta	Lidchi,	“The	Poetics	and	Politics	of	Exhibiting	Other	Cultures,”	in	Representation:	Cultural	Representations	and	

Signifying	Practices,	ed.	Stuart	Hall	(London:	Sage	in	association	with	the	Open	University,	1997).	
39	Ibid.	
40	Ibid.	
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exhibitions	where	nation	states,	individual	Western	artists,	and	creative	inventors	showcased	

their	work.	The	white	cube	space	of	galleries	and	museums	that	is	common	today	is	directly	

related	to	those	early	cabinets	of	curiosities.	

The	display	of	the	‘Other’	that	was	exemplified	in	early	cabinets	of	curiosity,	especially	in	

the	context	of	exhibition	displays,	is	connected	to	the	processes	of	absented	presence	that	

define	blackness	in	the	Canadian	cultural	imaginary.	If	absented	presence	can	be	understood	as	

a	hypervisibility	(for	instance,	of	art	or	cultural	objects	related	to	the	African	Diaspora),	and	

invisibility	(say,	of	a	history	of	local	and	national	African	diasporic	history)—an	absence,	and	a	

presence—then	this	is	related	to	the	cabinet	of	curiosity.	Specifically,	when	black	creative	work	

is	brought	into	a	space	of	display,	it	is	usually	disconnected	from	its	history	and	other	cultural	

contributions	made	by	blacks	in	Canada.	For	example,	the	Montreal	Museum	of	Fine	Art	

mounted	an	exhibition	in	2018	that	placed	works	by	Picasso	alongside	a	collection	of	African	

artifacts	and	works	by	contemporary	black	artists.	It	was	called	D’Afrique	aux	Amériques:	

Picasso	en	face-à-face,	d’hier	à	aujourd’hui.	There	were	no	black	Canadian	artists	included	in	the	

whole	exhibition.	Oddly,	black	Canadian	art	was	tacked	onto	the	end	of	the	exhibition,	in	a	

section	that	was	only	visible	after	the	long,	exhausting	maze	of	rooms	of	African	artifacts,	

Picasso	artworks,	and	works	by	black	contemporary	artists	from	everywhere	but	Canada.	The	

black	Canadian	section	of	this	Montreal	show,	called	Here	We	Are	Here:	

Black	Canadian	Contemporary	Art	was	a	disjointed	assemblage	of	black	Canadian	artists	and	a	

travelling	exhibition	on	loan	from	the	ROM	in	Toronto.	The	contrast	here	is	interesting	because	

there	seemed	to	be	no	reach	or	ability	to	integrate	this	work	into	the	larger	Picasso	show	they	

mounted.	As	such,	and	in	line	with	the	addendum	logic	signaled	by	McKittrick	and	Walcott,	they	
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had	to	bring	it	in	from	the	outside	and	add	it	on	to	the	end.	This	is	only	one	example	of	the	ways	

in	which	art	by	black	Canadians	rarely	appears,	and	when	it	does	it	is	exotic,	temporary,	and	a	

spectacle;	black	art	is	never	made	to	connect	in	a	profound	or	explicit	way	with	Canadian	

culture	as	a	whole.		

Displays	shown	in	galleries	or	museums	(and,	as	I	will	show	later,	in	magazines)	are	

organized	to	privilege	what	should	be	seen.	Furthermore,	in	displays	both	what	is	represented	

and	who	sees	it	are	engineered	towards	a	certain	experience.	For	this	reason,	audience	is	

important	to	include	when	considering	how	art	is	exhibited.	Visual	arts	practices	by	black	

Canadians,	if	fully	considered	within	a	network	of	black	Canadian	artists	and	their	diverse	

histories,	disrupt	the	quiet	control	of	this	history	of	exhibition	display	practices.	That	is	to	say,	

while	traditional	display	practices	are	set	up	to	have	viewers	regard	non-European	artifacts	and	

art	object	as	always	‘Other’	and/or	outside,	the	display	of	work	by	black	Canadian	artists	often	

unsettles	this	imposed	colonial	binary.	If	gallery	display	practices	maintain	existing	hierarchical	

structures	in	their	exclusion	of	social	and	historical	context,	then	it	is	these	very	structures	that	

are	vulnerable	to	incursion	into	their	sanctified,	neutral	space.	What	meaning	is	produced	when	

blackness	interrupts	the	white	cube?	What	does	that	interruption	look	like?	Exhibitions	are	

physical	spaces,	but	they	are	also	discursive	spaces.	As	Stuart	Hall	explains,	exhibitions	produce	

meaning.41	Thus,	black	exhibitions	are	important,	not	only	in	terms	of	how	they	physically	

occupy	gallery	spaces,	but	in	what	they	signify.	Our	exhibition	practices	speak	to	the	nature,	and	

to	the	spatial	relationships,	of	black	Canada.		

	
                                                        
41	Stuart	Hall,	“Introduction,”	in	Representation:	Cultural	Representations	and	Signifying	Practices,	ed.	Stuart	Hall	(London:	Sage	

in	association	with	the	Open	University,	1997).	
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Black	Canadian	Exhibition	Practices	

	

In	Canada,	black	exhibition	practices	interrupt	space	in	different	ways,	and	this	is	an	

extension	of	the	absented	presence	of	blackness	in	Canada.	Grace	Channer,	who	introduced	my	

thesis,	chooses	to	display	her	work	in	her	home	studio	and	continues	her	practice	on	her	own	

terms	outside	of	the	gallery	system.	Though	she	is	absented	from	a	circuit	of	art	display,	the	

ongoing	nature	of	her	home	studio	as	an	exhibit	shows	how	her	practice	has	become	absented.	

This	work	is	not	visible;	it	continues	outside	of	the	discourses	that	accompany	public	displays	of	

artworks	(whether	in	museums,	galleries,	or	artist-run	centers).	In	this	way,	though	her	practice	

is	directly	related	to	themes	of	black	diaspora	and	different	imaginings	of	life	and	history	that	

come	from	it,	Grace	is	not	seen	by	or	incorporated	into	mainstream	discussions	of	

contemporary	art.	The	character	Biggum,	for	example,	appears	in	different	manifestations	of	

Grace’s	work,	namely	the	short	animation	but	some	are	brave	(2007).	Biggum	is	a	strong	black	

warrior	woman	who	has	travelled	through	the	ages.	This	film	took	many	years	to	make,	and	it	

did	not	accommodate	the	rapid	turnover	in	the	art	circuit.	Upon	its	completion,	it	was	screened	

a	few	times	in	Toronto	but	was	mainly	shown,	to	acclaim,	at	festivals	around	the	world.	All	the	

while,	though	she	has	been	a	practicing	artist	in	Toronto	for	several	decades,	her	film	was	never	

shown	at	Images,	Toronto’s	longest	running	experimental	film	festival.	This	work	and	its	

trajectory,	like	many	of	the	works	in	Grace’s	studio,	show	how	her	work	continues	but	is	not	

seen	or	incorporated	into	a	grander	narrative	of	Canadian	culture.	Grace’s	art	practice	thus	

signals	some	of	the	themes	I	have	been	discussing	and	will	expand	on	in	relation	to	black	
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Canadian	art	history:	absented	presence,	addendum,	opacity,	visibility,	inclusion,	and	the	

complexities	of	exhibiting	black	art,	both	inside	and	outside	of	sanctioned	gallery	spaces.		

In	Canada,	the	creative	work	of	black	artists	is	a	disruption	of	the	white	cube	space,	

through	several	means.	Historic	black	exhibitions	serve	as	an	example	to	this.	For	instance,	the	

1984	travelling	group	show	“Black	Wimmin	When	and	Where	We	Enter”	was	staged	entirely	by	

a	collective	of	black	women	and	exclusively	presented	work	by	black	Canadian	artists	and	their	

practices,	which	had	not	been	done	before	in	a	Canadian	context.	The	organizers	made	sure	the	

exhibition	toured	across	Canada	as	a	travelling	exhibition.	In	this	way,	it	interrupted	art	history:	

not	only	because	it	was	the	first	of	its	kind—an	exhibition	organized	by	and	featuring	only	black	

women—but	also	because	of	how	it	travelled	geographically,	from	Toronto	to	Ottawa	to	

Vancouver.	Another	example	is	the	2000	exhibition	mounted	by	Pamela	Edmonds;	she	worked	

with	the	Sister	Visions	collective	to	organize	“Through	Our	Eyes”	at	the	Art	Gallery	of	Nova	

Scotia	in	Halifax,	an	institution	that	had	existed	for	over	150	years	without	ever	showing	a	single	

black	artist.	The	show’s	significance	to	the	local	black	community	was	exemplified	in	a	

collaborative	piece	made	of	found	materials	from	former	Africville,	which	claimed	space	in	the	

gallery	in	an	unprecedented	way.42	This	exhibition	used	creative	practice	to	materialize	a	local	

history	of	the	historically	black	neighborhood	in	Halifax	that	had	been	nearly	completely	

eradicated	when	Africville	was	razed	in	1970.43		

	 Blackness	unsettles	and	disrupts	in	other	ways.	For	example,	when	Sandra	Brewster	was	

invited	to	contribute	to	the	Art	Gallery	of	Ontario’s	exhibition	of	work	by	the	black	American	

Theaster	Gates,	she	reimagined	her	work	outside	the	US-specific	allure	of	the	show.	Brewster	
                                                        
42	On	Africville,	see:	Jennifer	J.	Nelson,	Africville:	A	Geography	of	Racism,	(Toronto:	University	of	Toronto	Press,	2008).		
43	See	reference	to	the	razing	of	Africville	above,	on	page	3.	
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chose	to	use	the	space	given	to	her	by	the	institution	to	draw	attention	to	one	of	the	

foremothers	of	her	practice,	a	queer,	black,	Canadian	woman	artist	who	greatly	influenced	

Brewster	and	who	was	unknown	and	disappearing	from	history.	In	this	exhibition,	dedicated	to	

a	black	American,	Brewster	found	an	indirect	entry	point	to	sneak	black	Canadian	art	into	the	

institution.	Less	than	a	year	after	Brewster’s	intervention,	the	sculptor	Tau	Lewis	staged	a	

different	kind	of	interruption	and	refusal	in	her	installation	of	the	exhibition	cyphers,	tissue,	

blizzards,	exile	at	the	8-11	gallery	in	Toronto.	Here,	though	her	works	were	visible	and	open	to	

the	gallery’s	public,	Lewis	set	a	stage	in	which	the	meaning	of	the	works	was	not	meant	to	be	

legible	to	the	audience.	She	chose	to	show	her	work	without	giving	over	entirely	to	that	

visibility.	These	examples	are	ways	in	which	the	absented	presence	of	blackness	manifests	

differently	in	exhibition	practices.	Blackness	is	not	often	present	in	these	white	cube	spaces,	but	

when	it	is,	it	often	comes	as	an	interruption	and	a	reordering	of	prevailing	exhibit	requirements.	

	

When	and	Where	We	Enter			

	

Out	of	the	contexts	discussed	above,	this	thesis	examines	practices	of	display	and	

blackness,	taking	as	a	premise	that	black	creative	cultures,	and	black	visual	cultures	in	

particular,	are	essentially	political	for	black	people.	I	will	explore	and	expose	the	nature	of	the	

tension	that	exists	between	the	white	cube	space	and	black	art	in	Canada	by	undertaking,	with	a	

black	feminist	approach,	a	social	science	analysis	of	reviews	of	black	art	and	a	close	reading	of	

an	exhibition	by	black	artist	Tau	Lewis.	Grace’s	home	studio	is	an	excellent	example	of	the	space	

to	which	black	Canadian	cultural	production	is	relegated	in	relation	to	broader	Canadian	art	
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practices.	Because	no	formalized	history	of	black	art	exists	in	Canada,	these	practices	occur	

haphazardly	in	art	space—that	is,	the	work	of	black	Canadian	artists	is	usually	decontextualized	

from	a	larger	notion	of	black	Canada.	As	a	result,	black	artists	have	often	self-organized,	making	

and	showing	works	outside	of	mainstream	sites,	be	they	galleries,	museums,	or	arts	

publications,	by	publishing	their	own	magazines	and	creating	alternative	spaces	of	display.		

As	an	arts	writer,	before	beginning	this	research	project,	I	looked	at	exhibitions	and	

wrote	texts	that	sought	to	situate	artworks	within	an	artist’s	practice,	art	history	and	the	social,	

economic,	and	political	context	of	the	work’s	production.	This	context	is	where	I	believe	art’s	

significance	can	be	found,	and	what	should	be	the	contextual	basis	for	any	analysis.	I	hardly	ever	

saw	art	by	black	artists	in	galleries,	and	when	I	did	it	was	rarely	connected	to	the	historical	art	

contexts	of	Canada.	Furthermore,	black	Canadian	art	was	written	about	in	simplistic,	

essentializing	ways	that	foreclosed	possible	conversations,	rather	than	expanding	the	dialogue	

by	exploring	how	it	engages	a	range	of	socio-political	and	diasporic	contexts.	I	therefore	chose	

to	reconsider	the	history	of	exhibition	display	practices	alongside	the	absented	presence	of	

blackness	in	Canada	in	order	to	think	about	the	ways	in	which	black	Canadian	art	practices	are	

allowed—by	the	usually	white	curators,	programmers,	and	gallery	directors	that	act	as	

gatekeepers—	to	enter	into	such	spaces.44	Similarly,	I	examine	what	strategies	the	artists	use	

once	they’re	there,	in	order	to	present	their	creative	works	and	political	visions.	In	so	doing,	I	

observe	various	ways	in	which	black	arts	practices	in	Canada	are	displayed	and	analyzed	

through	the	(im)possibility	of	black	Canada.		

                                                        
44	For	statistics	on	the	demographic	breakdown	of	gatekeepers	in	Canadian	arts	institutions,	see:	Michael	Maranda,	“Hard	

Numbers:	A	Study	on	Diversity	in	Canada’s	Galleries,”	Canadian	Art,	April	5,	2017,	https://canadianart.ca/features/art-
leadership-diversity/.	
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In	my	research,	I	explore	the	different	ways	black	art	in	Canada	is	always	an	interruption.	

The	interruption	is	a	response	to	our	history	in	the	nation	and	a	natural	permutation	of	survival	

tactics	developed	by	those	in	the	African	diaspora.	In	the	site	of	the	exhibition,	I	read	and	

understand	how	our	continued	absented	presence	has	manifested	itself	creatively.	How	have	

we	interrupted	the	gallery	space?	What	does	this	mean	to	our	continued	presence	within	this	

nation?	What	is	the	praxis	of	black	visual	art	in	Canada,	and	when,	where,	and	how	does	it	

appear?	I	hope	this	study	will	show	how	we	continue	to	shape	our	stories	in	multiple	ways.	If	

blackness	in	Canada	is	always	an	interruption—a	surprise	or	a	special	effect—then	in	an	art	

context,	this	interruption	is	a	spatial	and	discursive	intrusion	into	gallery	space	and	its	

traditional	function	as	well	as	a	disruption	into	discourses	of	nation	and	art	history.45		

Since	1999,	Grace	Channer	has	resided	in	a	live-work	studio	on	Queen	Street	West.	Art	is	

central	to	her	everyday	living	situation.	Woodworking,	painting,	drawing,	and	video	animation	

have	all	been	allotted	their	own	workstations	in	her	home	studio.	There	is	also	a	library,	a	

bedroom,	and	a	kitchen	space.	For	leisure,	a	single	couch	is	squeezed	in	between	the	kitchen	

and	the	woodworking	area.	Growing	up	and	being	in	her	various	studios	since	I	was	a	child,	I	

have	seen	the	many,	many	permutations	of	this	home-studio-exhibition.	Almost	all	of	the	wall	

space	is	covered	with	Grace’s	works,	which	include	paintings,	sculptures,	watercolors	and	

installations.	Each	piece	deals	in	some	way	with	African	diasporic	histories,	global	anti-

imperialism	and	anti-capitalism,	and	black	women’s	strength	and	survival.	One	painting	on	

paper	overlooking	the	couch	is	a	massive,	majestic	woman	in	different	shades	of	brown	and	

                                                        
45	On	“surprise,”	see	Katherine	McKittrick,	Demonic	Grounds:	Black	Women	And	The	Cartographies	of	Struggle	(Minneapolis:	

University	of	Minnesota	Press).	On	“special	effect,”	see	Rinaldo	Walcott,	“‘Who	Is	She	and	What	Is	She	to	You?’	Mary	Ann	
Shadd	Cary	and	the	(Im)possibility	of	Black/Canadian	Studies,”	Atlantis	24,	no.	2	(2000).	
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black	with	many	arms	coming	out	from	behind	her,	as	if	to	represent	the	embrace	of	absent	

foremothers.	Grace’s	home	studio	subverts	a	traditional	understanding	of	what	and	where	an	

exhibition	space	is.	Grace	treasures	her	work,	but	no	longer	makes	an	effort	to	circulate	it	in	the	

usual	channels	such	as	artist-run	centers,	galleries,	and	museums.	In	a	way,	her	home	has	

become	a	permanent	exhibition;	this	home	display	is	an	indefinite,	private	retrospective.		

I	weave	Grace’s	home	studio	throughout	my	introductory	remarks	in	order	to	situate	her	

creative	work	and	space	as	the	place	from	which	to	think	of	the	exhibit:	it	signifies	a	rich	site	

from	which	black	Canada	can	be	read.	Her	practice	speaks	to	a	legacy	of	black	female	survivance	

and	power,	but	it	has	had	no	place	in	mainstream	Canadian	art	histories,	and	for	this	reason	it	

has	come	to	inhabit	her	home	space.46	To	secure	a	place	in	mainstream	art	history,	Grace	would	

have	to	follow	a	certain	trajectory	of	education	and	display,	one	vetted	at	every	step	by	the	

gatekeepers	mentioned	above.	Though	there	may	have	been	an	exclusion,	wherein	the	kind	of	

queer	black	feminist	art	she	was	making	was	not	sought	out	for	inclusion	in	exhibitions	and	

analysis,	she	has	made	her	own	way	and	continued	to	create	and	show	work	outside	of	those	

systems.	The	home	studio	that	houses	her	work	has	made	a	gallery	of	itself.	It	continues	to	exist	

as	a	permanent	exhibition,	but	one	that	is	apposite	to,	not	outside	of,	exhibitions	spaces	in	

Canada.	Her	home	studio	space	is	not	up	for	public	view;	rather,	it	enacts	an	exhibition	function	

like	the	gallery	model.	In	this	way,	it	is	an	absented	presence:	at	once	a	refusal	and	an	

interruption	of	a	national	arts	history	developed	alongside	practices	of	racial	exclusion.			

                                                        
46	I	borrow	the	term	survivance	from	cultural	theorist	Gerald	Vizenor,	who,	referring	to	a	different	but	related	context,	wrote	

“Native	survivance	is	an	active	sense	of	presence	over	absence,	deracination,	and	oblivion;	survivance	is	the	continuance	of	
stories,	not	a	mere	reaction,	however	pertinent.	Survivance	is	greater	than	the	right	of	a	survivable	name.”	See	Gerald	
Vizenor,	Manifest	Manners:	Narratives	on	Postindian	Survivance	(Lincoln,	Neb.:	Univ.	of	Nebraska	Press,	2010).	
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Furthermore,	it	is	important	for	me	to	start	from	the	vantage	point	of	a	queer,	black	

woman	artist	when	undertaking	this	research	process.	Though	questions	of	nation	and	

aesthetics	and	race	are	the	major	frames	of	this	project,	the	latter	is	inextricable	from	

considerations	of	gender.47	As	I	explain	further	in	the	methodology	section	for	Chapter	One,	

incorporating	a	consideration	of	how	gender	affects	which	artists	are	overlooked	or	given	

attention,	and	when	and	how,	is	crucial	to	any	discussion	of	black	arts	in	Canada.	In	this	thesis,	

and	in	sum,	I	theorize	the	phenomenon	of	the	absented	presence	of	black	visual	arts	in	Canada	

through	the	politics	of	exhibition.	I	show	how	black	visual	arts	appear	and	are	disappeared	

constantly,	consistently	and	systematically.	I	describe	and	theorize	exhibitions	of	black	art	to	re-

imagine	how	black	visual	arts	are	made	and	what	they	signify	in	this	nation.	I	sketch	out	the	

mechanisms	of	erasure	and	resilience	of	black	arts	in	Canada	with	the	aim	of	shaping	a	

conceptual	lens	through	which	to	engage	the	works	and	practices	of	black	artists	in	Canada.	My	

thesis	thus	argues	that	the	routine	relegation	of	black	arts	to	marginalized	and/or	disregarded	

spaces	have	led	black	arts	practitioners	and	their	critics	to	foster	indefinite,	unfixed	and	

impermanent	relationships	to	Canadian	art	communities	and	their	histories.		

	

Thesis	Sites	

	

As	mentioned,	this	thesis	is	comprised	of	two	case	studies.	First,	I	examine	the	art	and	

politics	magazine	FUSE	in	order	to	analyze	how	they	attend	to	black	arts	practices.	I	look	at	the	

discursive	space	of	the	arts	magazine	as	an	exhibition	platform—one	that	frames	art	history	and	

                                                        
47	See	Hortense	Spillers,	“Mama’s	Baby,	Papa’s	Maybe:	An	American	Grammar	Book,”	Diacritics,	vol.	17,	no.	2	(1987):	65-85.	



 

25 

 

historiography	as	an	extension	of	the	gallery	space.	From	FUSE	magazine’s	archive,	I	selected	a	

ten-year	sample	of	exhibition	reviews	about	black	arts	practices	and	performed	a	close	reading	

to	determine	when,	where	and	how	black	arts	are	discussed.	In	my	analysis,	I	determine	how	

this	discursive	exhibition	platform	contends	with	black	arts	practices.	Next,	I	look	at	the	sculptor	

Tau	Lewis’	installation	practice	and	examine	her	2017	exhibition	cyphers,	tissue,	blizzards,	exile	

at	8-11	gallery	in	Toronto.	I	analyze	this	specific	gallery	site	and	discuss	what	happens	to	the	

space	when	it	holds	an	exhibition	of	black	art,	as	well	as	how	that	practice	contends	with	

traditional	ways	of	seeing	in	the	gallery.	Through	these	two	sites,	my	thesis	looks	at	two	

different	approaches	to	understanding	exhibitions—as	physical	spaces	that	have	historically	

evolved	from	cabinets	of	curiosities	(in	the	instance	of	Lewis’	exhibition	at	8-11	gallery),	and	as	

discursive	spaces	where	aesthetics	and	representation	are	made	to	mean	(as	in	FUSE’s	

exhibition	reviews	of	black	arts	practices).	What	I	aim	to	understand	or	uncover	by	investigating	

these	sites	is	what	the	absented	presence	of	black	arts	is	and	how	it	came	to	be.	My	main	

findings	suggest	that	blackness	consistently	interrupts	exhibition	space	and	cannot	be	contained	

by	prevailing	or	normative	practices	that	function	to	discipline	and/or	exclude	black	cultures.	In	

these	findings,	there	is	a	causal	relationship	between	the	absented	presence	of	blackness	in	

Canada	and	the	exclusion	of	blackness	from	Canadian	art	histories.	

	

Literature	Review	

	

Several	theorists	guide	my	analysis	and	research	method	in	this	project.	For	the	chapter	

that	focuses	on	reviews	of	black	arts	exhibitions,	it	is	important	to	have	a	critical	perspective	on	
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appropriate	approaches	to	writing	about	black	art.	Black	literary	critic	Barbara	Christian	calls	for	

the	development	of	critical	concepts	and	frameworks	that	appropriately	attend	to	the	

complexities	of	black	art.48	For	Christian,	black	criticism	is	where	black	cultural	production	is	

comprehensively	engaged,	without	being	bogged	down	by	academic	language,	disciplinary	

discourses,	and	practices	that	uphold	and	safeguard	a	white	canon.49	Christian	writes	that	black	

creative	cultures	require	special	and	critical	vocabularies	that	make	explicit	the	ways	in	which	

racial	histories	inform	artistic	production	and	spectatorship.50	Black	scholars	and	writers	can	and	

should	shape	how	we	view	and	understand	work	by	black	artists.51	To	this	end,	a	majority	of	the	

theoretical	framework	that	guides	my	analysis	and	research	method	relies	on	work	by	black	

studies	scholars.		

In	Monstrous	Intimacies,	Christina	Sharpe	speaks	directly	to	the	question	of	how	we	view	

and	understand	black	art.	52	Sharpe	explores	literature,	black	visual	art	and	art	exhibition	

practices	to	show	the	ways	in	which	(re)presentations	of	blackness	are	imbricated	in	imperial	

histories.	Working	with	the	premise	that	all	western	subjects	are	post-slave	subjects,	Sharpe	

attends	to	art	and	literature	by	demonstrating	how	our	desires	and	ways	of	seeing	are	deeply	

informed	by	our	relationship	to	hierarchies	of	racialization	that	have	extended	beyond	slavery.53	

In	her	chapter	on	Kara	Walker,	Sharpe	offers	a	way	to	understand	how	most	art	writers	and	

critics	encounter	art	by	people	of	the	African	diaspora.	Her	research	demonstrates	one	way	to	

critically	consider	the	effect	art	has	on	viewing	subjects	when	the	space	in	which	it	is	presented	

                                                        
48	Barbara	Christian,	“The	Race	for	Theory,”	Feminist	Studies	14,	no.	1	(Spring,	1988):	67-79.	
49	Ibid.	
50	Ibid.	
51	Ibid.	
52	Christina	Sharpe,	Monstrous	Intimacies:	Making	Post-Slavery	Subjects	(Durham,	NC:	Duke	University	Press,	2010).	
53	Christina	Sharpe,	Monstrous	Intimacies:	Making	Post-Slavery	Subjects	(Durham,	NC:	Duke	University	Press,	2010).	
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is	entwined	in	disavowed	racial	histories	(such	as	the	white	cube	space).	In	particular,	Sharpe	

studies	the	way	criticism	by	whites	is	shaped	by	their	discomfort	with,	or	inability	to	see,	

European	complicity	in	the	racial	histories	of	the	African	diaspora.	Sharpe’s	work	is	useful	to	my	

research	as	it	outlines	the	particular	ways	in	which	black	artists	are	positioned	within	white	cube	

spaces,	as	well	as	the	connection	between	the	viewer’s	subject	position	and	their	ability	to	

“see”	work	by	black	artists.		

Concerning	this	question	of	audience,	I	find	the	research	on	aesthetics	done	by	Jamaican	

theorist	Sylvia	Wynter	very	helpful	for	understanding	why	certain	patterns	of	cultural	

appreciation—what	we	like	and	what	we	do	not	like—stay	in	places.	In	“Rethinking	Aesthetics,”	

Wynter	offers	a	broad	philosophical	and	epistemological	analysis	of	aesthetics	and	imperialism,	

from	which	she	is	able	to	draw	conclusions	about	the	hegemony	of	a	certain	set	of	aesthetics.54	

Wynter	addresses	how	aesthetics	maintain	the	status	quo.	She	discusses	the	politics	of	

aesthetics	and	shows	how	cultural	production	discursively	promotes	an	existing	socio-political	

hierarchy	that	completely	excises	black	artists	from	artistic	worlds.	At	the	same	time,	Wynter	

asks	that	we	“rethink”	aesthetics	and	notice	how	black	artists	and	filmmakers	dramatically	undo	

these	hierarchies	by	centralizing	black	humanity.55	Wynter	provides	a	framework	wherein	the	

very	absence	of	black	aesthetics	yields	a	way	to	read	art	differently:	the	erasure	brings	forth	the	

conditions	for	rethinking	both	art	and	humanity.	Her	interdisciplinary	approach	to	describing	

why	those	aesthetics	stay	in	place,	as	well	as	how	they	are	complicit	in	maintaining	and	

continuing	social	hierarchies	developed	from	imperialism	and	settler	colonialism,	is	useful	to	

this	research	project.		
                                                        
54	Ibid.	
55	Ibid.	
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Wynter’s	work	aids	my	understanding	of	how	certain	discourses	of	art	history	get	made,	

why	they	become	calcified	and,	consequently,	why	viewers	so	often	resist	alternate	narratives	

and	different	art	forms.	As	a	counterpoint,	Richard	Iton’s	study	of	black	creative	cultures	and	

politics	shows	them	to	be	important	avenues	of	expression	for	the	African	diaspora,	which	are	

related	to,	but	outside	of,	official	politics.	Though	Iton	focuses	mostly	on	black	music,	theatre	

and	cinema,	his	analysis	holds	for	visual	art.	Iton’s	study	illuminates	how	black	cultural	

production	and	art	is	deeply	invested	in	political	struggle	(e.g.,	from	voting	rights	to	activist	

work)	precisely	because	it	reimagines	and	refuses	racist	and	white	supremacist	

misrepresentations	of	black	people.56	Édouard	Glissant,	in	a	different	way,	shows	unique	black	

aesthetics	in	music	and	art	to	be	articulations	of	the	survived	trauma	of	the	middle	passage.	In	

his	work,	Glissant	highlights	how	artists	narrate	location	by	producing	works	that	emerge	from,	

but	are	not	beholden	to,	racial	violence.57	Wynter,	Iton	and	Glissant	help	me	identify	the	origin	

and	significance	of	black	creativity	and	its	relationship	to	dominant	aesthetics	and	mainstream	

socio-political	spheres.		

I	build	from	McKittrick’s	and	Walcott’s	work	(also	discussed	above)	on	black	creative	

cultures	in	Canada,	which	are	important	to	my	investigations	as	they	chart	out	the	very	aporias	I	

seek	out	and	work	against	as	I	try	to	outline	a	theory	of	black	Canada	through	its	arts	practices.	

McKittrick’s	work	on	black	geographies,	her	attention	to	the	permutations	of	absented	presence	

of	black	histories	in	Canada,	and	how	these	same	problems	are	rooted	in	discourses	of	the	

nation,	as	well	as	her	work	on	archives	and	the	epistemologies	of	the	black	diaspora,	open	up	a	

                                                        
56	Richard	Iton,	In	Search	of	the	Black	Fantastic:	Politics	and	Popular	Culture	in	the	Post-Civil	Rights	Era.	Oxford:	Oxford	

University	Press,	2008.	
57	Edouard	Glissant	and	Betsy	Wing.	Poetics	of	Relation.	Ann	Arbor:	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1997.	
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space	through	which	to	trace	a	fragmented	black	Canada	through	creative	cultures.58	The	

conceptual	maps	McKittrick	charts	in	relation	to	the	positionality	of	black	diaspora	communities	

help	me	in	my	examination	of	black	art	practices	in	the	nation.		

These	black	theorists	provide	important	frameworks	for	thinking	about	black	visual	arts.	

They	each	differently	highlight	the	tensions	between	disavowal,	artistic	expression	and	politics.	

In	short,	they	think	about	the	denial	of	blackness	and	black	art—whether	this	denial	is	through	

erasure	or	racist	stereotypes	that	delimit	black	humanity—as	a	way	to	address	the	environment	

many	black	artists	navigate,	and	the	expressive	politics	many	black	artists	advance.	Black	artists	

are	seldom	talked	about	in	Canada,	especially	given	the	tensions	outlined	above.	While	black	

people	have	been	making	art	across	the	nation-state	for	several	hundred	years,	it	is	meaningful	

that	there	has	not	yet	been	any	text	or	discourse	about	this	longstanding	history.59	The	art	and	

creative	work	has	been	produced,	but	there	is	no	extensive	or	sustained	conversation,	which	

tells	me	there	is	something	at	stake—something	very	rich	and	exciting	in	terms	of	politics	and	

expression—in	black	artistic	production	in	Canada.		

	

Method	and	Methodology	

	

I	use	several	methods	in	this	research	project	to	analyze	my	particular	sites.	My	

approach	to	this	research	project	is	interdisciplinary.	It	combines	art	history,	social	science	
                                                        
58	Katherine	McKittrick,	“Wait	Canada	Anticipate	Black,”	The	CLR	James	Journal	20,	no.	1	(2014),	243-249.	
59	Charmaine	Nelson	has	brought	awareness	and	attention	to	black	historical	presence	in	Canada.	In	her	work,	however,	she	

does	not	focus	on	black	visual	artists	extensively;	she	looks	at	visual	art	by	white	practitioners	and	traces	how	they	were	
representing	black	people	and/or	using	Caribbean	landscapes	in	their	work.	See	for	example	Charmaine	Nelson,	Slavery,	
geography	and	empire	in	nineteenth-century	marine	landscapes	of	Montreal	and	Jamaica	(London:	Routledge,	2016);	
Charmaine	Nelson,	“Slavery,	Portraiture	and	The	Colonial	Limits	of	Canadian	Art	History	[Portrait	of	a	Negro	Slave],”	Canadian	
Woman	Studies	23	(2)	(Winter	2004):	22-29.	
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content	analysis,	black	studies,	black	feminist	studies,	and	creative	practice.	This	approach	is	

greatly	influenced	by	Sylvia	Wynter’s	discussion	of	Caliban	from	Shakespeare’s	The	Tempest	in	

her	essay	“Beyond	Miranda’s	Meanings,”	as	well	as	by	Katherine	McKittrick’s	discussion	of	black	

geographies	in	Demonic	Grounds:	Black	Women	and	the	Cartographies	of	Struggle	in	that	these	

theorists	focus	on	interdisciplinarity,	black	studies,	and	the	dynamism	between	theory,	

geography,	and	art.	In	my	first	chapter,	I	use	a	modified	content	analysis	strategy	to	examine	

the	FUSE	magazine	archive,	and	in	the	second	chapter,	I	perform	a	close	critical	analysis	of	

Lewis’	cyphers,	tissue,	blizzards,	exile	exhibition	at	8-11	gallery.	For	the	content	analysis,	I	

manually	counted	recurring	words	and	ideas	in	an	isolated	sample	from	the	magazine.	I	then	

created	charts	and	tables	based	on	the	data	I	collected.	These	charts	offer	a	way	to	interpret	my	

qualitative	findings,	and	I	have	chosen	to	enhance	this	visual	representation	by	artfully	

rendering	the	charts	and	tables.	My	choice	to	aestheticize	the	findings	is	based	on	the	data	

drawings	commissioned	by	W.E.B.	Du	Bois	for	the	Paris	World	Fair	exhibit	to	illustrate	the	

sociological	data	he	collected	about	African	Americans	living	in	the	southern	United	States	at	

the	end	of	the	19th	century.	The	choice	to	aestheticize	the	data	was	not	only	based	on	Du	Bois’	

innovative	work	as	a	sociologist,	but	was	also	based	on	a	black	studies	approach	to	the	research	

wherein	creative	practice	and	black	aesthetics	are	taken	as	analytical	approaches	and	

theoretical	interventions,	rather	than	simply	as	objects	of	study.60	I	also	use	online	software	

such	as	a	cloud	word	generator	to	approach	the	qualitative	data	from	a	different	perspective.		

A	note	on	the	style	and	format:	in	both	chapters,	I	number	each	paragraph	to	mirror	the	

ways	in	which	tracking	and	accounting	has	been	intimately	tied	to	ontologies	of	the	African	
                                                        
60	See	also,	Richard	Iton,	In	Search	of	the	Black	Fantastic:	Politics	and	Popular	Culture	in	the	Post-Civil	Rights	Era.	Oxford:	Oxford	

University	Press,	2008.	



 

31 

 

diaspora.	I	also	chose	to	number	the	paragraphs	to	show	a	different	way	in	which	the	absented	

presence	of	black	arts	can	manifest.	The	numbers	are	performative.	They	reflect	and	illustrate	

the	larger	argument	I	make	about	back	Canadian	visual	arts.	In	archives,	numbering	is	a	way	of	

making	information	legible.	In	the	social	sciences,	for	example,	blackness	has	historically	been	

documented	and	traced	in	new	and	unforeseen	configurations.61	By	numbering	the	paragraphs	

of	this	research,	I	also	follow	Du	Bois’	social	science	analysis	and	visual	representation	of	data.	I	

chose	this	gesture	to	playfully	evoke	the	relation	between	black	life	and	archive.62	By	numbering	

the	paragraphs	of	this	chapter,	I	use	a	formal	experiment	to	show	the	absented	presence	of	

black	visual	arts	in	the	division	of	my	paragraphs	and	sections.	Dividing	the	chapter	into	sections	

and	episodic	snippets	forecloses	a	single	easy	narrative,	allowing	the	spaces	in	between,	the	

absences	and	silences	and	omissions	inherent	to	my	subject	matter	(black	Canadian	art	history),	

to	be	reflected	in	the	layout	of	my	research.			

The	content	analysis	in	my	first	chapter	was	done	in	several	steps	over	a	period	of	nearly	

four	months.	I	went	through	a	decade	of	the	FUSE	magazine	archive	to	isolate	a	sample	of	

exhibition	reviews.	I	then	charted	data	from	this	sample	and	also	combed	through	it	by	hand	to	

add	up	and	gather	all	of	the	information	related	to	black	artists	and	black	Canadian	art.	In	my	

results,	I	found	that	art	by	black	Canadians	is	granted	provisional	recognition	on	the	discursive	

platform	of	the	magazine.	Specifically,	the	works	of	the	artist	who	gained	the	most	attention,	

                                                        
61	Theaster	Gates,	for	example,	used	creative	data	renderings	by	the	sociologist	W.E.B	Du	Bois	as	a	starting	point	to	make	his	

own	works	of	art	in	his	2017	exhibition	“But	To	Be	A	Poor	Race”	at	Regen	Projects	in	Los	Angeles.	See	also:	black	American	
Jean	Michel	Basquiat,	who	often	uses	numbers	and	diagrams	related	to	the	body,	physiognomy	and	imperial	histories	in	his	
work;	black	Canadians	Deanna	Bowen,	whose	work	has	long	incorporated	her	ongoing	collection	of	oral	and	material	archives	
of	her	family	and	Tau	Lewis,	who	incorporates	bits	of	present	ephemera	into	“time	capsule”	sculptures;	and	Camille	Turner,	
whose	early	performances	activated	long	absented	archival	presences	of	blacks	in	Canada.	Also,	see	my	discussion	of	the	
archive	and	blackness	as	read	through	Saidiya	Hartman	and	Katherine	McKittrick	below.	

62	For	more	on	the	relation	between	black	life	and	archives,	particularly	the	ways	in	which	black	life	is	often	absent	from	the	
archives,	see	Katherine	McKittrick,	“Mathematics	Black	Life,”	The	Black	Scholar	44,	no.	2	(2014).	
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Stan	Douglas,	was	almost	never	discussed	in	relation	to	black	Canada.	Indeed,	I	gesture	to	this	

finding	in	my	Chapter	One,	where	I	use	Sandra	Brewster’s	invocation	of	the	artist	Buseje	Bailey	

as	a	black	feminist	methodology.	That	is,	I	try	to	replicate	the	approach	Brewster	sets	up	in	her	

contribution	the	2016	Theaster	Gates	exhibition	at	the	AGO	(Art	Gallery	of	Ontario)	in	the	

chapter’s	analysis	of	how	and	when	certain	black	artists	are	brought	forward	or	overlooked	in	a	

Canadian	art	context.	I	find	that	black	women	artists	in	Canada	are	generally	absent	from	

discussions	of	black	arts	in	the	platform	of	FUSE	magazine.		

	 The	art	historian	Charmaine	Nelson	broadens	the	customary	scope	of	art	historical	

analysis.	In	her	research,	she	considers	how	black	people	and	their	histories	in	the	nation	have	

influenced	art	by	Europeans.63	She	offers	an	expanded	analysis	that	takes	into	account	social	

class,	economics,	gender	and	race	in	the	context	surrounding	a	work	of	art.	This	way	of	

undertaking	research	is	essential	to	an	analysis	of	black	visual	arts	in	Canada	because	it	takes	

into	account	the	broader	socio-historical	contexts	that	have	kept	black	art	absent.	Nelson’s	

alternative	approach	to	analyzing	artwork	serves	as	a	model	of	how	to	comprehensively	take	

into	account	all	factors	when	one	looks	at	works	of	art	in	a	Canadian	context.		

I	keep	Nelson’s	framing	in	mind	as	I	perform	a	critical	reading	of	Tau	Lewis’	work	in	the	

Chapter	Two.	I	think	about	the	role	of	the	viewer,	the	space	of	the	exhibition	as	text,	the	

artworks	themselves,	and	the	way	they	are	displayed	in	the	gallery.	In	the	second	chapter	I	also	

square	up	Lewis’	own	framing	of	the	exhibition	display	with	the	expectations	of	a	traditional	art	

audience.	My	approach	here	is	also	informed	by	Henrietta	Lidchi’s	outline	of	the	poetics	and	

politics	in	exhibition	display	practices.	My	close	reading	moves	from	a	material	analysis	to	an	
                                                        
63	See	Charmaine	A.	Nelson,	Slavery,	Geography	and	Empire	in	Nineteenth-Century	Marine	Landscapes	of	Montreal	and	

Jamaica	(Routledge,	2016).	
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abstract	analysis	of	the	work	of	the	exhibition,	allowing	me	to	draw	conclusions	about	the	show	

in	relation	to	black	Canada	more	broadly.	To	this	end,	in	the	second	chapter,	I	add	in	the	

creative	writing	of	Dionne	Brand,	including	her	discussion	of	movement,	migration	and	the	black	

diaspora,	as	an	analytical	lens	through	which	to	approach	Lewis’	exhibition	practice.	The	nature	

of	my	object	of	study,	the	absented	presence	of	black	visual	arts	in	Canada,	requires	this	

interdisciplinary	approach	in	order	to	justly,	and	fully,	arrive	at	a	conclusion	to	this	research	

project.		

	

Conclusion	

	

In	conclusion,	this	thesis	looks	at	different	types	of	exhibition	spaces	and	how	they	are	

interrupted	by	black	Canadian	arts	practices.	I	want	to	return	to	Grace’s	home	studio.	Grace’s	

home	studio	is	the	ultimate	disruption	because	it	is	a	withdrawal	and	a	refusal	that	does	not	

simply	end.	Grace	has	continued	to	make	work	and	show	it,	although	mostly	in	private.64	This	

has	given	a	different	kind	of	space	and	value	to	her	work	outside	of	the	exhibition	systems	of	

the	art	world.	As	discussed	above,	there	is	a	racial	dimension	to	the	history	of	exhibition	display	

practices.	The	work	Grace	makes	and	exhibits	in	her	home	is	in	apposition	to	idealized	white	

cube	spaces.	Her	art	work	and	gallery	space	exemplify	one	radical	way	in	which	art	practices	of	

black	artists	in	Canada	disrupt	existing	exhibition	practices.			

Black	Canadian	art,	artists	and	art	workers	have	been	constitutive	of,	yet	disregarded	by,	

Canadian	art	history.	There	is	a	rich	history	of	black	cultural	production	in	Canada	that	has	not	
                                                        
64	Grace	continues	to	do	public	art	works,	and	since	returning	to	university,	she	has	had	shows	associated	with	York	University,	

Brock	University,	and	the	W5	collective,	which	formed	after	her	MFA	at	York	University.	
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been	brought	together,	and	for	this	reason	many	black	artists	and	their	works	remain	

unrecognized.	This	absented	presence	continually	situates	black	Canadian	visual	art	as	always	

new	and	newly	emerging,	thus	preventing	a	conversation	that	coalesces	around	a	longstanding	

sustained	set	of	ideas	or	themes	or	aesthetics.	This	Master’s	thesis	reflects	on	this	context,	

exploring	how	black	Canadian	art	exhibitions	are	plentiful	but	relegated	to	invisibility.	As	noted	

above,	I	focus	on	exhibitions	because	of	the	significance	black	creative	practices	have	for	

Africans	in	the	diaspora,	particularly	black	Canadian	artists.		

As	I	have	made	clear	in	my	discussion	above,	there	has	not	yet	been	a	comprehensive	

survey	or	discussion	of	black	visual	arts	in	Canada.	In	drawing	attention	to	two	exhibition	sites	

that	focus	on	black	Canadian	art	and	artists,	I	hope	to	track	whether	or	not	a	sustained	

aesthetic,	or	set	of	ideas,	emerges	in	relation	to	absented	presence.	The	function	of	critical	

writing	and	art	history	is	to	help	conceptualize	creative	work	and	also	to	historicize	and	

contextualize	it	by	situating	it	in	relation	to	larger	narratives	and	histories;	without	

contextualization,	we	risk	losing	creative	works.	If	the	traces	of	black	Canada	are	disparate	and	

exist	only	outside	prevailing	archives	(and	are	shared	by	word	of	mouth,	through	personal	

histories	of	individual	practitioners,	and	within	specific	social	communities),	how	do	we	honour	

this	creative	labour?	While	this	lack	of	discursive	hold	reinforces	the	understanding	of	an	

absented	presence	of	blackness	in	Canada	outlined	by	black	scholars,	in	this	thesis	I	hope	to	find	

new	ways	to	identify	and	discuss	black	creative	practices	in	order	to	show	that	black	art	

exhibition	strategies	are	worthy	of	recognition	and	require	a	sustainable	place	within	our	

cultural	imaginary.		
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Chapter	1			

The	Price	of	Admission:	Black	Women	and	Black	Visual	Arts	in	Canada	

	

In	this	chapter,	I	treat	FUSE	magazine	as	an	exhibition	space.	During	its	nearly	forty-year	

publication	run,	FUSE	was	a	platform	for	the	discussion	of	art,	culture,	and	politics.	Just	as	

galleries	present	visual	arts	practices	to	incite	conversation,	I	look	at	art	magazines	as	platforms	

that	perform	a	similar	function.	With	this	in	mind,	I	present	some	conclusions	based	on	a	close	

reading	of	a	selection	of	writing	about	black	visual	arts	from	the	FUSE	magazine’s	archive,	with	

special	attention	to	how,	and	how	often,	visual	art	by	black	Canadian	artists	is	discussed.		

This	chapter	is	divided	into	multiple	sections.	In	the	sections	“Where	is	Buseje	Bailey?,”	

“Nation	States	and	the	Stakes	of	Art	History,”	and	“Black	Canadian	Art	History,”	I	establish	a	

foundation	for	thinking	about	black	Canadian	art	history	and	its	formation	through	art	writing	

and	exhibition	practice.	I	pay	particular	attention	to	the	black	female	Canadian	artist	Buseje	

Bailey,	and	to	the	pointed	lack	of	attention	to	her	significant	contributions,	as	an	example	of	

how	black	women	artists	are	overlooked,	and	how	her	omission	from	art	history	is	symptomatic	

of	the	way	the	absented	presence	of	blackness	in	Canada	is	embedded	into	the	nation’s	art	

historical	discourses.		

The	middle	sections	of	the	chapter,	“FUSE	Archive:	A	Content	Analysis	Experiment,”	

“Data,	Aesthetics,	and	The	African	Diaspora,”	and	“Measures,	Procedures,	and	Results”	are	a	

social	science-style	content	analysis	in	which	I	methodically	analyze	a	sample	of	reviews	of	black	

visual	arts	exhibitions	from	the	FUSE	archive.	I	break	down	my	research	methodology	and	

explain	the	procedures	I	follow.	The	results	of	my	analysis	are	presented	in	tables,	charts	and	
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graphs,	and	then	examined	in	relation	to	the	question	of	black	art	history	and	art	writing	as	

exhibition	practice.	I	draw	attention	to	the	ways	in	which	absented	presence	is	partly	a	result	of	

the	dominance	of	an	African-American	narrative	of	blackness.	I	also	outline	the	terms	of	

admission	or	recognition	that	have	been	passively	set	in	place	by	gatekeepers	of	the	art	world.	

In	the	last	part	of	this	chapter,	I	show	how	my	findings	are	significant	to	the	absented	

presence	of	black	visual	arts	in	Canada.	Stan	Douglas,	a	black	male	Canadian	multi-media	artist	

from	Vancouver	who	became	famous	alongside	a	school	of	mainly	white	artists	(the	West	Coast	

photoconceptualists),	emerges	from	the	sample	as	a	key	figure.	The	section	“Stan	Douglas	True	

North”	takes	results	from	the	content	analysis	and	I	do	a	reading	of	some	of	Douglas’	work.	My	

discussion	uncovers	where	and	how	blackness	and	black	arts	have	been	allowed	to	take	space	

and	become	visible	in	Canada.	I	also	show	how	his	practice,	as	well	as	the	attention	it	received	

in	FUSE	magazine,	reflect	the	terms	of	provisional	acceptance	for	black	Canadian	artists	into	the	

art	world.			

	

Where	is	Buseje	Bailey?		

	

1.		For	her	contribution	to	Theaster	Gates’	2016	How	to	Build	a	House	Museum	exhibition	at	the	

Art	Gallery	of	Ontario,	black	Canadian	visual	artist	Sandra	Brewster	wrote	a	letter	about	visual	

artist	Buseje	Bailey.65	Brewster	questions	Bailey’s	current	absence	from	the	Canadian	art	world	

by	describing	the	ways	in	which	race,	sex	and	gender	were	integral	to	Bailey’s	work	as	a	black	

lesbian	Canadian	artist,	and	how	those	subject	positions	determined	how	Bailey	moved	through	

                                                        
65	Sandra	Brewster,	Notes	on	Negro	Progress	(Toronto:	Art	Gallery	of	Ontario,	2016).	
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the	art	world	professionally.	The	need	Brewster	felt,	to	draw	attention	to	Bailey	in	a	major	

Canadian	art	exhibition	by	an	African-American	artist,	highlights	the	ways	in	which	black	visual	

arts	in	Canada	have	been	neglected.	In	many	ways,	Bailey’s	position	in	the	Canadian	art	world	

reflects	the	absented	presence	of	black	visual	arts	in	Canada	as	well	as	its	gender	hierarchies.	

African	American	artists,	most	often	male,	who	are	invited	into	Canadian	art	institutions	are	

exemplars	of	black	creative	practice.	The	visibility	of	black	Canadian	artists	becomes	contingent	

on	their	presence.			

	

2.	Brewster	unearthed	an	artist	statement	in	which	Bailey	declares:	“The	traditions	and	

contemporary	practices	of	artists	of	color	have	been	and	continue	to	be	excluded	from	the	art	

hierarchies.”	66	Brewster	cites	the	statement	at	length:	

My	work	is	an	attempt	to	explore	and	understand	the	diverse	arguments	and	
practices	within	the	cultural	politics	of	“difference.”	In	past	work	I	have	exposed	
the	nature	of	my	‘being’	and	the	nature	of	my	practice	in	order	to	investigate	and	
reconstruct	myself	in	a	tangible	way—historically,	racially	and	sexually.67	

	
In	her	letter,	Brewster	describes	arts	initiatives	by	black	women	in	the	1980s	in	Toronto	and	

Canada.	She	references	specifically	the	Diasporic	African	Women’s	Art	Collective	(DAWA),	

founded	in	1984	by	Bailey	and	Grace	Channer.	Together,	DAWA	organized	the	first	travelling	

black	Canadian	visual	arts	exhibition,	Black	Wimmin:	When	and	Where	We	Enter	(1989).68	Later	

in	her	letter,	Brewster	returns	to	Bailey’s	statement	to	further	illustrate	Bailey’s	position:	

                                                        
66	Brewster,	Notes	on	Negro	Progress.	
67	Ibid.	
68	The	phrase	‘when	and	where	we	enter’	is	borrowed	from	writing	originally	penned	by	African-American	abolitionist	and	black	

feminist	Anna	Julia	Cooper.	In	the	full	passage,	she	writes:	“only	the	BLACK	WOMAN	can	say	when	and	where	I	enter,	in	the	
quiet,	undisputed	dignity	of	my	womanhood,	without	violence	and	without	suing	or	special	patronage,	then	and	there	the	
whole	Negro	race	enters	with	me.”	Paula	Giddings	revisited	Cooper’s	words	and	used	them	in	the	title	of	her	1982	book	
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I	am	a	Third	World	Artist	living	in	an	advanced	industrial	and	cultural	center,	in	a	
society	of	privilege.	I	find	myself	in	an	ambiguous	location	and	it	is	a	very	difficult	
place	to	be.	How	do	rhetoric	and	this	friction	affect	my	political	and	artistic	
practice?	How	do	I	speak	as	an	individual?	Do	I	represent	a	mass	unit?	In	this	
atmosphere	how	do	I	challenge	myself	to	work	without	acceptance,	and	at	the	
same	time	increase	public	understanding	and	appreciation	of	my	art?69	
	

What	Bailey	makes	clear	is	the	lack	of	attention	and	support	for	black	women	artists.	She	is	

marginal	in	a	society	of	privilege.	As	a	black	lesbian	woman,	Bailey	does	not	retain	any	of	the	

qualities	of	the	“mythical	norm,”	described	so	succinctly	by	Audre	Lorde	as	“white,	thin,	male,	

young,	heterosexual,	Christian,	and	financially	secure.”70	In	addition,	Bailey	interrogates	the	

idea	of	acceptance	and	the	politics	of	making	art	without	acceptance.	In	her	statement,	it	is	

implied	that	acceptance	is	understood	and	defined	in	relation	to	the	“mythical	norm.”	With	this	

in	mind,	Bailey	would	be	representative	of	the	‘Other’	she	embodies.	In	a	way,	the	

pervasiveness	of	this	norm	demands	that	she	affirm	her	humanity	through	her	artistic	practice.	

Although	she	acknowledges	the	recognition	that	is	denied	to	her,	she	is	dedicated	to	continuing	

to	make	art:	her	statement	and	the	questions	within	it	demonstrate	that	her	position	as	a	black	

woman	artist	produces	a	“friction”	that	she	works	with.		

	
                                                                                                                                                                                    

When	and	Where	I	Enter:	The	Impact	of	Black	Women	on	Race	and	Sex	in	America,	in	which	she	revisits	the	organizing	
activities	of	black	woman	towards	equality	and	social	justice.	Giddings	argued	for	the	importance	of	black	woman’s	work	that	
had	long	been	overlooked	and	showed	the	strength	of	their	endeavours	in	a	history	of	their	resistance	to	white	supremacy.	
When	the	DAWA	collective	organized	a	travelling	exhibition	of	art	work	by	black	women	in	Canada,	they	took	up	the	title	
once	again,	this	time	staking	a	claim	for	the	importance	of	their	work	and	presence	that	echoes	the	effort	to	make	space	for	
black	women	in	history	demonstrated	by	Giddings’	book.	In	art	historian	Alice	Jim’s	words,	“The	exhibition’s	historicity	
affirms	their	immaterial	presence	through	a	visual	embodiment	of	their	struggles	as	Black	women	artists	in	the	art	world”	
(49).	The	fact	that	the	DAWA	exhibition	travelled	further	extended	this	claim	for	presence,	not	only	were	they	doing	
something	new	by	exhibiting	black	womanhood	in	material	art	forms,	but	they	were	also	showing	the	territorial	reach	of	
black	womanhood	in	Canada	by	staging	the	show	in	different	galleries	across	the	country.	See	also	Alice	Ming	Wai	Jim,	“Black	
Women	Artists	in	Canada:	A	Documentation	and	Analysis	of	the	1989	Exhibition	Black	Wimmin—When	and	Where	We	Enter”	
(MA	Thesis,	Concordia	University,	1996),	49.	

69	Brewster,	Notes	on	Negro	Progress.		
70	Audre	Lorde,	Sister	Outsider	(Berkeley:	Crossing,	1984),	116.	
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3.	As	a	black	woman	artist	working	in	Canada	decades	after	Bailey	made	this	statement,	

Brewster	is	familiar	with	the	ongoing	ways	black	women’s	art	practices	are	often	overlooked.	

Bailey	is	no	longer	active,	but	her	organizing	and	visual	art	are	an	ongoing	influence	for	other	

artists,	as	Brewster’s	engagement	with	her	work	demonstrates.	In	this	gesture	of	drawing	

attention	to	an	artistic	foremother,	Brewster	remarks	upon	the	significance	of	Bailey’s	work	

while	also	re-contextualizing	it	in	relation	to	the	2016	exhibition	by	Theaster	Gates,	a	renowned	

African-American	artist	invited	by	the	AGO	to	show	in	Canada.	In	Brewster’s	decision	to	include	

and	foreground	Bailey	when	given	an	opportunity	to	participate	in	a	major	arts	institution,	she	

foregrounds	a	legacy	of	black	women	artists’	practices	and	rehistoricizes	black	art	in	Canada.	

Bailey’s	position,	as	an	artist	whose	work	was	both	influential	and	critically	overlooked,	

exemplifies	the	ambiguous	space	that	has	been	occupied	by	black	Canadian	visual	artists	in	

relation	to	Canadian	art	history.	

	

The	Unvisibility	of	Black	Visual	Arts	in	Canada	

	

4.	Canadian	art	institutions	often	call	on	black	culture	and	black	artists	from	abroad	rather	than	

invest	in	black	Canadian	artists	who	work	in	Canada.71	The	monumental	presence	of	black	

American	visual	artists	and	their	frequent	invitation	into	art	institutions	north	of	the	border	

overshadows	and	blots	out	any	possibility	of	a	robust	black	Canadian	visual	arts	tradition.	This	

tendency	has	been	apparent	in	several	major	arts	galleries	and	museums	in	Toronto.	For	

example,	in	2014,	the	African-American	painter	and	sculptor	Jean-Michel	Basquiat	(1960–1988)	
                                                        
71	I	say	this	in	full	acknowledgement	of	the	many	varieties	and	nuances	of	black	identity	and	national	identification.	Here,	I	mean	

that	specifically	black	artists	practicing	in	Canada	or	identifying	as	Canadian	artists	are	overlooked.		
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was	given	a	major	solo	exhibition	at	the	AGO.	In	the	summer	of	2016,	the	same	institution	

presented	a	solo	exhibition	by	the	African-American	Theaster	Gates,	a	well-known	community	

artist	and	entrepreneur	from	Chicago	(whose	solo	show	features	Brewster’s	re-exhibition	of	

Buseje	Bailey,	discussed	above).	The	Power	Plant	Gallery’s	Encoding	Decoding	exhibition	opened	

in	February	of	2015	during	Black	History	Month	and	was	titled	after	a	work	by	black	cultural	

studies	founder	Stuart	Hall.	Many	black	and	brown	artists	were	invited	to	show	work	in	the	

Power	Plant	exhibition—although	none	of	them	were	Canadian.	In	fact,	the	only	Canadian	

whose	work	was	featured	in	the	exhibition	was	a	white	woman	whose	contribution	was	a	set	of	

photographs	she	had	taken	decades	earlier	while	travelling	through	the	Congo.	In	an	open	letter	

to	the	Power	Plant,	scholar	and	cultural	critic	Rinaldo	Walcott	explicitly	derided	the	absence	of	

black	Canadian	artists:		

Indeed,	while	the	Power	Plant	shows	black	artists	very	few	of	those	artists	are	
black	Canadians.	In	the	last	decade	minus	the	current	show	I	can	only	find	one	
black	artist	shown,	Glen	Ligon.	The	absence	of	black	artists	and	black	Canadian	
artists	in	particular	is	a	longstanding	issue	at	the	Power	Plant	and	other	exhibition	
sites	in	this	city.	...The	shut-out	of	black	Canadian	artists	is	so	routine	it	is	now	
banal.72		

	
Though	Walcott’s	letter	was	written	in	response	to	the	specific	exhibition,	it	highlighted	a	

longstanding	issue	in	Canadian	art:	the	lack	of	support	for,	and	visibility	given	to,	black	Canadian	

artists.	Walcott	points	out	the	normalcy	of	using	black	artists	from	elsewhere	to	efface	work	by	

black	Canadians—a	practice	that	ignores	the	contemporary	and	historical	presence	of	black	

people	in	Canada.	Furthermore,	black	artists	from	abroad,	such	as	Basquiat,	Ligon,	Gates,	and	

many	others,	are	overwhelmingly	male.	In	this	way,	even	when	blackness	is	imported	from	

                                                        
72	Rinaldo	Walcott	to	The	Power	Plant	Gallery,	March	2015,	Facebook.		
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outside	Canada,	it	is	rarely	black	women	who	are	invited,	highlighting	a	gendered	dimension	to	

recognition	and	acceptance,	and	adding	weight	to	the	absented	presence	evidenced	by	Sandra	

Brewster	and	Buseje	Bailey.	

	

5.	Many	Canadian	black	studies	scholars	have	discussed	blackness	and	the	black	diaspora	in	

relation	to	the	nation.	Multicultural	policies	implemented	in	the	1970s	and	1980s	reinforced	an	

image	of	the	nation	as	a	benevolent	white	space	that	invited	immigrants—a	term	often	

referring	only	to	racialized	people—with	open	arms.	In	many	ways,	however,	multiculturalism	

continued	to	make	racialized	people	outsiders	to	the	nation	by	celebrating	cultural	differences	

(e.g.,	food,	dance,	art)	rather	than	addressing	structural	inequalities	and	other	forms	of	

oppression.	In	“Wait	Canada	Anticipate	Black,”	Katherine	McKittrick	analyzes	Canadian	

multicultural	policy	and	the	ways	in	which	it	erases	historical	traces	of	black	Canada.	The	

language	of	the	policy	situates	black	communities	as	newcomers,	thus	obscuring	the	nation’s	

implication	in	transatlantic	slavery.	She	argues	that	this	erasure	upholds	the	policy’s	discourse	

of	benevolence.73	Elsewhere,	McKittrick	develops	her	concept	of	“surprise”	to	identify	the	

manner	in	which	black	Canada	is	perceived	within	the	nation.74	Like	the	special	effect	described	

by	Walcott	(see	below),	McKittrick’s	surprise	is	the	customary	response	of	Canadians	to	the	idea	

of	blackness	in	Canada:	a	disavowal	that	displaces	any	possible	recourse	to	belonging	for	blacks.		

	

                                                        
73	Katherine	McKittrick,	“Wait	Canada	Anticipate	Black,”	The	CLR	James	Journal	20,	no.	1	(2014).	243–249.		
74	Katherine	McKittrick,	Demonic	Grounds:	Black	Women	and	The	Cartographies	of	Struggle	(Minneapolis:	University	of	

Minnesota	Press).	
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6.	Similar	to	McKittrick’s	arguments,	Walcott	describes	the	nation	and	national	discourses	as	

having	an	elasticity	that	adapts	to	keep	blackness	out.75	Blackness,	Walcott	argues,	complicates	

the	simple	national	discourse	of	Canada	that	celebrates	French–English	origins	and	the	

aforementioned	benevolent	multiculturalism.	The	way	in	which	blackness	returns	to	the	nation	

is	repetitive	and	disruptive;	the	nation	continually	incorporates	and	then	excises	blackness.76	He	

thus	reads	the	19th	century	activist,	educator	and	publisher	Mary	Ann	Shadd	Cary’s	historical	

position	as	inviting	different	ways	of	thinking	about	our	definition	of	the	nation	and	“our	

understanding	of	national	formation.”77	Using	Cary’s	historical	position	as	an	example,	he	

argues	that	black	Canada	is	unfixed,	an	in-between	location	that	is	not	quite	inside	or	outside	of	

the	nation.	Walcott	asks,	“What	does	black	womanhood	do	to	how	we	understand	the	Canadian	

nation?”78	Thinking	of	Brewster’s	search	for	Bailey,	I	wonder,	what	can	black	womanhood	do	to	

how	we	understand	black	visual	arts	in	Canada?	

	

The	Special	Effect	of	Blackness	

	

7.	There	is	not	really	a	black	Canadian	art	history.	Knowledge	of	past	exhibitions,	artists	

practices	and	publications	exist	as	oral	histories,	but	many	of	these	events	and	activities	have	

not	been	logged	or	incorporated	into	art	archives.	These	practices	appear	and	reappear	like	a	

“special	effect”	of	blackness—a	term	described	by	Rinaldo	Walcott	in	his	discussion	of	Mary	Ann	

                                                        
75	Rinaldo	Walcott,	Black	Like	Who?	(Toronto:	Insomniac	Press,	1997).	
76	Rinaldo	Walcott,	“‘Who	Is	She	and	What	Is	She	to	You?’	Mary	Ann	Shadd	Cary	and	the	(Im)possibility	of	Black/Canadian	

Studies,”	142.	
77	Ibid.,	141.	
78	Ibid.	
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Shadd	Cary	and	Canadian	studies.	In	the	late	19th	century,	Shadd	Cary	worked	as	a	lawyer,	a	

publisher,	and	an	activist;	Walcott	discusses	her,	or	more	specifically	her	blackness,	as	

disrupting	Canadian	studies:		“[C]onversations	concerning	blackness	are	never	sustained,”	

Walcott	writes,	“they	arise	and	disappear,	only	to	arise	again,	as	if	new.”79	There	is	a	correlation	

between	Walcott’s	insights	and	the	uneasy	place	of	black	visual	art	in	Canada.	Over	the	past	few	

decades,	many	African-Canadian	art	shows	have	been	organized,	but	there	is	now	scant	

institutional	or	cultural	memory	of	these	events.	In	August	2017,	when	I	searched	the	Queen’s	

University	Database	and	the	Google	Search	Engine	for	titles	of	black	Canadian	artists	or	art	

shows,	all	that	appeared	were	exhibition	texts,	catalogues,	or	curriculum	vitae	entries.	Of	

course,	search	results	are	shaped	by	the	type	of	terms	used,	the	popularity	and	frequency	of	

searched	terms,	and	other	algorithmic	trends;	these	trends	and	factors	also	underscore	that	

there	is	no	cohesive	data	history	behind	black	Canadian	art.	Nonetheless,	black	Canadian	artists	

have	not	been	given	cumulative	scholarly	attention,	and,	other	than	exhibition	catalogue	essays	

and	some	momentary	media	coverage,	there	is	no	sustained	conversation	that	historicizes,	

debates,	or	contextualizes	the	work.	There	remains	much	to	say	about	the	interrelation	of	the	

history	of	black	exhibitions,	their	curators,	and	their	artists.	An	engaged	consideration	of	these	

particular	relationships	might	allow	for	a	new	understanding	of	a	black	Canadian	visual	aesthetic	

or	speak	to	a	particular	localized	national	Canadian	experience	of	being	in	the	black	diaspora.	

What	is	more,	such	considerations	could	be	important	models	for	critical	interventions	into	

traditional	exhibition	practices.	In	short,	the	impact	of	these	exhibitions	has	not	accrued.	They	

are	put	on	display	and	rendered	visible	in	an	art	institution	(or	several)	and	then	disregarded.	
                                                        
79	Rinaldo	Walcott,	“‘Who	Is	She	and	What	Is	She	to	You?’	Mary	Ann	Shadd	Cary	and	the	(Im)possibility	of	Black/Canadian	

Studies,”	Atlantis	24,	no.	2	(2000):	142.	
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They	enter	the	nation,	disappear,	and	when	a	group	show	on	black	Canadian	diaspora	art	

happens	to	be	organized,	the	work	is	presented	as	new,	thus	erasing	the	longstanding	history	of	

black	art	in	Canada.	Much	like	the	“special	effect”	described	by	Walcott,	displays	of	black	visual	

arts	in	Canada	are	repetitive	and	disruptive,	yet	they	rarely	hold.	

	

Nation	States	and	the	Stakes	of	Art	History	

	

8.	Art	historian	and	historiographer	Donald	Preziosi	argues	that	art	history	is	the	practice	of	

contextualizing	art	within	different	historical	discourses.80	Preziosi	also	claims	that	as	part	of	

nation-state	formation,	art	history		

may	be	seen	as	constituting	a	social	and	epistemological	technology	[...]	essential	
to	the	conception,	fabrication,	and	maintenance	of	(originally	European,	
subsequently	all)	modern	nation-states,	and	of	the	individual	and	collective	
identities	that	are	staged	as	the	supports	and	justifications	for	these	political	
entities.81		
	

The	stakes	of	art	history	are	thus	closely	tied	to	how	“nation”	is	maintained.	Art	history	supports	

the	formation	of	“individual	and	collective	identities.”82	That	is,	if	art	history	can	narrate	the	

cultural	history	of	a	country,	like	Canada,	then	being	excluded	from	a	nation’s	art	history	is	also	

being	excluded	from	the	nation	and	national	identification.		

	

                                                        
80	Donald	Preziosi,	The	Art	of	Art	History:	A	Critical	Anthology,	ed.	by	Donald	Preziosi	(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2009)	

11.	
81	Ibid.,	2.	
82	Ibid.	
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9.	This	begs	the	question:	how	does	art	history	get	made?	The	art	historian	Charmaine	Nelson	

has	considered	the	historiography	of	art	history	in	Canada.	In	her	investigation	into	“Portrait	of	

a	Negro	Slave,”	painted	in	1786	in	New	France	by	Francois	Malepart	de	Beaucort,	she	finds	that	

the	“traditional	disciplinarity	of	art	history	has	actively	denied	the	relevance	of	issues	of	race	

and	racial	identity.”83	She	continues	by	describing	the	implications	of	these	oversights	not	only	

to	art	history,	but	to	the	presentation	and	appreciation	of	art	overall:	

These	socially-detached	and/or	culturally-exclusive	predominantly	aesthetic	
histories	supported	the	(re)constitution	of	materially	and	ideologically	exclusive	
canons	and	succession	of	white	male	masters.	This	colonial	bias	has	affected	
every	aspect	of	the	discipline,	from	what	cultural	objects	are	deemed	significant	
enough	to	be	researched	or	written	about,	the	accessibility	or	preservation	of	a	
cultural	object	(which	is	directly	connected	to	its	canonical	value	and	acquisition	
by	an	institutional	collection),	the	access	to	documentation	to	facilitate	research	
(the	archives	and	libraries	are	not	neutral),	how	one	frames	one’s	research...84	

	
Black	artists	in	Canada	must	contend	with	having	less	critical	attention	and	being	frequently	

shut	out	of	institutional	acquisitions	projects,	which	in	turn	means	these	practices	remain	

largely	invisible	to	researchers	and	are	consequently	situated	outside	the	canon.	Nelson	

researched	the	black	woman	who	posed	for	Malepart	de	Beaucort’s	painting	and	encountered	

the	local	history	of	slavery	and	the	class	status	of	portraiture	among	the	nouveau	riche	in	New	

France.	Her	investigations	into	class,	race	and	gender	open	up	multiple	narratives	that	had	been	

omitted	from	previous	studies	of	the	painting,	such	as	the	socio-political	conditions	of	the	

production	of	art,	the	class	significance	of	fine	art	in	different	Canadian	social	networks	

throughout	history,	and	its	meaning	to	national	culture.	In	short,	Nelson	delves	into	the	political	

                                                        
83	Charmaine	Nelson,	“Slavery,	Portraiture	and	the	Colonial	Limits	of	Canadian	Art	History	[Portrait	of	a	Negro	Slave],”	Canadian	

Woman	Studies	23,	no.	2	(2004):	22.	
84	Ibid.	
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stakes	of	art’s	significance	in	addition	to	an	aesthetic	consideration	of	its	success.	Nelson’s	

sensitivity	to	Canadian	art	history’s	omissions	guides	my	methodology	within	this	chapter.	

Thinking	through	the	position	of	black	women	uncovers	the	nuances	of	black	Canadian	visual	

arts.	It	is	precisely	in	the	act	of	omission,	or	the	practice	of	forgetting,	that	the	complexity	of	

black	women’s	creative	work	emerges	and,	in	turn,	provides	a	unique	way	to	understand	the	

position	of	black	Canadian	art	overall.	A	close	study	of	black	Canadian	women’s	art	can	reveal	

how	absented	presence	is	navigated	and	artistically	imagined.		

	

10.	This	position	was	outlined	by	the	Combahee	River	Collective	in	speaking	about	collective	

action	towards	social	justice:	“If	black	women	were	free,	it	would	mean	that	everyone	else	

would	have	to	be	free	since	our	freedom	would	necessitate	the	destruction	of	all	the	systems	of	

oppression.”85	This	idea	is	the	basis	of	the	methodological	shift	I	take	by	using	Sandra	Brewster’s	

search	for	Bailey	as	my	starting	point.	Black	women	artists,	though	practicing,	are	nowhere	to	

be	found	in	Canada’s	art	history.	If	my	(re)search	can	somehow	indicate	a	way	to	situate	Bailey,	

then	I	am	certain	I	will	also	have	found	a	just	and	faithful	approach	to	thinking	about	black	

visual	art	by	Canadians.	The	reason	why	black	women	are	left	out	is	because	systems	of	

oppression	are	premised	on	and	necessitate	their	exclusion.	The	privileged	members	in	systems	

of	oppression	like	white	supremacy	establish	and	reinforce	their	superiority	by	steadfastly	

positioning	queer,	racialized,	disabled	and	otherwise-marginalized	peoples	as	inferior	and	other.	

These	hierarchies	also	exist	in	the	art	world	in	Canada,	and	can	be	seen,	for	example,	in	the	

                                                        
85	Combahee	River	Collective,	“The	Combahee	River	Collective	Statement,”	in	Home	Girls,	A	Black	Feminist	Anthology,	ed.	

Barbara	Smith	(New	York:	Kitchen	Table:	Women	of	Color	Press,	Inc.,	1983),	271.	
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ways	white	male	artists	are	represented	more	than	any	other	demographic.86	Therefore,	

beginning	from	the	perspective	of	black	women	engenders	new	possibilities	to	justly	practice	a	

Canadian	art	history	and	establishes	necessary	considerations	in	the	field	of	Canadian	art	

studies.		

	

Black	Canadian	Art	History	

	

11.	How	are	black	Canadian	artists	inscribed	into	art	history?	How	is	their	work	publicly	

presented?	How	is	it	cited	and	archived?	These	are	a	few	of	the	questions	asked	by	the	artists,	

academics	and	art	workers	who	gathered	for	the	2014	State	of	Blackness	Conference	organized	

by	Andrea	Fatona	at	Ontario	College	of	Art	and	Design	(OCAD)	and	the	University	in	Toronto.	A	

list	of	action	items	for	the	black	arts	community	was	written	during	one	of	the	event’s	closed	

working	groups.87	Based	on	a	suggestion	from	that	list,	the	“Black	Canadian	Arts/History	

Reading	Group”	was	started	as	a	Facebook	group	to	publicize,	centralize,	and	critique	the	work	

of	black	artists	in	Canada—as	well	as	to	think	about	how	their	art	is	marginal	to	conversations	

about	contemporary	Canadian	art	and	Canadian	art	history.	As	I	have	already	made	clear,	

Canadian	black	visual	artists	and	their	works	have	not	been	included	in	national	art	history.	In	

fact,	these	aesthetic	forms	and	creative	insights	are	routinely	overlooked.	Any	exclusive	

attention	by	a	journal	or	magazine	has	been	short	lived.	There	are	no	published	scholarly	

                                                        
86	On	the	mechanisms	of	social	hierarchies,	see	CR:	The	New	Centennial	Review	3,	no.	3	(2003):	257–337.	

doi:10.1353/ncr.2004.0015;	for	statistics	about	demographic	representation	in	Canadian	galleries,	see	Alison	Cooley,	Amy	
Luo	and	Caoimhe	Morgan-Feir,	“Canada’s	Galleries	Fall	Short:	The	Not-So	Great	White	North,”	canadianart.ca,	April	21,	2015,	
https://canadianart.ca/features/canadas-galleries-fall-short-the-not-so-great-white-north/.	

87	Deanna	Bowen,	interview	with	Yaniya	Lee	(January	15,	2017).	
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monographs	about	black	Canadian	visual	artists	and	their	practices.	Some	information	and	

critical	thinking	can	be	found	in	exhibition	catalogues—although	these	texts	are	usually	

responsive	to	the	specific	intent	of	the	curators	and	artists	(and	timed	for	each	exhibit).	Social	

media	has	thus	been	an	important,	almost	lone,	space	for	artists,	art	critics,	and	community	

members	interested	in	the	arts	to	share,	publicize,	and	discuss	black	Canadian	art.	The	“Black	

Canadian	Arts/History	Reading	Group”	Facebook	group	holds	a	virtual	space	for	the	

accumulation	of	these	exhibitions,	notices	and	discussions,	and	makes	a	space	for	black	art	

history	in	Canada.			

	

12.	On	Wednesday,	January	11,	2017,	administrators	of	the	Black	Canadian	Arts/History	Reading	

Group,	led	by	visual	artist	and	community	organizer	Deanna	Bowen,	initiated	a	Wiki-thon	at	the	

AGO	to	research	and	add	material	to	the	free	online	encyclopedia	Wikipedia	for	black	Canadian	

artists.	The	Black	Canadian	Arts/History	Reading	Group	compiled	a	list	of	names	of	artists	who	

did	not	yet	have	Wikipedia	pages	despite	long	careers	and	many	contributions	to	Canadian	art.	

The	AGO	librarians	compiled	files	of	magazines	articles,	exhibition	catalogues,	newspaper	

clippings,	monographs,	and	other	ephemera.	Art	history	and	visual	arts	discourses	are	

connected	to	these	archival	ephemera.	Bowen	explains	that	the	black	Canadian	artists	included	

on	The	Black	Art/History	Reading	Group’s	list	are	“examples	of	people	that	have	a	history	that	

we	don’t	even	know	anything	about....	[who]	should	be	in	our	art	classes	and	in	our	university	

programs.”88	If	these	practices	are	not	being	taught	in	classes	or	addressed	in	art	history	books,	

then	it	means	a	huge	part	of	black	visual	arts’	history	in	Canada	is	stranded	in	the	ephemera	of	

                                                        
88	Bowen,	Interview.		
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the	archive.	The	purpose	of	this	event	was	to	assemble	people	and	teach	them	how	to	

understand	the	process	of	building	a	Wikipedia	page.	They	could	then	use	the	AGO	library’s	

resources	and	source	material	to	create	an	artist	page.		

	

13.	Black	Canadian	art	history	is	an	absented	presence	because	it	exists	in	a	fragmented	archive	

of	ephemera	and	documentation.	What	is	more,	critical	and	scholarly	attention	about	black	

visual	arts	practices	in	Canada	have,	up	until	now,	had	scant	place	in	the	art	history	of	Canada.89	

The	Black	Art/History	Reading	Group	Wiki-thon	contributes	to	a	black	art	history	in	Canada	by	

engendering	and	providing	an	online	presence.	The	creation	of	these	Wikipedia	entries	makes	

publicly	available	aspects	of	art	history	that	had	previously	been	unavailable	in	any	

comprehensive	form.	This	act	of	creating	a	publicly	available	narrative	of	the	achievements	of	

black	artists	and	art	workers	through	The	Black	Art/History	Reading	Group	is	one	way	in	which	a	

black	art	history	is	made	regularly,	consistently	visible	as	an	enduring	body	of	work	and	

connected	practices.	Traditional	exhibition	practices	constrain	and	delimit	how	black	visual	arts	

are	presented	and	contextualized	in	Canada.	In	other	words,	there	is	a	limit	to	how	these	

practices	are	allowed	to	be	present.	As	a	platform	of	dissemination,	the	Facebook	group	can	be	

regarded	through	the	politics	of	exhibition,	providing	an	important	and	enduring	space	for	black	

arts	in	Canada	to	exist.		

                                                        
89	Andrea	Fatona,	the	curator	and	scholar	who	organized	the	State	of	Blackness	conference	in	2014,	has	been	working	towards	

countering	the	lack	of	a	black	art	history	in	Canada.	The	most	recent	part	of	her	ongoing	project	is	an	archiving	project	called	
the	State	of	Blackness	Database,	undertaken	in	partnership	with	Vtape	director	Lisa	Steele	and	researcher	Elisha	Lim.	They	
will,	according	to	the	Vtape	website,	“compile	data	on	black	Canadian	video	production	and	presentation	activities	that	have	
taken	place	between	the	early	1980’s	through	1999,	cataloguing	key	visual	and	media	arts	curatorial	projects,	analytic	essays,	
oral	history	interviews,	research	papers	and	colloquia	presentations	—	produced	by	and	about	black	Canadian	artists,	critics	
and	curators	from	the	late	1980s	to	the	present.”	http://www.vtape.org/event/state-of-blackness-database-research-phase-
1	
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FUSE	Archive:	A	Content	Analysis	Experiment	

	

14.	In	what	follows,	I	turn	to	language	and	art	criticism	to	explore	and,	in	some	ways,	track	and	

archive	black	Canadian	art	histories	and	black	art	in	Canada.	I	see	art	magazines	as	performing	a	

similar	function	to	exhibition	spaces:	they	provide	a	platform	to	present	visual	arts	and	entice	

discussion.	I	explore	how	black	visual	arts	are	talked	about	in	Canada	by	examining	art	writing	in	

FUSE	magazine.	Although	some	art	magazines	with	a	black	or	non-white	focus	have	had	good,	

small	runs,	they	have	not	been	around	long	enough	to	allow	for	an	analysis	beyond	a	couple	of	

years.90	I	have	chosen	FUSE	magazine	(1978–2014)	because	it	is	one	of	the	longest-running	art	

magazines	in	Canada.	My	sample	spans	a	decade	of	issues,	from	2000–2008.	This	period	had	the	

most	direct	discussion	of	black	visual	arts,	rather	than	the	broader	aspects	of	black	culture	that	

appear	almost	consistently	until	the	last	decade	of	the	magazine’s	publication.	The	publication	

was	left-leaning,	and	its	heterogeneity	was	maintained	by	a	diverse	editorial	committee.	

Important	black	Canadian	critical	thinkers	like	Walcott	and	M.	NourbeSe	Philip	were	regular	

contributors	and	members	of	the	editorial	advisory	board.	It	is	FUSE’s	dedication	to	decentering	

white	supremacy	that	makes	it	the	ideal	space	to	look	at	how,	when,	and	where	black	art	was	

discussed.	The	magazine’s	long,	archived	history	allows	me	to	search	through	the	past	few	

decades	of	the	publication	for	those	patterns	in	writing	about	black	visual	art.	

	

                                                        
90	Among	these	magazines	were	MIX:	Magazine	of	Artist-Run	Culture	(1995–2007),	At	the	Crossroads:	A	Journal	for	Women	

Artists	of	African	Descent	(1992–1997),	Tiger	Lily:	A	Journal	by	Women	of	Colour	(1986–1993)	and	Spear:	Canada’s	Truth	and	
Soul	Magazine	(1971–1987).		
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Sample	

	

15.	I	isolated	all	essays,	interviews,	editorials,	reviews	and	other	articles	that	discuss	black	

culture	and	set	out	to	analyze	them	with	different	methods	of	content	analysis.	My	guiding	

research	questions	were:	How	are	black	visual	artist	practices	written	about	in	Canada?	How	

often	do	they	appear?	Does	the	gender	of	the	artist	affect	the	discussion?	In	what	ways	are	

black	visual	arts	situated	in	relation	to	Canada	as	a	nation-state?	Are	they	placed	inside	or	

outside	of	the	nation?	I	wanted	to	understand	what	kind	of	discourses	there	were,	if	any,	

surrounding	black	visual	arts.	I	used	content	analysis	methodology	to	assess	the	data	collected	

in	the	articles	of	my	sample.	Content	analysis	methodology	uses	quantitative	or	qualitative	

approaches	to	analyze	media	content	(in	this	case,	art	writing).	According	to	social	scientist	

Bernard	Berrelson,	“Content	analysis	is	a	research	technique	for	the	objective,	systematic	and	

quantitative	description	of	the	manifest	content	of	communication.”91	Content	analysis	assumes	

that	“inferences	of	a	relationship	between	intent	and	content	or	between	content	and	effect	

can	validly	be	made.”92	There	are	three	main	stages	to	the	implementation	of	content	analysis:	

“conceptualization	of	the	phenomenon,	planning	or	research	design	of	the	inquiry,	and	data	

collection	and	analysis.”93	For	this	research,	I	use	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	analysis,	for	

reasons	I	explain	in	detail	below.	To	illustrate	my	results,	I	follow	the	example	set	by	the	

sociologist	W.E.B	Du	Bois	and	render	my	results	in	visually	playful	ways.		

                                                        
91	Bernard	Berelson,	Content	Analysis	in	Communications	Research	(Glencoe,	Ill.:	Free	Press,	1952),	18.		
92	Ibid.	
93	Frederick	Fico,	Stephen	Lacy	and	Daniel	Riffe,	Analyzing	Media	Messages:	Using	Quantitative	Content	Analysis	in	Research	

(Routledge	Communication	Series)	(New	York:	Routledge/Taylor	&	Francis	Group,	2014),	33.	
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94	Du	Bois,	W.E.B.	Proportion	of	whites	and	Negroes	in	the	different	classes	of	occupation	in	the	United	States.	Ink	and		

watercolor	drawing.	1900.	From	Library	of	Congress	Prints	and	Photographs	Division	
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/anedub/item/2013650371/	(accessed	March	31,	2019).	

95	Du	Bois,	W.E.B.	Assessed	valuation	of	all	taxable	property	owned	by	Georgia	Negroes.	Ink	and	watercolor	drawing.					1900.	
From	Library	of	Congress	Prints	and	Photographs	Division.	
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/anedub/item/2013650442/	(accessed	March	31,	2019).		

	
96	Du	Bois,	W.E.B.		Slaves	and	free	Negroes.	Ink	and	watercolor	drawing.	1900.	From	Library	of	Congress	Prints	and	Photographs	

Division.	http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/anedub/item/2013650431/	(accessed	March	31,	2019).	
97	Du	Bois,	W.E.B.	Proportion	of	freemen	and	slaves	among	American	Negroes.	Ink	and	watercolor	drawing.	1900.	From	Library	
of	Congress	Prints	and	Photographs	Division.	http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/anedub/item/2014645356/	(accessed	
March	31,	2019).	
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Figure	1:	Four	of	Du	Bois’	data	illustrations,	which	he	created	with	Atlanta	University	students	and	then	presented	
at	the	Negro	Exhibit	of	the	American	Section	of	the	1900	Paris	Exposition.	The	data	illustrated	in	Du	Bois’	charts	
included,	along	time	and/or	geographic	axis,	the	proportion	of:	white	people	and	black	people	in	occupations,	city	
populations	and	rural	populations,	slaves	and	free	blacks,	black	children	enrolled	in	public	schools,	the	value	of	
taxable	property	owned	by	blacks	in	Georgia,	freemen	and	slaves	among	American	blacks.	
	

16.	When	I	first	went	through	the	FUSE	archives,	I	identified	and	noted	everything	related	to	

blackness	and	black	culture.	Over	30	years	of	any	and	all	writing	on	black	art	and	culture	in	

FUSE,	there	were	big	variations	in	both	tone	and	style	from	piece	to	piece.	I	found	essays,	art	

reviews,	book	reviews	and	interviews.	On	average,	there	were	four	issues	per	year,	sometimes	

with	double	issues.	The	focus	and	style	of	writing	in	the	magazine	changed	over	time	(I	discuss	

this	further	in	the	next	paragraph).	At	first,	I	set	out	to	gather	a	sample	that	would	span	the	

entire	run	of	the	magazine,	but	the	size	of,	and	stylistic	variance	in,	the	sample	became	

disconcerting:	though	attention	to	black	art	and	culture	was	careful	and	serious,	it	was	wildly	

inconsistent.	The	length	of	each	piece	varied,	as	did	the	form.	Furthermore,	the	issues	and	

themes	that	addressed	blackness	did	not	always	have	a	narrow	race-specificity.	As	well,	large	

parts	of	the	archive	have	not	yet	been	digitized,	and	my	capacity	to	extract	all	of	the	data	by	

hand	imposed	a	time	constraint,	as	the	divergences	in	length	and	style	made	for	an	unwieldy	

amount	of	content	to	comb	through.		

	

17.	The	language	used	to	discuss	race	and	racialization	in	Canada	changed	over	the	course	of	

the	publication.	Black	culture	may	have	been	written	about,	yet	it	was	not	explicitly	black	visual	

art	that	was	addressed.	Different	aspects	of	black	culture,	such	as	music,	film,	literature,	theatre	

and	carnival,	were	all	covered	in	a	variety	of	styles	and	tones.	In	the	1970s,	1980s,	and	the	early	

1990s,	FUSE	published	intense	critical	media	analysis	of	news	media,	entertainment	media	(film	
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and	television),	and	government	policy.	Black	culture	and	racialization	were	talked	about	in	

relation	to	immigration,	anti-racism	and	multicultural	discourse	(“Immigration	Raids:	The	

Toronto	Black	Community	Gets	Top	Priority	for	Police	Harassment	–	Again”98;	“The	

‘Multicultural’	Whitewash:	Racism	in	Ontario’s	Art	Funding	System”99;	“Canada’s	

Multiculturalism	Act,	The	Politics	of	Incorporation	and	Writing	Thru	Race”	100).	Caribana	and	

music	and	theatre	were	discussed	in	relation	to	black	communities	in	Canada	throughout	the	

magazine’s	entire	publication	history	(“Media	Scare	Tactics”101;	“The	Secret	History	of	Black	

Music	(in	Canada)”102;	“Gayap	Rhythm	Drummers”103).	In	the	1990s,	there	was	a	shift	towards	

the	themes	of	technology	and	gender	(“Mining	the	Media	Archive:	When	History	Meets	

Simulation	in	The	Recent	Work	of	Dara	Birnbaum	and	Stan	Douglas”104).	After	September	11,	

2001,	there	was	another	shift,	this	time	towards	considerations	of	the	Middle	East.	In	the	2010s,	

the	last	years	of	FUSE’s	publication,	there	was	almost	no	attention	paid	to	black	visual	art.		

	

18.	I	narrowed	the	timeframe	of	the	articles	I	selected	for	my	sample	to	a	ten-year	span,	from	

2000	to	2008,	in	order	to	have	a	tighter	sample,	and	thus	a	clearer	basis	for	my	analysis.	I	

decided	it	would	be	best	to	limit	the	scope	of	my	sample	by	selecting	a	single	type	of	art	writing:	

exhibition	reviews.	I	chose	reviews	that	explicitly	dealt	with	diasporic	visual	art	and	black	

creative	culture.	In	this	way,	I	could	be	absolutely	certain	that	what	was	being	written	about	

                                                        
98	John	Greyson,	“Immigration	Raids:	The	Toronto	Black	Community	Gets	Top	Priority	for	Police	Harassment	–	Again,”	FUSE	20,	
no.	2	(1997).	
99	M.	Nourbese	Philip,	“The	‘Multicultural’	Whitewash:	Racism	in	Ontario’s	Art	Funding	System,”99	FUSE	46	(1987).	
100	Scott	McFarlane,	“Canada’s	Multiculturalism	Act,	The	Politics	of	Incorporation	and	Writing	Thru	Race,”	FUSE	18,	no.	3	(1995).	
101	“Media	Scare	Tactics”	FUSE	5,	no.	1	(1980).	
102	Norman	“Oris	Richmond,	“The	Secret	History	of	Black	Music	(in	Canada),”	FUSE	5,	no.	1	(1980);	
103	“Gayap	Rhythm	Drummers,”	FUSE	5,	no.	4&5	(1981).	
104	Dot	Tuer,	“Mining	the	Media	Archive:	When	History	Meets	Simulation	in	The	Recent	Work	of	Dara	Birnbaum	and	Stan	
Douglas,”	FUSE	20,	no.	5	(1997).	
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was	related	to	visual	art	and	not	focused	on	any	other	aspects	of	black	culture.	In	the	end,	my	

ten-year	sample	contained	11	reviews	of	exhibitions	of	diaspora	arts	or	black	visual	art.	I	did	not	

restrict	my	selection	to	works	by	black	Canadian	artists,	but	rather,	I	included	group	shows	and	

solo	shows	where	black	artists	or	black	culture	were	discussed.	

	

Data,	Aesthetics,	and	the	African	Diaspora	

	

19.	Data	has	been	used	as	a	way	of	understanding	the	history	of	black	people	in	the	diaspora.	

Plantation	slavery	documents,	for	example,	show	how	black	enslaved	people	are	written	into	

economic	ledgers,	rendering	them	objects,	units,	and	commodities.	Furthermore,	Saidiya	

Hartman	writes	that	these	archives	and	ledgers	only	document	anti-black	violence.105	Many	

written	accounts	during	and	after	plantation	slavery	have	sought	to	challenge	this	

objectification	and	violence	by	looking	outside	official	documents	and	archives.	In	“Mathematics	

Black	Life,”	McKittrick	looks	at	the	archival	image	of	violence	that	Hartman	discusses;	she	reads	

archival	violence	as	a	form	of	black	data	and	notes	that	simply	focusing	on	the	data	can	lead	to	

objectifying	the	enslaved.		She	thus	cautions	that	in	focusing	solely	on	black	objectification,	

which	is	produced	in	and	for	the	colonial	archive,	we	may	reproduce	the	same	violence	that	

begat	it:	“The	task	is,	then,	to	write	blackness	by	ethically	honoring	but	not	repeating	anti-black	

violences.”106		

	

                                                        
105	For	more	in-depth	discussion	on	this,	see	Saidiya	V.	Hartman,	“Venus	in	Two	Acts,”	Small	Axe	26,	no.	2	(2008):	5.	
106	Katherine	McKittrick,	“Mathematics	Black	Life,”	The	Black	Scholar	44,	no.	2	(2014):	16.		
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20.	One	such	approach	was	developed	by	the	African-American	sociologist	and	proto-black	

studies	scholar	W.E.B.	Du	Bois.	At	the	turn	of	the	19th	century,	Du	Bois	participated	in	the	Paris	

Exposition	with	charts	of	data	he	had	collected	related	to	the	lives	of	black	US	communities.	Du	

Bois	investigated	the	recent	history	and	living	conditions	of	the	black	people	in	Georgia	and	the	

greater	United	States.	There	were	photos,	charts,	maps	and	books	in	Du	Bois’	presentation.	The	

sociological	data	he	worked	with,	representing	black	people’s	quality	of	life	after	

Reconstruction,	is	connected	to	the	earlier	archives	McKittrick	writes	about.	Working	with	his	

students	to	painstakingly	collect	facts	and	hand-drawn	figures,	he	and	his	team	made	an	

extensive	series	of	illustrated	data	charts.	The	sociologist	described	it	as	“an	attempt	to	give,	in	

as	systematic	and	compact	a	form	as	possible,	the	history	and	present	condition	of	a	large	group	

of	human	beings.”107	The	way	in	which	Du	Bois	chose	to	aestheticize	the	data	ethically	

transformed	it	(see	some	examples	of	his	1900s	research	in	the	charts	above).	McKittrick,	

speaking	of	the	earlier	archive,	suggests	it	is	possible	to		

take	this	evidence	and	venture	toward	another	mode	of	human	being—so	that	
when	we	encounter	the	lists,	the	ledgers,	the	commodities	of	slavery,	we	notice	
that	our	collective	unbearable	past,	which	is	unrepresentable	except	for	the	
archival	mechanics	that	usher	in	blackness	vis-à-vis	violence,	is	about	something	
else	altogether.108		
	

This	“something	else”	is	what	can	be	seen	in	Du	Bois’	charts.	He	shows	the	abysmal	conditions	

in	which	blacks	lived	after	Reconstruction	while	simultaneously	managing	to	portray	the	

strength	and	ability	of	black	communities	within	those	conditions	through	his	aesthetic	

presentations	of	data	about	black	life.	His	charts	are	remarkable	for	several	reasons.	Du	Bois	

                                                        
107	W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois,	“The	American	Negro	at	Paris,”	The	American	Monthly	Review	of	Reviews	22,	no.	5	(1900):	576.		
108	McKittrick,	“Mathematics	Black	Life,”	16.	
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was	one	of	the	first	sociologists	to	pursue	a	methodology	of	direct	data	collection	and	sampling.	

He	would	go	out	to	collect	samples	in	person,	and	also	conduct	lengthy	interviews	with	the	

respondents.	This	was	very	different	than	the	“armchair	sociology”	that	was	practiced	by	most	

of	his	peers.109	The	significance	of	his	method	lies	in	how	he	made	the	data	speak	its	own	

aesthetic	language	through	creatively	communicating	the	sum	of	its	contents.	At	the	Paris	

Exposition,	he	created	a	new	visual	form	to	articulate	the	condition	of	lives	of	black	folks	in	

relation	to	geographic	location,	time,	and	other	socio-economic	factors	related	to	white	

supremacy	and	the	aftermath	of	slavery.110	In	consideration	of	how	important	data	is	to	black	

life,	I	have	attempted	to	allow	for	the	transformative	potential	of	data	that	Du	Bois	showed	was	

possible	in	the	way	I	chose	to	represent	my	own	findings.		

	

Measures,	Procedures	and	Results	1:	Authenticated	Blacknesses 

	

21.	I	found	the	FUSE	archives	in	the	libraries	of	the	Art	Gallery	of	Ontario	and	the	OCAD	

University;	most	of	the	magazines	had	not	yet	been	digitized.	I	scanned	and	photocopied	

everything	related	to	black	arts	and	culture.	I	narrowed	the	sample	down	to	a	decade-long	span,	

and	within	that	sample	I	selected	the	exhibition	reviews	of	black	visual	arts.	I	logged	basic	

information	from	each	review	into	a	spreadsheet.	This	is	the	general	information	noted	in	an	

Excel	chart	(see	Table	1	below):	

                                                        
109	Hynek	Jerabek,	“W.	E.	B.	Du	Bois	on	the	History	of	Empirical	Social	Research,”	Ethnic	and	Racial	Studies	39,	no.	8	(2016):	

1393.		
110	Aestheticization	can	be	dangerous	especially	when	related	to	black	life.	Just	as	McKittrick	warns	about	the	ethical	use	of	the	

black	archive,	there	have	been	many	debates	over	the	politics	of	representation,	particularly	the	aestheticization	of	certain	
conditions	of	blackness.	For	theorists	like	Richard	Iton	and	Édouard	Glissant,	black	art	can	be	understood	as	being	directly	
related	to	the	black	experience,	and	also	as	an	expression	of	its	politics.	
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Figure	2:		Digital	rendering	of	a	list	of	the	types	general	information	logged	from	the	reviews	in	the	sample.	
	
With	this	information,	I	built	a	table	comprising	the	publication	date,	the	artists’	gender,	and	the	

location	of	the	exhibition.	I	also	created	charts	in	relation	to	nationality,	gender	and	location.	

		

	 Table	1:	Data	from	FUSE	black	exhibition	reviews,	2000–2008111	

Solo	or	
Group	

Review	title	 Exhibition	
title	

Author	
name	

Issue	 Artist(s)	 Artist	
nationality	

Artist	
gender	

Location	
of	show	

Country	

Solo	 “The	Invisible	
Empire”	

The	
Invisible	
Empire	

Sylvie	
Fortin	

V23n1,	
2000	

Odili	Donald	Odita	 American	 M	 Ottawa,	
On,	Ca	

Canada	

Solo	 “A	Persistent	
Seam	in	the	
Loop”	

	 Ruth	
Kerkham	

V23,	n1,	
2000	

Stan	Douglas	 Canadian	 M	 Toronto,	
Ontario,	
Canada	

Canada	

	
Group	
	

“The	Shit	I	Ain’t	
Got”	

Hip	Hop	
Nation:	
Roots,	
Rhymes	
and	Rage	

Peter	
Hudson	

V23n4,	
2000	

	 American	
(group)	

group	 New	York,	
NY,	USA	

US	

Group	 “Freestyle”	 Freestyle	 Michelle	
Jacques	

V24n2,	
2001	

various	 American	
(group)	

group	 New	York,	
NY,	USA	

US	

Group	
	

“Africa	in	or	
out?	Venice	
Biennale,	2001”	

Authentic
/Excentric	

Veronika	
Klaptocz	

V24n4,	
2001	

various	 Mixed	
(group)	

M	 Venice,	
Italy	

Italy	

Solo	 “Stan	Douglas,	
Suspiria	at	
Documenta	11”	

Suspiria	 Warren	
Crichlow	

V26n1,	
2003	

various	 Canadian	 M	 	
Kassel,	

Germany	

German
y	

Solo	 “The	
Revolution	Will	
Be	Televised:	
Stan	Douglas’	
Hors-champs”	

Hors-
champs	

Andrew	
James	
Paterson	

V27n2,	
2004	

Stan	Douglas	 Canadian	 M	 Toronto,	
Ontario,	
Canada	

Canada	

                                                        
111	Table	1	indicates	the	artist’s	gender,	artist’s	name,	artist’s	nationality,	group	show,	issue	number,	issue	volume,	location	of	

exhibition,	review	title,	solo	show,	and	year	related	to	the	exhibitions	in	my	final	sample.	
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Solo	 “True	North,	
Brave	and	Free:	
Isaac	Julien’s	
True	North”	

True	
North	

Warren	
Crichlow	

V29n1,	
2006	

Isaac	Julien	 British	 M	 Montreal,	

Quebec,	

Canada	

Canada	

Solo	 “Unravelling	the	
Image:	‘Glenn	
Ligon–Some	
Changes’”	

	 Victoria	
Lynn	

V29n1,	
2006	

Glenn	Ligon	 American	 M	 Toronto,	
Ontario,	
Canada	

Canada	

Group	 “Representin’:	
Black	artists	
Tell	The	Truth	I	
Represent”	

	 Rinaldo	
Walcott	

V29n2,	
2006	

Michale	Chambers,	
Dionne	Simpson,	Dana	
Inkstar,	Stephen	
Fakiyesi,	Camille	Turner	
and	Syrus	Ware	

Canadian	
(group)	

group	 Toronto,	
Ontario,	
Canada	

	
Canada	

Group	 Paradigmatic	
poetics	of	
reading	

Reading	
the	
Image:	
Poetics	of	
the	black	
diaspora	

Mark	V.	
Campbell	

V31n3,	
2008	

Michael	Fernandes,	
Christopher	Cozier,	
Maud	Sulter,	Deanna	
Bowen	

Canadian	
(group)	

group	 Travelling	 Canada	

	

When	this	data	was	laid	out,	I	applied	the	following	questions	to	my	findings:	

How	many	of	the	black	visual	arts	shows	reviewed	are	about	Canadian	artists?	

What	is	the	ratio	of	male	solo	shows	to	female	solo	shows?	How	many	solo	

shows	were	reviewed	and	how	many	group	shows	were	reviewed?	How	many	

shows	in	Canada	were	of	Canadian	black	visual	artists?	Are	any	Canadian	artists	

discussed	more	than	once?	If	I	compare	the	frequency	of	use	of	different	terms	

from	the	dictionary,	like	‘black’	and	‘nation,’	what	can	I	surmise?	

	

In	the	following	section,	I	analyze	the	results	from	this	first	set	of	information	gathered.	

Afterwards,	I	proceed	with	another	set	of	measures	and	procedures.	

	

Results	1:	USA—The	Behemoth	

	

22.	I	began	this	research	project	wanting	to	situate	black	Canadian	visual	artists	and	their	work	

in	relation	to	art	history,	and	I	thought	that	looking	to	art	magazines	as	an	exhibition	space	
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would	be	useful	in	understanding	the	absented	presence	of	black	arts.	I	wondered	how	and	how	

often	black	Canadian	art	and	artists	are	written	about,	whether	or	not	gender	shaped	how	their	

work	was	attended	to,	and	if	the	nation,	Canada,	factored	into	discussions	about	their	work.	

These	questions	can	only	be	answered	by	a	combined	qualitative	and	quantitative	analysis.	I	

located	a	total	of	11	reviews	in	my	sample.	My	units	of	analysis	in	these	charts,	and	in	my	

discussion,	are	individual	exhibition	reviews.	I	compare	and	analyze	specific	information	I	have	

tallied	about	each	review	(for	example,	location	or	artist’s	gender).	What	follows	is	the	initial	

conclusion	I	was	able	to	draw	based	on	a	review	some	of	my	results.		

	

23.	Overall,	the	sample	of	FUSE	magazine	exhibit	reviews	I	assessed	did	not	attend	to	Canadian	

black	visual	arts	extensively.	The	majority	of	the	exhibitions	reviewed	were	presented	in	

Canada,	but	black	Canadians	make	up	only	one	half	of	the	artists	whose	work	is	mentioned.	In	

the	sample,	there	are	more	black-US	group	exhibitions	reviewed	than	black	Canadian	group	

exhibitions.	A	qualitative	analysis	of	my	FUSE	magazine	sample	found	that	the	reviews	

demonstrated	different	ways	of	linking	blackness	to	US	authenticities,	with	very	little	discussion	

of	a	specific	black	Canadian	visual	art	aesthetic	or	specific	national	practices	or	tendencies.	Ten	

out	of	the	eleven	reviews	focused	on	US	topics	or	Africa	and	African	cultures	rather	than	black	

Canada;	that	is	to	say,	the	reviews	typically	addressed	blackness	in	general	without	mentioning	

how	the	specific	nations	produce	blackness	(“The	Shit	I	Ain’t	Got,”112	“Freestyle,”113	“Africa	In	or	

Out?”114).	In	other	words,	they	attend	to	a	global	blackness	rather	than	articulate	and	examine	

                                                        
112	Peter	Hudson,	“The	Shit	I	Ain’t	Got,”	FUSE	23,	no.	4	(2000).	
113	Michelle	Jacques,	“Freestyle,”	FUSE	24,	no.	2	(2001).	
114	Veronika	Klaptocz,	“Africa	In	or	Out?”	FUSE	24,	no.	4	(2001).	
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blackness	in	relation	to	the	local	context	from	which	it	is	engendered.	For	example,	in	

“Unraveling	the	Image,”	reviewer	Victoria	Lynn’s	close	descriptions	of	African-American	Glenn	

Ligon’s	work	do	not	contextualize	it	beyond	the	references	in	his	practice.	When	she	does	relate	

the	retrospective	of	his	work,	shown	in	Toronto,	with	other	cultural	histories,	they	are	from	far	

away,	outside	of	Canada:		

The	Indigenous	Australian	artist	Destiny	Deacon,	who	exhibited	in	the	same	

documenta	XI	as	Ligon,	has	used	‘gollywog’	dolls	in	her	installations,	videos	and	

photographs	since	the	1990s.	Ligon	and	Deacon’s	intentions	are	in	parallel:	they	

reclaim	politically	incorrect,	archival	cultural	forms	in	order	to	forger	a	larger	and	

more	complex	understanding	of	black	identity.115		

	

24.	Though	the	exhibition	is	in	Canada,	the	reviewer	references	an	Indigenous	Australian	artist	

who	is	removed	from	the	specific	settler	colonial	context	where	Ligon’s	show	is	being	presented	

(or	even	where	the	work	was	made).	Furthermore,	Lynn	presents	an	abstracted	discussion	of	

the	multiple	significations	of	black	and	white	as	both	colour	and	race	(“Ligon	demonstrates	

his...ability	to	conjure	so	many	associations	with	the	most	minimal	and	ephemeral	means.	Light,	

dark,	race,	colour,	black,	white—these	concepts	collapse	in	on	themselves...”116).	A	review	of	a	

Venice	biennale	off-site	exhibition,	“Africa	In	or	Out,”	deals	mostly	with	the	exclusion	of	African	

and	African	diasporic	artists	from	the	festival	and	their	difficulty	in	breaking	into	an	

international	market.	Other	reviews,	like	“The	Shit	I	Ain’t	Got”	and	“Invisible	Empire”	stay	within	

a	US	context,	only	referencing	US	cultural	figures	and	providing	a	straightforward	

                                                                                                                                                                                    
	
115	Victoria	Lynn,	“Unravelling	the	Image:	Glenn	Ligon	–	Some	Changes,”	FUSE	29,	no.	1,	(2006):	42.	
116	Ibid.	
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contextualization	of	the	American	artists;	work	without	any	invocation	of	a	possible	Canadian	

diasporic	context.	Some	reviewers,	like	the	writer	of	“True	North,	Brave	and	Free:	Isaac	Julien’s	

True	North,”	offer	close,	formal	readings	that	overlook	any	idea	of	black	culture	or	specific	black	

visual	aesthetics	in	order	to	put	the	work	into	a	global	context.	Another	review,	“Hors-champs,”	

looks	at	an	exhibition	by	black	Canadian	artist	Stan	Douglas	that	was	presented	in	Toronto,	but	

the	piece	only	references	US	jazz	musicians	(“Cecil	Taylor,	Ornetter	Coleman,	John	Coltrane	and	

Albert	Ayler”).	In	sum,	though	the	blackness	that	is	discussed	in	these	reviews	can	be	connected	

to	an	African	diaspora,	the	focus	on	specific	US	black	culture	obliterates	difference	and	

specificity	in	the	many	local	manifestations	of	black	diasporas.	Black	US	history	is	taken	as	the	

only	black	history.	

	

25.	Unlike	the	aforementioned	exhibit	reviews	that	talked	about	non-Canadian	blackness	quite	

easily—calling	up	familiar	tropes	from	Africa	and	the	US—the	two	exhibition	reviews	of	group	

shows	featuring	all-Canadian	diasporic	artists,	“Representin’,”	written	by	Rinaldo	Walcott	and	

“Paradigmatic	Poetics	of	Reading,”	written	by	Mark	V.	Campbell,	are	weighted	down	with	

explanations,	clarifications,	histories	and	other	qualifiers.	US	blackness,	as	demonstrated	in	the	

discussion	above,	holds	such	a	dominant	place	in	how	we	think	about	blackness	and	black	

cultural	history	that	to	write	about	black	art	in	Canada	means	starting	from	scratch	each	time,	

because	the	particularities	of	the	African	diaspora	need	to	be	explained	in	relation	to	and	

outside	of	the	dominance	of	the	aforementioned	discourse.	“Representin’”	looks	deeply	at	the	

politics	of	representation.	It	frames	work	by	black	Canadian	visual	artists	in	relation	to	

representation,	capitalism,	histories	of	slavery,	and	identity	politics.	Both	Walcott	and	Campbell	
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write	in	detail	about	these	histories	in	order	to	fully	contextualize	the	black	Canadian	artwork.	

In	fact,	they	attend	to	what	Nelson	describes	as	non-traditional	art	historical	work:	a	

consideration	of	the	socio-economic	context	of	local	histories	of	racialization.	Because	blackness	

has	been	so	obscured	in	Canada,	the	reviewers	must	reinvent	the	whole	and	lay	out	larger	

historic	and	socio-economic	contexts	in	order	to	discuss	black	Canadian	art.	This	task	seems	

Sysiphean—setting	out	a	whole	overlooked	history	every	time	black	arts	in	Canada	are	

discussed—and	the	exhaustive	manner	in	which	each	reviewer	lays	a	groundwork	for	black	

Canada	and	black	Canadian	visual	arts	shows	the	absence	of	any	existing	grounding	in	the	

nation’s	art	historical	discourse.	This	absence	is	something	that	they	must	surmount,	as	though	

every	context	crucial	to	the	experience	of	blackness	in	Canada	must	be	invoked	to	fully	

understand	the	significance	of	black	Canadian	visual	arts	practices.		

	

26.	As	Mark	V.	Campbell	writes	in	his	review	of	Reading	the	Image:	Poetics	of	the	Black	

Diaspora:	

this	exhibition	is	a	didactic	conversation	that	creates	dialogue	around	issues	that	

Canadian	institutions	have	failed	to	progressively	address,	specifically	Blackness	

and	its	diverse	components.	At	stake	in	the	possibility	of	such	a	discussion	is	the	

myriad	of	rhetoric	that	tries	to	distinguish	Canada	from	its	Southern	neighbor.117		

	

The	review	talks	about	anti-blackness,	white	supremacy,	patriarchy,	capitalism	and	modernity.	

Similarly,	in	Walcott’s	review,	he	suggests	that	writing	black	Canada	through	visual	arts,	

specifically	about	politicized	racialized	identities,	is	a	large	task.	In	Walcott’s	discussion	of	the	

                                                        
117	Mark	V.	Campbell,	“Paradigmatic	Poetics	of	Reading:	The	Case	of	Afrodiasporic	Cultures	in	Canada,”	FUSE	31,	no.	3,	(2008):	

25.	
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artwork	in	the	show	he	reviews,	he	is	compelled	to	invoke,	like	Campbell,	histories	of	capitalism	

and	transatlantic	slavery	to	arrive	at	a	complete	picture:		

Taken	together,	the	artists	[curator	Natalie]	Wood	has	put	into	conversation	offer	

a	critique	of	the	representational	limits	of	capitalism	as	a	source	for	telling	the	

truth	about	blackness.	But	importantly	as	well,	the	show	reveals	another	kind	of	

truth:	it	reveals	that	the	politics	of	representation	and	the	politics	of	identity	

remain	necessary	if	any	ethical	conversation	about	the	social	injustices	that	

continue	to	plague	contemporary	human	life,	and	in	this	instance	Black	life,	are	to	

be	adequately	addressed.118	

	

Walcott’s	and	Campbell’s	reviews	are	so	specific	that,	compared	to	the	rest	of	the	reviews	in	the	

sample,	they	work	overtime	to	make	up	for	all	of	the	discussions	that	are	said	to	have	never	

happened.	That	US	and	African	blackness	is	invoked	so	“easily”	speaks	to	a	racialization	that	is	

interminably	linked	to	seemingly	authentic	identities;	black	Canada	is	written	as	though	no	one	

knows	the	history,	which	proves	the	impossibility	(or	systematic	obfuscation)	of	this	position.	It	

is	significant	that	the	two	reviews	that	sought	to	do	this	“difficult”	work—speaking	to	black	

Canada	through	black	Canadian	visual	arts	practices—were	group	shows.	The	fact	that	over	a	

ten-year	period,	no	single	black	Canadian	artist	with	a	solo	show	had	any	work	discussed	in	

relation	to	blackness	in	Canada	shows	that	no	space	has	been	made	for	black	Canadian	arts	and,	

furthermore,	that	when	they	are	given	space,	they	are	all	crammed	together	in	an	urgent	

deluge.	Space	given	to	reviews	of	solo	exhibitions	by	black	artists	in	Canada	(i.e.,	Odili	Donald	

Odita,	Glenn	Ligon,	Isaac	Julien,	and	Stan	Douglas,	the	lone	Canadian	in	this	list)	does	not	

                                                        
118	Rinaldo	Walcott,	“Representin’:	Black	Artists	Tell	The	Truth	in	‘I	Represent,’”	FUSE	29,	no.	2,	(2006):	35.	
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address	black	Canada.119	In	other	words,	when	black	Canadian	artists	are	shown,	they	do	the	

complicated	work	of	addressing	this	nation’s	specific	African	diaspora,	and	they	are	always	

bunched	together.	In	trying	to	say	so	much	and	account	for	what	goes	unsaid,	the	reviewers	of	

these	group	shows	frontload	information	into	their	discussions.	This	deep	contextualization	is	

like	playing	catch-up	in	an	attempt	to	articulate	black	Canada,	and	it	leaves	very	little	room	to	

pay	close	attention	to	a	comparative	examination	of	the	aesthetics	of	the	works.	This	is	another	

consequence	of	the	lack	of	focused,	careful,	consistent	attention	to	the	different	practices	of	

black	Canadian	visual	artists	and	their	development.	What	is	encouraging	is	that	these	two	

reviews	are	chronologically	last	in	the	sample,	which	indicates	that	discourses	around	black	

Canadian	creative	practice	are	in	formation	and	are	ongoing.120		

	

27.	Through	qualitative	and	quantitative	analysis,	I	have	shown	that	the	writing	in	this	sample	

indicates	that	the	US	and	Africa	have	much	more	accessible	black	identities	and	histories	

through	which	to	discuss	racialization.	Their	dominance	in	terms	of	understanding	black	

identities	has	the	double	effect	of	being	authenticating.	That	is,	if	one	is	not	African	nor	

American,	or	even	perhaps	from	the	Caribbean,	there	is	no	black	identity.	This	absence	is	at	the	

core	of	the	issue	with	art	writing	about	black	Canadian	visual	arts	practices.	The	specifics	of	a	

black	Canadian	identity	are	only	fleetingly	and	partially	held	in	discourses,	archives,	and	art	

history.	Therefore,	when	black	Canadian	identity	is	discussed,	it	is	an	anomaly	that	has	a	tenor	

                                                        
119	The	fact	that	every	solo	exhibition’s	review	is	of	a	male	artist’s	work	is	something	I	discuss	further	below.	
120	In	the	interval	from	when	this	thesis	was	started,	in	2015,	to	when	it	was	completed,	in	2019,	there	have	been	dramatic	

changes	in	the	Canadian	art	world.	Presentations	of	and	conversations	about	black	art	and	artists	in	the	mainstream	have	
increased	exponentially.	When	I	was	hired	at	Canadian	Art	magazine,	I	was	the	first	black	woman	editor	in	the	major	
publication’s	74-year	history.	
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of	inauthenticity,	all	of	which	is	demonstrated	in	the	two	reviews	of	black	Canadian	art	

discussed	above.		

	

28.	When	considering	art	writing	as	an	exhibition	practice,	what	this	research	into	the	FUSE	

archive	preliminarily	reveals	is	the	absented	presence	of	blackness	in	Canada.	Black	Canadian	

visual	arts	exist	but	are	barely	written	about,	and	thus	they	have	not	developed	a	distinct	

discourse	or	history.	Or,	when	they	are	written	about,	it	is	with	great	care	and	difficulty.	As	

McKittrick	describes,	“This	process	of	naming	Canadian	blackness	as	Caribbean	or	US	unhinges	

black	people	from	Canada,	while	also	reducing	black	specificities	to	an	all-encompassing	

elsewhere	(simply	non-Canadian).	…	It	also	reifies	ideologies	around	nation-purities	by	insisting	

that	black	communities	are	non-Canadian,	always	other,	always	elsewhere,	recent,	unfamiliar,	

and	impossible.”121	Even	in	FUSE,	a	platform	for	the	discussion	of	Canadian	culture	and	politics,	

black	Canadian	visual	arts	are	granted	limited	entry.	In	the	space	FUSE	allots	to	exhibition	

reviews—what	I	am	reading	as	exhibition	space—over	a	ten-year	span,	only	two	out	of	eleven	

reviews	do	the	work	of	speaking	to	black	Canada	in	reference	to	visual	art.	The	minimal	critical	

attention	over	such	a	long	span	of	time	reinforces	the	invisibility,	and	lack	of	critical	viability,	for	

these	practices.	They	are	infrequent	and	difficult,	eclipsed	by	other	hegemonic	blacknesses	that	

reinforce	Canadian	blackness	as	other	and	outside	(more	on	this	below	in	the	discussion	of	the	

Stan	Douglas	reviews).		

	
Measures,	Procedures	and	Results	2:	Stan	Douglas	True	North	

	

                                                        
121	McKittrick,	Demonic	Grounds,	99.	
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                                 https://worditout.com/word-cloud/create	
	

													 	
http://www.abcya.com/word_clouds.htm						http://www.abcya.com/word_clouds.htm		
	
Figure	3:	Three	visual	representations	of	word	cloud	generator	results.	
	

29.	I	undertook	a	second	analytical	approach	to	see	what	more	my	sample	might	reveal	about	

black	Canadian	art.	For	this,	I	isolated	the	titles	of	the	articles	included	in	the	sample	and	put	

them	into	a	word	cloud	generator.	A	word	cloud	generator	uses	an	algorithm	to	determine	how	

often	words	in	a	set	recur,	and	it	subsequently	generates	an	image	of	the	words	in	the	set	that	

matches	the	frequency	that	certain	words	are	repeated.	Words	that	appear	more	frequently	are	

bigger,	and	words	that	appear	less	frequently	are	smaller.	The	titles	of	the	11	reviews	in	the	

sample	I	selected	from	a	10-year	span	of	FUSE	Magazine	are	as	follows:	

The	Invisible	Empire;	A	persistent	seam	in	the	loop;	The	Shit	I	Ain’t	Got;	Freestyle;	

Africa	In	or	Out?;	Stan	Douglas,	Suspiria	at	Documenta	11;	The	Revolution	will	be	

Televised:	Stan	Douglas’	Hors-Champs;	True	North,	Brave	and	Free:	Isaac		Julian’s	

True	North;	Unravelling	the	Image:	‘Glenn	Ligon	–	Some	Changes;	Representin’:	
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Black	Artists	Tell	The	Truth	I	Represent;	Paradigmatic	Poetics	of	Reading:	The	

Case	of	Afrodiasporic	Cultures	in	Canada	

	

There	are	forty-one	words	in	this	sample,	and	when	I	place	them	into	a	word	cloud	generator,	it	

determines	that	the	words	that	recur	the	most	are	“Stan,”	“Douglas,”	“True,”	and	“North.”	In	

my	previous	analysis,	I	found	that	global	blackness	was	authenticated	by	US	blackness,	and	that,	

from	this,	it	could	be	inferred	that	the	USA	is	a	central	point	against	which	other	blacknesses	are	

measured	in	FUSE	Magazine.	It	is	in	this	context	that	I	read	the	dominance	in	the	titles	of	the	

words	“True”	and	“North,”	or	“true	north,”	as	a	kind	of	geographical	counterpoint	to	the	

inferred	centrality	of	the	United	States.	Not	only	indicating	Canada’s	“just	north”-ness	in	

relation	to	the	US,	the	word	“true”	in	“true	north”	can	be	inked	to	the	branding	of	the	Canadian	

nation:	in	2014,	the	Canadian	Basketball	team	the	Toronto	Raptors	took	up	the	slogan	“We	The	

North.”	As	Canada’s	only	basketball	team	in	a	league	of	mostly	US	clubs,	the	idea	of	“north”	is	

synonymous	with	Canada.122	Thus,	with	black	Canadian	visual	art	as	my	subject,	and	the	United	

States	as	a	point	focal	point	from	which	discussions	of	blackness	emerge,	I	read	“True	North”—

two	of	the	words	given	in	the	titles	of	my	sample	most	frequently—as	evidencing	a	metonym	

for	Canada,	just	north	of	the	authenticating	reality	of	the	US.		

	

30.	The	other	two	words	that	stand	out,	“Stan”	and	“Douglas,”	or	“Stan	Douglas”	comprise	the	

name	of	a	black	Canadian	artist.	Stan	Douglas,	a	black	man	from	British	Columbia,	is	world-

                                                        
122	A	2014	CBC	article	by	Lori	Ewing,	published	just	after	the	release	of	the	slogan,	declares:	“Billboards	of	Johnson	and	Toronto	

teammate	DeMar	DeRozan	and	the	Raptors’	‘We	The	North’	slogan	dot	downtown	Vancouver	roadsides.	Commercials	play	
on	TV	screens,	and	posters	line	bus	shelters	--	advertisements	for	the	team’s	pre-season	game	Sunday	at	Rogers	Arena,	and	
part	of	the	team’s	ongoing	efforts	to	make	the	Raptors	truly	Canada’s	team.”	“‘We	want	to	be	Canada’s	team,’	says	Raptors	
GM	ahead	of	pre-season	opener.”	https://www.ctvnews.ca/sports/we-want-to-be-canada-s-team-says-raptors-gm-ahead-of-
pre-season-opener-1.2038961	
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renowned	for	his	film,	video,	photography	and	media	installations.	Douglas	was	born	in	1940	in	

Vancouver	and	studied	printmaking	and	sculpture	at	Emily	Carr	College	of	Art	+	Design	(BFA,	

1982),	though	he	later	made	mostly	conceptual	works	exploring	different	forms	of	media	and	

representation.	In	the	context	of	this	research	project,	thinking	about	both	my	sample	(reviews	

of	black	visual	arts	exhibitions	published	over	a	10-year	period	in	FUSE)	and	my	aim	(a	

discussion	of	black	Canadian	visual	arts),	a	literal	reading	of	the	result	of	my	second	content	

analysis	(Stan	Douglas	=	black	artist;	True	North	=	Canada)	leads	me	to	the	conclusion	that	Stan	

Douglas	is	the	one	true	black	artist	of	the	north,	of	Canada.	I	take	a	closer	look	at	the	themes	in	

Douglas’	artwork,	and	the	reviews	of	his	exhibitions	in	my	sample,	in	order	to	better	understand	

how	Douglas’	practice	is	given	such	prominence	without	a	corresponding	discussion	that	signals	

a	range	of	black	Canadian	visual	aesthetics	and	art	histories.	Does	Stan	Douglas	become	the	

“true	north”	because	his	work	can	be	read	without	discussing	black	Canada	specifically?	

	

31.	None	of	Douglas’	works	are	explicitly	about	race.	However,	the	short	video	I'm	Not	

Gary	(1991),	which	was	a	part	of	the	artist’s	Monodramas,	is	often	brought	up	in	relation	to	

race.	In	the	piece,	two	men––one	white,	the	other	black––cross	each	other	on	the	street.	The	

white	man	(mistakenly)	greets	the	black	man	as	Gary,	to	which	he	replies:	“I’m	not	Gary.”	The	

Monodramas	were	a	series	of	videos	that	Douglas	had	broadcast	on	television	stations	in	

Toronto	and	Vancouver	in	1992.	The	idea	was	quite	straightforward:	when	black	people	are	

mistaken	for	one	another,	they	are	reduced	to	the	colour	of	their	skin	as	the	most	identifiable,	

yet	still	not	individuating,	feature	of	their	identity.	Though	the	content	of	this	video	is	arguably	

about	race,	it	was	one	among	a	series	of	videos	that	were	formatted	to	either	the	30-second	or	
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60-second	length	of	televisions	ads.	The	Monodramas	were	created	for	placement	on	television	

as	“ads”	without	a	product.	This	intervention	into	television	media	and	viewership	was	the	

larger	goal	of	the	project.	Douglas,	who	is	reluctant	to	talk	from	or	about	his	subject	position,	

says,	“How	I	might	express	myself	is	not	very	interesting	at	all.	I	want	to	talk	about	the	

possibilities	of	meaning	that	these	forms	and	situations	present,	rather	than	talking	about	

myself.”123	Indeed,	Douglas	actively	absents	himself	from	the	art	he	makes.	For	Douglas,	

thinking	about	media,	rather	than	race,	was	the	initial	focus	of	all	of	the	innovations	in	his	work.	

The	artist	often	works	from	the	history	of	a	specific	site,	event,	or	genre	and	then	in	his	research	

and	construction	of	a	work	challenges	the	limitations	of	the	medium	to	get	at	what	escapes	

capture.	In	short,	Douglas	was	mainly	concerned	with	using	media	itself	to	make	larger	social,	

historical	or	political	commentary.	He	has	explained	that	he	is	“trying	to	discover	whether	or	not	

self-representation	or	autonomy	are	possible	through	a	mendacious	and	corrupt	language,”	

stating,	“This	‘linguistic’	problem	is	the	starting	point	of	all	of	my	work	–	not	only	in	the	sense	of	

spoken	or	written	language	but	also	in	terms	of	different	media	and	idioms	of	knowledge.”124	

Absence,	cultural	memory,	and	repetition	emerge	as	themes	throughout	Douglas’	body	of	work,	

ones	he	explores	by	looking	at	the	failings	of	the	mediums	of	representation	that	are	integral	to	

our	knowledge	systems.		

	

32.	The	three	reviews	of	Douglas’	work	in	FUSE	make	up	the	majority	of	my	sample.	Douglas’	

work	is	the	subject	of	over	25%	of	the	all	of	the	black	arts	shows	written	about	in	the	magazine.	

Andrew	James	Paterson’s	review	of	“The	Revolution	Will	be	Televised:	Stan	Douglas’	Hors-
                                                        
123	Stan	Douglas,	(London	and	New	York:	Phaidon	Press,	Inc.,	1998),	24. 
124	Ibid.,	8.	
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champs”	at	the	AGO	in	Toronto	was	published	in	the	summer	of	2004.	Hors-champs,	first	

produced	for	the	Centre	Georges	Pompidou	in	Paris,	is	a	two-channel	installation	portraying,	on	

two	2-sided	screens,	a	recording	of	four	black	US	musicians	playing	a	free	jazz	rendition	of	

Albert	Ayler’s	Rejoice	(1965),	which	includes	the	French	national	anthem	La	Marseillaise.	They	

are	filmed	on	a	set	at	the	national	French	television	network.	Paterson	describes	free	jazz,	its	

history,	and	its	position	within	(black)	American	culture:125	“Hors-champs	combines	Douglas’	

ongoing	interest	in	jazz	and	his	fascination	with	the	mechanics	and	languages	of	various	

television	formats.”126	He	discusses	Douglas’	use	of	television’s	tropes,	and	though	he	talks	

about	global	blackness	and	transnational	cultures,	there	is	no	mention	of	Douglas	being	a	black	

Canadian	artist.	In	an	odd	gesture	of	deferral,	Paterson	cites	Rinaldo	Walcott,	who	argues	that	

in	Douglas’	work,	“jazz	acts	as	a	kind	of	covert	and	simultaneously	modern	‘blackening’	of	his	art	

in	works	that	appear	to	be	far	from	discourses	of	race.”127	The	reviewer	writes	about	“hors-

champs,”	which	translates	to	“what	is	outside	of	the	frame.”	In	the	work,	he	argues,	what	is	

hors-champs,	or	out	of	the	frame,	is	related	to	the	black	musicians	recording	a	subversive	form	

of	music	(jazz)	on	a	national	television	network.	The	reviewer	outlines	another	hors-champs	in	

the	actual	lived	realities	of	(US)	black	people	that	remain	out	of	the	video’s	frame,	incidents	like	

the	murder	of	Rodney	King,	the	Detroit	riots,	and	public	protests	in	various	US	cities	after	the	

assassination	of	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	Black	Canada	is	not	mentioned,	although	relations	are	

drawn	to	African-American	culture,	the	US	civil	rights	movement,	and	jazz	as	a	US	musical	

                                                        
125	In	the	review,	Paterson	writes,	“These	four	musicians	are	among	the	many	jazz	practitioners	and	artists	working	in	other	

disciplines	who	have	relocated,	or	been	forced	to	relocate,	from	the	United	States	to	France.	This	particular	path	of	exile	has	
not	been	unusual	among	American	artists,	particularly	those	of	African	heritage.”	Andrew	James	Paterson,	“The	Revolution	
Will	Be	Televised:	Stan	Douglas'	Hors-Champs,”	FUSE	27	no.	2	(2004),	47.	

126	Andrew	James	Paterson,	“The	Revolution	Will	be	Televised:	Stan	Douglas’	Hors-Champs,”	FUSE	27,	no.	3,	(2004):	47.	
127	Ibid.	
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tradition.	In	Paterson’s	review,	what	most	glaringly	remains	“hors-champs”	is	a	consideration	of,	

or	contextualization	in,	black	Canada	with	regards	to	Douglas’	work.	

	

33.	The	other	two	reviews	also	avoid	any	direct	reference	to	black	Canada.	Ruth	Kerkham’s	

review	“A	Persistent	Seam	In	the	Loop,”	published	in	the	spring	of	2000,	does	not	read	Douglas’	

race	into	his	work.	In	Nu�tka�,	Der	Sandman	and	Win,	Place	or	Show,	she	finds	that	Douglas	

manipulates	the	materials	and	mediums	in	order	to	reveal	“the	forgotten,	the	silenced	and	the	

unimagined.”128	In	a	careful,	complicated	visual	and	sonic	arrangement	between	media	and	

subject,	Nu�tka�	addresses	histories	of	colonialism	and	First	Nations	land.	Kerkham	then	shows	

how	“disappearance	and	reconstruction	of	memory	is	a	key	theme”	in	Der	Sandman.129	To	

connect	the	three	works,	Kerkham	maps	out	the	idea	of	a	‘seam	in	the	loop’	onto	each	one	and	

finds	that	they	all,	in	different	ways,	make	light	of	“loopholes	in	social	awareness.”130	Warren	

Crichlow’s	review,	“Stan	Douglas,	Suspiria	at	Documenta	11,”	in	the	summer	2003	issue	of	FUSE	

begins	with	a	discussion	of	the	work	and	its	influences.	Suspiria	is	a	media	installation	of	sound	

and	video	projections	that	took	as	their	subject	Grimm	Brothers	fairy	tales,	Marx,	and	a	nearby	

local	German	community	garden.	Crichlow	reviews	some	of	the	tepid	critical	attention	it	

received,	mainly	indicting	that	the	project	was	very	“on	brand”	for	Douglas.	Nothing	in	the	

content	of	Douglas’	work	suggests	black	Canadian	history	or	aesthetics	as	points	of	discussion;	

the	artist’s	themes	are	broad	and	abstract.	The	reviewer	never	links	or	connects	Douglas	to	

black	Canada,	and	in	this	way,	Canadian	blackness	becomes	an	absented	presence	in	Douglas’	

                                                        
128	Ruth	Kerkham,	“A	Persistent	Seam	in	the	Loop,”	FUSE	23,	no.	1,	(2000).	
129	Ibid.	
130	Ibid.,	44.	
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body	of	work.	Though	blackness	is	highly	visible	in	many	ways,	what	is	not	is	a	nuanced	echo	of	

Douglas’	own	blackness.		

	

34.	In	the	1990s,	FUSE	was	a	well-respected	platform	for	discussion	about	art	and	politics	in	

Canada.	Their	mandate	and	longstanding	presence	in	Canada	contributed	to	the	magazine’s	

respected	reputation.	What	these	three	reviews	from	the	sample	suggest	is	that,	overall,	it	was	

those	black	Canadian	artists	who	did	not	directly	make	work	about	black	Canada	who	could	get	

attention	from	reviewers.	A	close	read	of	the	exhibition	reviews	shows	that	themes	in	Douglas’	

work	are	often	broad	enough	and	abstract	enough	to	evade	specific	mention	of	black	Canada.	

The	artist	has	stated	that	“Absence	is	often	the	focus	of	my	work.	Even	if	I	am	resurrecting	these	

obsolete	forms	of	representation,	I’m	always	indicating	their	inability	to	represent	the	real	

subject	of	the	work.	It’s	always	something	that	is	outside	the	system.”131	Hors-champs,	as	

described	by	Paterson	in	his	review,	is	a	theme	throughout	much	of	Douglas	work,	but	in	direct	

relation	to	the	“hors-champs”	of	black	Canada.	Taking	into	account	Douglas’	obsession	with	

representation	and	media	and	its	failings,	and	also	the	fact	that	the	absented	presence	of	

blackness	is	Canada	is	very	much	a	problem	of	archive,	it	becomes	possible	to	read	the	

methodology,	and	form,	of	Douglas’	work	as	encompassing,	or	being	responsive	to,	aspects	of	

the	reality	of	black	life	in	Canada.	Douglas	is	recognized	as	a	black	man—Paterson	refers	in	to	

Douglas	as	a	“black	Canadian	art	star”—but	his	blackness	remains	authentic	and	neutral,	

because	it	is	not	connected	to	a	specific	Canadian	context.	His	blackness	becomes	an	absented	

presence,	because	though	he	is	black	and	allotted	more	space	in	the	magazine	than	any	other	

                                                        
131	Stan	Douglas,	(London	and	New	York:	Phaidon	Press,	Inc.,	1998),	16.	
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artist,	his	acclaim	is	to	the	exclusion	of	his	black	Canadian-ness.	His	excellence	or	merit	is	

unconnected	to	context	of	his	racialization.	The	very	abstract	themes	of	Douglas’	work	avoid	the	

specificity	of	black	Canada	in	such	a	way	that	his	blackness	can	be	neutral	and	not	tied	to	

Canada.	In	this	way,	the	national	narrative	of	a	white	nation	prevails.	That	way,	the	default	

reference	to	the	United	States	as	an	authenticating	blackness	is	maintained.	

	

35.	To	come	back	to	the	results	of	this	second	content	analysis,	Stan	Douglas	True	North,	I	want	

to	emphasize	how	much	space	he	is	given,	not	only	in	the	high	number	of	overall	reviews,	but	

also	in	the	fact	that	he	is	the	artist	with	the	most	solo	shows	in	the	sample.	As	seen	above,	there	

were	two	reviews	that	dealt	with	black	Canada,	but	they	were	group	shows	that	had	to	struggle	

to	discuss	all	the	works	and	themes	involved.	Solo	shows	are	given	more	room	on	the	platform	

for	focused	attention	on	an	artist	and	their	practice.	If	Stan	Douglas	does	stand	in	for	the	

prototypical	black	Canadian	artist,	then	I	want	to	designate	The	Douglas	Effect	a	phenomenon	

wherein	a	black	Canadian	artist	can	get	recognition	if	their	work	doesn’t	refer	to	a	specific	

Canadian	blackness,	black	Canadian	history,	or	black	Canadian	experience.	The	terms	of	his	

inclusion	are	such	that	art	writers	can	disregard	and	overlook	the	rooted	and	local	black	

Canadian	origins	of	his	practice	and	the	ways	in	which	his	art	is	linked	to	black	Canada.	

	

36.	Earlier,	I	recounted	Walcott’s	use	of	the	life	of	Shadd	Cary	to	think	about	blackness	in	

Canada.	He	asked:	“What	does	Black	womanhood	do	to	how	we	understand	the	Canadian	
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nation?”132	This	led	me	to	wonder	what	does	black	womanhood	do	to	how	we	understand	black	

visual	arts	in	Canada?	In	both	instances,	it	seems	to	me	as	though	blackness,	as	signified	

through	black	womanhood	and	black	women’s	art,	is	in	excess.	It	is	untraced,	perhaps	

intractable.	It	is	not	so	much	that	black	womanhood	does	not	exist,	but	rather	that	it	is	illegible.	

By	starting	with	the	position	of	the	black	woman,	new	perspectives	and	understandings	of	the	

nature	of	black	visual	arts	in	Canada	unfold.	According	to	this	sample,	Douglas	seems	to	be	the	

True	North,	the	black	Canadian	visual	artist	par	excellence,	and	he	therefore	displaces	other	

artists—including	and	perhaps	especially	black	women	artists.	A	breakdown	of	the	artist’s	

gender	in	exhibitions	in	Canada,	in	group	shows,	proves	an	overwhelming	majority	of	artists	

featured	are	men,	and	only	a	third	are	women.	All	of	the	solo	shows	reviewed	featured	male	

artists.	There	is	no	review	of	a	solo	exhibition	by	black	woman	artists	(Canadian	or	otherwise)	in	

the	entire	sample.		

	

37.	My	analysis	of	black	Canadian	art	reviews,	broadly,	and	of	reviews	of	exhibitions	by	black	

Canadian	artist	Stan	Douglas	more	specifically,	support	my	thesis	about	the	absented	presence	

of	black	Canadian	artists	and	their	work.	The	delinking	of	black	art	from	black	Canada	

demonstrates	this,	and	the	data	collected	shows	a	range	of	patterns	and	trends	that	work	hard	

to	discursively	negate	longstanding	black	Canadian	art	worlds.	The	question	of	gender	looms	

large—women	are	totally	erased	and/or	underrepresented.	It	seems,	from	this	research,	that	

black	women	are	outside	of	representation	altogether,	and	thus	provide	a	rich	entry	point	into	

the	political	possibilities	of	absented	presence.	Using	Buseje	as	a	lens,	we	must	also	ask:	if	black	

                                                        
132	Walcott,	“‘Who	Is	She	and	What	Is	She	to	You?’,”	141.	
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women	artists	are	missing,	what	are	they	doing	outside	of	formal	art	infrastructures?	Just	as	

Wynter	invokes	the	presence	of	Caliban’s	mate	in	“Beyond	Miranda’s	Meanings”	as	a	presence	

that	has	been	there	all	along,	though	absented,	so	too	the	art	practices	of	black	women	must	

exist.	It	is	necessary	to	shift	the	frame	in	which	we	hope	to	capture	and	assess	black	art	

practices,	particularly	those	by	black	women.	Rather	than	to	assume	that	the	world	of	

contemporary	can	be,	or	is,	a	welcome	place	for	these	women,	or	that	they	are	not	creating	

their	own	spaces	to	make	and	show	work	outside	of	that	system,	it	is	necessary	to	learn	to	look	

differently	in	order	to	recognize	where,	and	how	those	practices	take	place.	
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Chapter	2	

Access	Denied:	The	Aesthetics	of	Opacity	in	Tau	Lewis’	cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile		

Hostile	Home	

	

38.	In	two	passages	of	her	cartographic	memoir,	A	Map	to	the	Door	of	No	Return:	Notes	on	

Belonging,	Dionne	Brand	captures	a	diaspora	sensibility	of	living	black	in	Canada.	On	a	short	trip	

in	Carib	territory	in	Calibishie,	Dominica,	Brand	encounters	“a	Carib	man	[who]	looks	[her]	in	the	

eye	as	if	he	knows	[her].”133	The	man’s	way	of	seeing	and	knowing	her,	his	small	gestures	of	

recognition,	creates	an	immediate	intimacy	between	them	even	though	he	is	a	stranger.	She	

too,	feels	a	sense	of	familiarity	with	him	and	his	family:	“his	son,	like	[her]	brother”	and	“[her]	

sister,	his	daughter.”134	A	couple	of	pages	later,	Brand	describes	an	incident	in	rural	Ontario.	Just	

before	nightfall,	in	the	dead	of	winter,	her	car	runs	out	of	gas	and	stalls	on	a	desolate	country	

road.	She’s	torn	between	the	6-kilometre	walk	to	her	home,	the	walk	back	to	town,	the	walk	

“north	into	the	bush	of	deep	snow	or	to	the	north-west	into	the	open	field	where	[she]	can	lie	

down	and	be	swallowed	up	by	[the	night’s]	snowfall	and	wind.”135	She	deliberates	a	long	time.	

This	ambivalence	between	people	and	peril	shows	how	differently	she	feels	in	Canada	

compared	to	the	sense	she	describes	having	in	the	Caribbean.	Her	hesitation	to	go	for	help	

speaks	to	the	hostility	black	people	feel	in	Canada:	“This	place	fills	me	with	a	sense	of	dread	but	

also	mystery,”	she	writes,	“I	fear	the	people	more	than	the	elements,	which	are	themselves	

                                                        
133	Dionne	Brand,	A	Map	to	the	Door	of	No	Return:	Notes	to	Belonging	(Toronto:	Doubleday	Canada,	2001),	137.	
134	Ibid.,	137.	
135	Ibid.,	150–151.	
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brutal.”136	In	the	small	Canadian	town,	she	is	uncertain	of	the	shopkeeper	and	feels	that	the	

mechanic	“takes	[her]	face	for	a	target.”137	Here	is	a	place	where	there	is	a	natural	distance	

between	people,	“a	country	where	people	mind	their	own	business…are	as	cold	and	forbidding	

as	the	landscape.”138	In	feeling	like	prey,	Brand	explicates	unbelonging	and	the	feeling	that	she	

will	always	be	unfamiliar;	it	is	an	imposed	social	distance	and	malaise	that	is	mirrored	in	the	

natural	landscape	of	Canada.	

	

39.	In	Chapter	One,	I	discussed	the	ways	in	which	black	visual	arts	are	talked	about	in	Canada	

through	my	content	analysis	of	exhibition	reviews	from	FUSE	magazine.	That	portion	of	my	

research	looked	at	writing	on	art	to	show	the	absented	presence	of	black	Canadian	arts	in	

Canadian	art	history.	By	approaching	the	platform	of	the	Canadian	art	magazine	as	a	space	of	

exhibition,	I	investigated	how	black	art	practices—whose	success	is	directly	related	to	the	

artist’s	gender—have	or	have	not	entered	into	Canadian	art	discourse.	In	this	chapter,	I	shift	my	

perspective	to	look	at	one	specific	exhibition	in	order	to	assess	how	black	artists	in	Canada	

negotiate	the	system	of	museums	and	galleries.	In	the	hope	of	finding	some	identifying	feature	

of	black	Canadian	visual	arts,	I	begin	with	the	following	questions:	Is	there	a	specific	aesthetic	to	

black	Canadian	visual	arts?	How	do	these	artworks	hold	space?	How	are	black	Canadian	art	

exhibitions	sited	and	sighted?	Do	some	artist	practices	reflect	a	black	Canadian	experience?	

How	is	their	work	rooted	specifically	in	this	settler	nation?	Are	we	able	to	read	this	local	

specificity	into	their	exhibitions?	Can	exhibition	displays	by	black	artists	tell	us	something	about	

                                                        
136	Ibid.,	143.	
137	Ibid.,	141.	
138	Ibid.,	145.	
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black	life	in	Canada?	Is	it	possible—or	necessary—to	read	black	Canadian	exhibition	practices	as	

sites	of	resistance?	If	they	are	sites	of	resistance,	what	are	they	resisting?	Is	resistance	always	

bound	up	in	representation?		

								 	

Figure	4:	Tau	Lewis,	“cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile,”	2017.	Installation	view	at	8-11	gallery,	Toronto.	Courtesy	the	
artist.	Photo:	Jeff	Bierk	and	Polina	Teif.	
	

40.	Black	Canadian	sculptor	Tau	Lewis	illustrates	similar	observations	to	Brand’s	about	black	

Canadian	life.	In	particular,	a	sculpture	from	Lewis’	winter	2017	exhibition,	cyphers,	tissues,	

blizzards,	exile	at	Gallery	8-11,	echoes	the	Canadian	landscape	described	by	Brand.139	In	the	

gallery’s	backyard,	Lewis	built	a	low,	square	cement	block	structure,	about	4’	x	4’,	painted	it	

light	blue	and	purple,	and	covered	the	structure	with	a	corrugated	plastic	sheet.	Inside	the	

sculpture	is	a	girl,	cradling	a	small	doll	in	her	lap,	sitting	on	a	light	blue	rocking	chair.	On	the	wall	

is	a	framed,	double	photograph	of	a	handsome	teenage	boy	(the	artist’s	brother)	looking	onto	

this	embrace.	Over	the	duration	of	the	show,	snow	accumulated	all	around	the	installation.	The	

                                                        
139	Founded	in	2014	in	a	storefront	in	Toronto’s	Chinatown,	8-11	is	a	collectively	run	gallery	with	an	unusual	space	that	often	

requires	the	exhibitions	to	be	site-specific.	The	reclaimed	storefront	is	not	a	typical	white	cube	space.	The	gallery	has	a	small	
front	courtyard,	a	main	room	with	a	street-facing	storefront	room,	a	big	backyard	with	large	trees	in	it,	and	four	cement-and	
dirt	floored	rooms	in	a	low,	unfinished	basement.	
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sculpture	seems	to	find	solace	in	the	closeness	with	her	doll,	just	outside	the	reach	of	the	frosty	

winter	snow.	This	installation	features	much	geographic	displacement:	the	pastel	colors,	

concrete	blocks	and	corrugated	plastic	roofing	sheet	are	architectural	materials	reminiscent	of	

warmer	climates,	and	thus	incongruous	in	the	cold,	dark	winter	backyard.	In	an	artist	talk,	Lewis	

described	trying	to	create	“the	physical	and	social	effect	that	that	landscape	can	have	on	black	

bodies	in	Canada.”140	Lewis,	a	self-trained	artist,	was	born	in	Toronto	in	1993	to	a	black	

Jamaican	father	and	a	white,	Euro-Canadian	mother.	Her	sculptural	practice	is	a	material	

exploration	of	her	concerns	for	the	black	diaspora	in	the	geographic	and	social	landscapes	of	

Canada	and	beyond.	The	house	installation	replicates	the	uneasy	space	Brand	described	on	the	

country	road.	The	materials,	which	cover	the	sculpture	inside,	act	as	a	hard-exterior	enclosure	

that	shield	a	soft	loving	embrace.	The	installation	reflects	the	hostility	of	the	Canadian	

landscape—particularly	toward	black	people—as	well	as	the	ways	in	which	black	people	create	

spaces	of	comfort	and	familiarity.	

	

Exhibition	Histories:	Framing	the	‘Other’	and	Other	European	Tendencies	

	

41.	In	Map,	Brand	examines	the	literal	and	abstract	ways	we	interact	with	the	“door	of	no	

return,”	and	how	it	affects	members	of	the	black	diaspora.	The	door	of	no	return	is	the	name	

given	to	the	doors	through	which	enslaved	Africans	stepped	onto	slave	ships	bound	to	cross	the	

Atlantic	from	the	coast	of	the	African	continent.	Brand	writes	about	the	legacies	of	the	door	of	

no	return	and	the	historiography	of	European	cartography	as	simultaneous	sites	of	invention.	
                                                        
140	Tau	Lewis	in	conversation	with	Yaniya	Lee,	cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile	(Artist	Talk,	8-11	Gallery,	Toronto,	February	2,	

2017).	
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Europeans	invented	‘Other’	cultures	through	their	collections	of	artifacts.	Brand	writes	about	

the	museum	as	a	place	where	these	stories	are	invented:	“I	scour	museums.	In	these	museums	

are	signs	of	exits	from	the	Door	of	No	Return.”141	These	exits	are	created	through	the	new	

meaning	imparted	to	the	artifacts	presented	and	the	fictions	inherent	in	these	museums.	Brand	

describes	visiting	a	specific	museum	in	Fort	King	George	and	makes	clear	equivalences	between	

the	museum	display	and	history:	

Several	millennia	have	been	consumed	in	the	small	airless	room	of	this	exhibit.	

This	small	wreckage	of	broken	stones,	bones,	and	carvings	strewn	in	a	glass	case	

without	classification	or	dating	is	what	is	left	of	millions	of	journeys,	millions	of	

songs,	millions	of	daily	acts,	millions	of	memories	that	no	one	remembers.142		

	

The	artifacts	in	museum	displays	purport	to	tell	the	story	of	realities	lost	and	forgotten,	as	

though	what	is	present	in	the	displays	is	sufficient	to	capture	everything	that	once	happened.	In	

other	words,	the	displays	come	to	stand	in	for	peoples	and	histories,	but	always	do	so	

inadequately.	Ultimately,	they	tell	their	own	stories,	with	only	tentative	relationships	to	the	

memories	for	which	they	are	meant	to	be	placeholders.	Similar	to	the	ways	the	western	

European	imagination	projects	and	invents	‘Other’	cultures,	Brand	describes	museums	as	spaces	

in	which	particular	ideas	and	ways	of	knowing	are	organized	through	the	display	of	artefacts.	

Brand’s	conception	of	the	museum	as	a	space	of	fiction	offers	an	alternative	way	to	conceive	of	

what	exhibitions	mean;	it	also	points	to	how	exhibitions	are	made	through	a	selective	process	

that	is	specifically	shaped	by	a	curator’s	decisions.	Museology,	in	Brand’s	conception,	is	nothing	

more	than	a	fictional	assemblage.		

                                                        
141	Brand,	A	Map	to	the	Door	of	No	Return,	204.	
142	Ibid.,	198.	
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42.	In	the	16th	century,	museums	were	still	in	formation.	What	they	had	in	common	was	that,	

as	spaces	of	exhibition,	they	assembled	natural	(of	nature)	or	material	(human-made)	objects	

into	“systems	of	classification.”143	Like	later	practices	of	anthropology	and	orientalist	discourse,	

these	collections	usually	reproduced	fixed	understandings	of	how	the	world	was	ordered.	In	

“The	Poetics	and	Politics	of	Exhibiting	Other	Cultures,”	the	scholar	Henrietta	Lidchi	writes	that	

museums	“generate	representations	and	attribute	value	and	meaning	in	line	with	certain	

perspectives	or	classificatory	schemas	which	are	historically	specific.	They	do	not	so	much	

reflect	the	world	through	objects	as	use	them	to	mobilize	representations	of	the	world	past	and	

present.”144	According	to	Lidchi,	the	politics	of	exhibition	is	about	the	role	of	museums	in	the	

production	of	social	knowledge.145	She	writes,	“There	was	little	of	what	one	might	call	‘hard	

information,’	or	‘objective	description.’”146	Thus,	museum	practices	developed	to	reflect	a	

worldview.	Lidchi	draws	on	Foucault	to	examine	the	invention	of	discourse	in	exhibitions.	In	

particular,	she	looks	at	ethnographic	models	and	situates	anthropological	practices	as	the	

discursive	basis	for	some	museums:	“The	focus	here	is	on	the	institution	whose	activities	of	

collecting	and	curating	cease	to	be	neutral	or	innocent	activities	but	emerge	as	an	instrumental	

means	of	knowing	and	possessing	the	‘culture’	of	others.”	147	Early	ethnographic	displays	sought	

to	prove	evolutionary	connections	based	on	the	artifacts	that	were	shown	and	how	they	were	

                                                        
143	Henrietta	Lidchi,	“The	Poetics	and	Politics	of	Exhibiting	Other	Cultures,”	in	Representation:	Cultural	Representations	and	

Signifying	Practices,	ed.	Stuart	Hall	(London:	Sage	in	association	with	the	Open	University,	1997),	155.	
144	Lidchi,	“The	Poetics	and	Politics	of	Exhibiting	Other	Cultures,”160.	
145	Ibid.,	185.	
146	Ibid.,	158.	
147	Ibid.,	154.	
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arranged	together.	From	this,	we	can	glean	that	the	selection	of	artifacts,	and	their	placement,	

is	important.	

	

43.	Historically,	museums	have	made	meaning	through	quasi-anthropological	logics	that	lock	

artifacts	into	an	existing	worldview.	It	is	therefore	worthwhile	to	review	some	of	the	main	

criticisms	of	this	approach.	In	Woman,	Native,	Other:	Writing	Postcoloniality	and	Feminism,	

Trinh	T.	Minh-ha	criticizes	the	discipline	of	anthropology.	She	exposes	how	it	was	created	by	an	

“all-male,	and	predominantly	white	collective	entity	named	he”148	whose	findings	are	more	

about	their	own	self-definition	than	the	people	they	observed.	Trinh’s	version	of	the	

anthropologist	is	a	figure	that	speaks	on	behalf	of	the	‘Other’	from	an	assumed	position	of	

universality.	He	does	not	really	see	the	subject,	but	rather	creates	a	reflection	of	his	own	

interiority	and	violently	projects	it	onto	the	‘Other,’	all	at	once	displacing	and	inventing	them.	

These	social	scientists	fashioned	methods	of	observing	and	documenting	non-European	peoples	

and	incorporating	them	into	western	systems	of	knowledge	through	linguistic	systems	of	coding	

and	classification.	Anthropology	establishes	a	racial	and	cultural	hierarchy	by	continually	reifying	

the	‘native’	as	‘Other’	and	outside.	In	this	way,	European	culture	reinforces	its	sense	of	self	by	

apprehending	other	cultures.	Edward	Said	referred	to	this	phenomenon	as	Orientalism.	Writing	

about	such	practices	in	the	Middle	East,	Said	describes	how	“[t]he	imaginative	examination	of	

things	Oriental	was	based	more	or	less	exclusively	upon	a	sovereign	Western	consciousness	out	

of	whose	unchallenged	centrality	an	Oriental	world	emerged…according	to	a	dialectical	logic	

governed	not	simply	by	empirical	reality	but	by	a	battery	of	desires,	repressions,	investments,	
                                                        
148	Trinh	T.	Minh-ha,	Woman,	Native,	Other:	Writing	Postcoloniality	and	Feminism,	(Bloomington:	Indiana	University	Press,	

1989),	48.		
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and	projections.”149	What	Said	and	Trinh	both	notice	is	that	often,	the	perceptions	and	

conclusions	of	Eurocentric	thinking	are	more	of	a	projection	of	the	self	than	an	actual	reckoning	

with	the	people,	places,	or	subjects	under	observation.		

	

44.	In	a	Canadian	art	context,	the	racism	inherent	in	display	practices	manifests	in	white	

curators’	and	administrators’	lack	of	knowledge	about	and	understanding	of	black	creative	

cultures	and	visual	material	practices.	Like	the	anthropologists	described	by	Trinh,	these	art	

workers	often	make	a	world	of	their	own	invention	in	their	display	choices.	The	predominantly	

white,	mostly	male,	upper	management	of	art	institutions	engenders	a	lack	of	black	and	other	

non-white	perspectives;	community	input	by	people	of	colour,	particularly	regarding	exhibition	

decisions,	is	minimal.150	The	white	male	administrators	are	in	decision-making	positions,	and	

they	determine,	for	the	most	part,	what	is	included	and	how	it	is	shown.	Thus,	regardless	if	

black	cultures	are	being	represented	in	the	gallery,	ultimately,	Eurocentric	and	patriarchal	

perspectives	shape	display	practices	in	Canadian	art	institutions.		

	

45.	One	notorious	example	of	this	occurred	30	years	ago	in	Toronto.	The	Into	the	Heart	of	Africa	

exhibition	(1989–1990)	at	the	Royal	Ontario	Museum	(ROM)	demonstrates	racism	in	Canadian	

display	practices.	In	this	instance,	the	ROM	Curator	of	Ethnology,	Jeanne	Cannizzo,	organized	an	

exhibit	of	African	objects.151	The	masks,	baskets,	sculptures,	combs,	knives,	jewelry	and	

                                                        
149	Edward	Said,	“Orientalism,”	in	The	Post	Colonial	Studies	Reader,	eds.	Bill	Ashcroft,	Gareth	Griffiths,	and	Helen	(London:	

Routledge,	1995),	90.		
150	Michael	Maranda,	“Hard	Numbers:	A	Study	on	Diversity	in	Canada’s	Galleries,”	Canadian	Art,	April	5,	2017,	

http://canadianart.ca/features/art-leadership-diversity/.	
151	Jeanne	Cannizzo,	Into	the	Heart	of	Africa	(Royal	Ontario	Museum,	1989),	10.		
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beadwork	on	display	were	spoils	of	war,	souvenirs	collected	by	European	and	Canadian	

missionaries	and	soldiers	on	the	African	continent	in	the	late	19th	and	early	20th	centuries.	In	

the	exhibition	catalogue,	the	white	men	who	acquired	the	items	are	lauded	as	heroes.152	The	

display	reified	a	national	narrative	that	positions	African	cultures	as	‘Other,’	curious	and	exotic	

in	relation	to	Canadian	culture.	It	seems	very	little	ethical	consideration	had	grounded	those	

men	in	their	pursuits.	Similarly,	rather	than	respecting	the	originating	cultures	of	these	artifacts,	

the	organizers	of	the	exhibition	emphasized	the	heroism	of	the	men	who	collected	them.	

Indeed,	the	questionable	ways	in	which	the	objects	were	acquired	looms,	and	ultimately	the	

exhibition	justifies	taking	(stealing)	artifacts	from	other	cultures	with	impunity.	Though	decades	

later	the	ROM	issued	an	apology,	the	initial	event	and	the	museum’s	reaction	reflects	attitudes	

that	continue	today.153	

	

46.	This	example	of	Canadian	exhibition	practices	shows	how	ROM	curator	Jeanne	Cannizzo	and	

her	staff	exhibited	African	artifacts	in	a	racist	manner,	framing	African	culture	through	white-

European	perspectives	and	demonstrating	the	pitfalls	of	the	anthropological	approach	

described	by	Trinh.	There	exist	similar	tendencies	in	Canadian	gallery	exhibition	practices.	In	a	

gallery	context,	black	arts	practices	are	often	misapprehended	by	curators	of	Canadian	art	

institutions	or	worse,	in	the	case	of	black	Canadian	arts	practices,	they	are	completely	eclipsed.		

	
                                                        
152	Shelley	Butler,	Contested	Representations:	Revisiting	Into	the	Heart	of	Africa.	(North	York,	Ontario:	University	of	Toronto	

Press,	2011),	10.	
153	See:	"Royal	Ontario	Museum	and	the	Coalition	for	the	Truth	about	Africa	Release	Reconciliation	Statement	and	Engagement	
strategy."	Royal	Ontario	Museum	press	release,	November	9,	2019.	On	the	Royal	Ontario	Museum	website	(accessed	March	
31,	2019),	and	M.	Nourbese	Philip,	"Museum	Could	Have	Avoided	Culture	Clash,"	in	Frontiers:	Selected	Essays	and	Writings	on	
Racism	and	Culture,	1984-1992	(Toronto:	Mercury	Press,	1992),	103-8.		
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47.	In	2007,	for	example,	the	AGO,	in	anticipation	of	their	reopening,	planned	an	exhibition	of	

commissioned	works	and	works	from	the	collection	that	reified	the	Eurocentric	binary	outlined	

by	Trinh.	As	the	journalist	Sarah	Milroy	reported	in	the	Globe	and	Mail,	curator	Catherine	de	

Zegher	intended	to	create	a	thematic	exhibition	room	under	the	title	“The	Cabinet	of	Alterity:	

Image	of	the	Other,	Saga	of	the	Self.”	de	Zegher	suggested	she	would	hang	a	commissioned	

work	by	the	female	African-American	artist	Kara	Walker	alongside	paintings	in	the	permanent	

collection	by	19th-century	European	painters	such	as	Eugène	Delacroix	and	François	Boucher.154	

De	Zegher’s	desire	to	contextualize	Walker’s	art	under	this	title	recreates	both	the	

anthropological,	Eurocentric	approach	described	by	Trihn	and	the	discourse-making	display	

practice	outlined	by	Lidchi.	In	response	to	the	suggested	display,	a	group	of	black	Canadian	

intellectuals,	including	Dionne	Brand,	Katherine	McKittrick,	and	Rinaldo	Walcott,	wrote	an	open	

letter	to	the	editor	to	the	Globe	and	Mail	on	November	20,	2007—three	days	after	the	

publication	of	the	original	article	describing	the	projected	exhibition.	In	response	to	the	

proposed	display,	they	asked:	“Given	the	diverse	population	of	Toronto,	often	cited	as	the	city’s	

glory,	we	beg	to	ask	of	the	AGO:	whose	‘other’?	Whose	‘self?’”	Their	criticism	relates	to	the	

ways	in	which	display	practices	in	Canada	position	black	artworks	in	such	a	way	as	to	reinforce	

Eurocentric	narratives.	By	questioning	the	discursive	framing	of	Walker’s	work,	they	highlight	

the	way	in	which	the	AGO’s	placement	of	her	work	alongside	works	by	European	painters	

creates	a	discourse	that	reinforces	a	we/them	binary,	one	in	which	blackness—as	signified	by	

the	black	artist	Walker’s	work—is	always	already	outside	and	‘Other.’	Interestingly,	the	

particular	themed	room	described	by	de	Zegher	was	never	actualized.	It	might	be	that	in	the	
                                                        
154	Sarah	Gilroy,	“Black	and	White	–	And	Anything	But,”	Globe	and	Mail,	published	November	17,	2007.	Accessed	June	17,	2018.	

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/black-and-white---and-anything-but/article698251/	
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wake	of	the	ROM	controversy,	the	public	criticism	enacted	through	the	open	letter	led	the	

institution	to	reconsider	their	approach	to	the	exhibition.		

	

48.	This	racist	approach	to	exhibition	practice	by	galleries	recurs	in	other	Canadian	art	

institutions	in	a	way	that	is	specific	to	black	Canadian	artists—for	instance,	in	the	2015	Power	

Plant	Gallery	exhibition,	The	Unfinished	Conversation:	Encoding/Decoding.	The	exhibition	

opened	during	Black	History	Month	and	brought	together	works	about	diaspora	and	archive.	

International	black	artists,	including	John	Akomfra,	Terry	Adkins,	and	Steve	McQueen	were	

invited	to	present	their	works.	Local	black	scholars	were	invited	to	participate	in	a	one-day	

symposium	organized	alongside	the	event,	and	to	animate	weekly	guided	discussions	about	the	

works	in	the	show.	Despite	all	this,	no	black	Canadians	were	included	in	the	exhibition.	In	a	

paper	titled	“Encoding	and	Decoding:	Blackness	in	the	Unfinished	Conversation	Exhibition,”	I	

argue	that	the	exhibition	is	a	“black	show,”	and	I	outline	the	conditionality	of	how	Canadian	

blackness	was	allowed	to	enter	but	was	simultaneously	excluded.155	Local	black	people	

(blackness)	could	enter	as	a	physical	presence	onto	the	site	of	the	Power	Plant	to	support	and	

animate	the	exhibition,	but	actual	artworks	by	black	Canadian	artists	were	denied	inclusion.	In	

this	particular	way,	the	absented	presence	of	black	Canada	was	maintained.	Without	

representation	in	the	artworks	in	the	exhibition,	it	is	likely	that	black	Canadian	participation	in	

the	exhibition	will	not	be	well	documented;	the	presence	of	black	Canadians	will	once	again	go	

unrecorded	in	Canadian	art	history.		

	
                                                        
155	Yaniya	Lee,	“Encoding	and	Decoding	Race	at	the	Power	Plant	Gallery:	Blackness	in	the	Unfinished	Conversation	Exhibition,”	

final	paper	written	for	Dr.	Katherine	McKittrick’s	Gender	Studies	class	“Black/Geography/Liberation,”	April	2016.	
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49.	The	displays	that	either	position	blackness	and	black	arts	practices	as	‘Other’	and	outside	of	

a	linear	European	conception	of	(art)	history	or	overlook	them	entirely	are	a	part	of	the	

structural	mechanism	that	maintains	the	whiteness	of	gallery	spaces	in	Canada.	This	is	

reinforced	by	the	practices	of	art	critics	whose	anxiety	with	regards	to	artworks	by	non-white	

artists	manifests	in	their	art	writing.	In	a	2016	article	titled	“Anxious	Territory:	The	Politics	of	

Neutral	Citizenship	in	Canadian	Art	Criticism”	for	the	Canadian	art	magazine	C	Magazine,	I	

analyze	and	describe	this	tendency.156	By	engaging	with	Sunera	Thobani’s	concept	of	neutral	

citizenship,	in	which	whiteness	in	Canada	is	always	assumed	as	neutral	and	invisible,	as	well	as	

Christina	Sharpe’s	discussion	of	white	critics’	anxiety	vis-à-vis	Kara	Walker’s	work,	I	argue	that	

the	racial	anxiety	and	assumptions	of	neutrality	of	white	art	critics	in	Canada	often	leads	them	

to	misinterpret	work	by	non-white	Canadians:	

The	anxiety	experienced	by	some	Canadian	critics	when	they	come	into	contact	

with	work	by	non-white	artists	stems	from	an	inability	to	displace	their	

assumptions	of	neutrality.	Without	taking	into	account	their	own	whiteness,	they	

cannot	examine	the	intimate	relation	of	their	own,	exalted	point	of	view	with	the	

perspective	of	the	perceived	‘others.’	157	

	

The	understanding	of	a	tendency	in	Canadian	art	writing	is	important	to	my	present	

consideration	of	gallery	space.	Like	the	curator’s	gatekeeping	inclinations	described	above,	

writers	who	reflect	on	exhibitions	also	participate	in	the	creation	of	discourses	around	gallery	

displays.	Black	Canadian	visual	art	practices	are	kept	in	a	tenuous	and	inconsistent	relation	to	

                                                        
156	Yaniya	Lee,	“Anxious	Territory:	The	Politics	of	Neutral	Citizenship	in	Canadian	Art	Criticism,”	C	Magazine,	Winter	2016,	Issue	

128.	Accessed	June	17,	2018.	http://cmagazine.com/issues/128/anxious-territory-the-politics-of-neutral-citizenship-in-
canadia	

157	Ibid.	
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galleries	because	the	critical	engagement	with	their	presence	fails	to	fully	acknowledge	and	

incorporate	a	multifarious	understanding	of	Canadian	national	identity	as	diverse	and	non-

white.	Ultimately,	some	white	art	writers’	inability	to	sit	comfortably	with	the	history	of	

blackness	in	Canada	contributes	to	the	ways	black	Canadian	art	practices	are	kept	outside	of	

Canadian	art	history.	

	

50.	Institutionalized	racism	persists.	A	2017	Canada-wide	study	of	the	management	in	arts	

institutions	found	that	white	people	overwhelmingly	held	decision-making	positions.158	These	

watchdogs	are	described	by	Simone	Browne	in	a	different,	though	analogous,	context	as	an	

“imaginary	community”	that	enacts	surveillance:	“the	eyes	and	ears	of	face-to-face	watching,	

observing,	and	regulating.”159	It	follows	that	black	visual	artists	in	Canada	must	contend	with	a	

collective	white	gaze	that,	in	many	ways,	belongs	to	the	gatekeepers	of	art	institutions.160	In	an	

art	context,	this	institutional	white	gaze	enacts	a	dismissal	and,	at	the	same	time,	a	systematic	

misconstruction	of	black	visual	arts.	These	kinds	of	tensions,	between	displaying	blackness	

appropriately	and	overlooking	blackness	altogether,	show	how	exhibitions	of	black	art	in	

Canada	are	constrained	to	be	imagined	through	a	white	gaze	and,	consequentially,	are	often	

based	on	an	orientalist	understanding	of	the	African	continent	and	African	diasporic	cultures	as	

primitive.	It	seems	difficult	for	arts	institutions	to	ethically	present	or	situate	black	visual	arts	in	

                                                        
158	Michael	Maranda,	“Hard	Numbers:	A	Study	on	Diversity	in	Canada’s	Galleries,”	Canadian	Art,	April	5,	2017,	

http://178.128.228.64/features/art-leadership-diversity/.	
159	Simone	Browne,	Dark	Matters:	On	the	Surveillance	of	Blackness	(Durham:	Duke	University	Press,	2015),	72.	
160	In	a	2016	panel	that	joined	black	Canadian	women	artists	and	organizers,	Sandra	Brewster	spoke	candidly	during	the	Q&A	

about	her	experience	on	Canada	Council	funding	juries.	She	described	the	exact	same	make	up	on	every	jury	she	had	ever	sat	
on:	three	white	people,	one	Indigenous	person,	and	one	black	person.	The	other	panelists	all	concurred.	This	shows	how	a	
‘jury	of	your	peers’	that	acts	as	the	gatekeeper	to	public	arts	funding	is	overwhelmingly	and	consistently	white.	
https://vimeo.com/194845770	
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Canada,	yet	this	very	climate	is	one	with	which	black	Canadian	artists	must	contend:	in	order	to	

show	their	work,	they	take	on	arts	institutions’	limited—often	racist—perceptions	of	blackness.		

	

51.	Another	facet	in	these	many	interlocking	mechanisms—sustained	by	racist	assumptions—

that	keep	black	Canadian	arts	an	absented	presence	in	museums,	galleries,	and	Canadian	art	

history	are	state	funding	structures.	In	her	dissertation	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’:	Racial	

Equity	at	The	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts	(1989–1999),	scholar	and	art	historian	Andrea	Fatona	

spends	a	chapter,	titled	“Arts-Funding,	the	State,	and	Canadian	Nation-Making,”	analyzing	the	

history	and	significance	of	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts,	one	of	the	main	government	funding	

bodies	supporting	arts	and	culture.161	Fatona	reviews	the	history	of	the	Massey	Commission,	

which	led	to	the	creation	of	the	Canada	Council	for	the	Enjoyment	of	Arts,	Humanities	and	

Social	Sciences	in	the	early	1950s.	She	discusses	the	ways	that	the	government	arts	funding	

council,	from	their	inception,	was	“designed	to	draw	clear	parameters	around	the	types	of	

creative	and	intellectual	knowledges	that	would	be	privileged	by	the	state	as	representing	the	

Canadian	nation	at	a	time	when	the	nation	was	differentiating	itself	from	others.”162	

	

52.	Based	on	recommendations	from	the	Massey	Commission	the	government	of	Canada	

founded	what	ultimately	became	the	Canada	Council	for	the	Enjoyment	of	Arts.163	The	Council’s	

job	was	to	oversee	the	dissemination	of	a	distinct	Canadian	culture,	in	Canada	and	abroad.	At	

the	time,	this	distinct	culture	referred	to	Anglophone	and	Francophone	culture,	since	in	the	

                                                        
161	Fatona,	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’:	Racial	Equity	at	The	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts	(1989–1999).	
162	Ibid.,	73.	
163	Fatona,	73.	
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original	Massey	report	“Aboriginal	and	non-European	cultural	producers	are	deliberately	

removed	from	the	palette	that	symbolizes	the	nation.”164	Black,	Indigenous	and	POC	artists	had	

their	own	revenue	streams	from	the	Council,	but	their	activities	were	considered	outside	of	

euro-ethnic	traditions	and	were	mainly	recognized	as	“performances	of	ethno-cultural	

specificity.”165	On	another	scale,	the	Canada	Council	consistently	funded	larger	organizations	

that	were	platforms	for	traditional	European	art	forms,	like	theatre,	ballet,	and	the	symphony,	

while	smaller	arts	organizations	that	often	showed	experimental	practices	were	only	allotted	a	

fraction	of	what	those	larger	organizations	received.166	All	of	these	factors	show	how	the	

Council,	through	funding	and	policy,	shaped	the	way	Canadian	culture	was	both	created	and	

perceived.	The	legacy	of	this	funding	structure	is	significant	insofar	as	it	shows	the	ways	in	

which	art	by	Indigenous	peoples,	Inuit	and	people	of	color	was	essentialized	and	white	

European	culture,	coded	as	Anglophone	and	Francophone,	was	maintained	as	the	primary	goal	

and	foundation	of	Canadian	culture.		

	

Open	House:	The	Story	of	a	Black	Canadian	Exhibition	

	

53.	In	2012,	2013,	and	2014,	Toronto-based	multidisciplinary	artist	Sandra	Brewster	organized	

three	exhibitions	called	“Open	House,”	all	of	which	predominantly	featured	black	artists	living	in	

or	close	to	the	Junction	Triangle	neighborhood	in	Toronto.	In	the	late	2000s	and	early	2010s,	

Brewster	began	seeing	an	influx	of	new	homeowners	in	her	neighborhood.	Real	estate	‘open	

                                                        
164	Ibid.,	81.	
165	Ibid.,	97.	
166	Ibid.,	98.	
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house’	signs	became	a	familiar	sight.	At	the	same	time,	Brewster	was	seeing	a	lot	of	

neighborhood-specific	art	exhibitions	celebrating	the	work	of	artists	in	the	Junction	Triangle	

neighborhood.	In	these	exhibitions,	Brewster	found	a	lack	of	artists	from	her	own	black	

community.	Most	often,	these	shows	would	feature	white	artists	with	the	exception,	

occasionally,	of	a	single	black	artist.	After	being	prompted	by	a	friend	who	ran	an	artist-run	

center,	Brewster	had	the	idea	to	open	her	own	home	to	showcase	her	local	community	of	

artists.	This	became	the	first	“Open	House”	exhibition.	The	works	were	displayed	in	the	main	

rooms	of	the	house,	in	the	basement,	and	the	backyard.	By	asking	her	community	to	show	their	

artworks,	and	then	inviting	her	community	in	to	see	them,	she	transformed	her	private	space	

into	a	public	one.		

	

52.	Instead	of	seeking	inclusion	in	the	predominantly	white	exhibitions	being	held	in	her	

neighborhood,	Brewster	opted	to	create	her	own	space,	and	to	invite	the	artists	she	wanted	to	

be	there.	She	was	not	seeking	the	attention	of	the	organizers	who	had	not	thought	to	ask	black	

artists	into	their	shows;	rather,	her	concern	was	on	finding	a	way	for	her	community	to	see	and	

showcase	their	work.	She	presented	fifteen	artists	in	the	first	year,	sixteen	in	the	second,	and	

twenty-six	in	the	third	and	final	year.	The	variety	of	black	artists	of	different	backgrounds	

included	in	her	exhibition	offered	a	diverse	collection	of	black	arts	practices,	not	confined	to	any	

particular	theme	or	set	mode	of	representation.	This	aesthetic	heterogeneity	reflected	the	

diversity	of	the	diasporic	community	of	artists	she	was	bringing	together,	as	well	as	particular	

space	of	dialogue	and	exchange	that	was	created	by	coming	together.	Upward	of	four	hundred	
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people	attended	the	exhibitions.167	The	choice	to	make	the	exhibition	out	of	her	home	was	a	

creative	response	to	a	situation	of	necessity,	but	it	also	followed	a	practice	of	sharing	spaces	of	

art	that	she	had	seen	enacted	by	her	peers	in	the	black	art	community.	It	is	not	uncommon	for	

black	cultural	workers	to	prefer	alternative	exhibitions	and	platforms	for	the	creation	and	

display	of	black	visual	arts.	Toronto	collectors	Ken	Montague	and	Sandra	Padmore,	for	example,	

show	their	collections	in	their	home.	Related,	at	the	Alice	Yard	Residency	in	Port	of	Spain,	

Trinidad,	run	by	Christopher	Cozier	and	Sean	Leonard,	Brewster	participated	in	a	residency	that	

offered	domestic	space	as	a	place	of	creation.	This	experience	was	also	an	inspiration	for	her	

“Open	House.”	Brewster	saw	a	lack	of	representation,	and	a	lack	of	space,	for	her	community	of	

artists	to	show,	and	she	decided	she	could	facilitate	a	display	by	her	opening	up	her	home.	

	

53.	Although	Brewster	organized	these	exhibitions	as	an	adaptive	response	to	the	lack	of	

representation	and	inclusion	in	the	arts	community,	she	encountered	resistance	from	municipal	

arts	funding	bodies	who	felt	her	home	exhibitions	fell	outside	of	their	definition	of	an	“official”	

exhibition	space;	the	funders	used	this	as	a	reason	to	refuse	support.	As	I	noted	earlier,	the	

work	of	Andrea	Fatona	explores	arts	funding	in	Canada	and	analyzes	the	links	between	Canada	

Council	for	the	Arts	and	multiculturalism.	She	notes	how	arts	funding	became	state	policy	

alongside	the	implementation	of	multicultural	policies,	and	how	this	shaped	who	did	and	did	

not	receive	financial	support.	State-funded	art	was	meant	to	solidify	a	certain	spatial	and	

ideological	image	of	the	nation:	“Early	state	funding	of	the	arts	produced	practices	of	imagining,	

                                                        
167	Sandra	Brewster,	“Open	House,”	sandrabrewster.com,	accessed	July	10,	2017,	http://sandrabrewster.com/open-house/.	
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shaping,	and	narrating	the	fledgling	Canadian	nation	as	white,	modern,	and	European.”168	

Furthermore,	the	funding	agency’s	power	to	delineate	which	artists	and	what	kind	of	art	would	

get	financial	support	allowed	them	to	orient	creative	practice	within	national	borders.	Over	

time,	resistance	brought	about	change	in	the	structure	of	the	council	as	well	as	the	processes	of	

adjudication	and	distribution	of	the	funds,	yet	still	“multicultural	funding	also	limited	and	

defined	the	kinds	of	performances	of	ethno-cultural	specificity	that	was	allowable.”169	Taking	

Brewster’s	case	as	an	example,	we	can	see	the	social	results	of	the	ways	state	funding	of	the	

arts	are	granted	or	withheld.	Brewster,	who	applied	for	an	exhibitions	assistance	grant	for	visual	

arts	projects,	had	to	justify	these	exhibitions	in	her	private	home	as	public	events.	Though	

eventually	she	was	awarded	some	financial	support	for	the	exhibitions,	the	artists	themselves	

were	not	allowed	to	apply	for	exhibition	assistance	because	Brewster’s	home	was	a	private	

space	and	not	an	official	exhibition	venue.	By	refusing	to	recognize	her	home	as	an	exhibition	

place,	the	public	funders	reinforced	a	strict	mandate	that	determines	what	kinds	of	places	are	

legitimate	enough	to	show	art	and,	in	turn,	what	kind	of	art	and	artists	receive	the	opportunity	

to	participate	in	exhibitions	in	Canada.	Put	slightly	differently,	because	they	control	access	to	

funding,	state	councils	are	able	to	dictate	what	constitutes	a	proper	exhibition	space	and,	in	

turn,	who	gets	to	show	there.170	They	have	been	able	to	achieve	this	control	by	withholding	

recognition	of	practices	they	decide	fall	outside	of	their	limited	purview.		

	

                                                        
168	Andrea	Fatona,	‘Where	Outreach	Meets	Outrage’:	Racial	Equity	at	The	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts	(1989–1999),	63.	
169	Ibid.,	97.	
	
170	Funding	is	mostly	adjudicated	by	jury	systems,	so	while	a	‘jury	of	peers’	judges	the	artist’s	work,	decisions	are	made	within	

the	parameters	of	the	state-mandated	rules	of	the	application.		
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54.	Brewster’s	home	exhibitions	are	an	example	of	the	ways	in	which	black	artists	respond	to	

existing	systems	to	show	their	work.	If	the	set	way	of	doing	things	does	not	work,	they	find	

other	ways.	In	Brewster’s	case,	it	was	about	opening	up	her	home,	providing	an	alternative	

exhibition	space,	and	creating	an	environment	that	was	an	open	and	welcoming	space	for	her	

artists	and	their	viewers.	Despite	a	lack	of	support,	and	in	defiance	of	exclusion	from	existing	

platforms	and	exhibitions	practices,	Brewster	created	a	space	for	black	art.	

	

55.	My	discussion	of	museums,	galleries,	funding,	and	black	Canadian	art	provides	an	overview	

of	how	an	absented	presence	is	not	only	navigated	but	is	also	culturally	and	materially	

produced.	The	examples	above—Kara	Walker,	Sandra	Brewster,	the	ROM’s	Into	the	Heart	of	

Africa	exhibition,	and	funding	structures—all	show	the	uneasy	relationship	between	exhibiting	

blackness	in	Canada	and	the	accompanying	logics	of	racism,	anthropology,	museology,	and	

exclusion.	Brewster’s	work	both	stands	out	and	speaks	back	to	the	gendered	contours	of	a	black	

absented	presence,	precisely	because	she	reinvents	and	relocates	cultural	production	outside	of	

sanctioned	gallery	spaces	while	also	reifying	the	home	as	a	legitimate	site	of	creativity.	In	many	

ways,	then,	black	Canadian	art	traverses	the	seen–unseen,	thus	suggesting	that	this	creative	

work	is	never	explicitly	knowable	or	legible,	but	is	instead	quietly	narrating	and	exhibiting	the	

politics	of	displacement,	erasure,	and	uncertainty.		

	

cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile:	Opacity	and	The	Poetics	of	Exhibition			
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56.	The	way	in	which	Lewis	chose	to	lay	out	and	present	her	works	within	the	space	of	8-11	

gallery	at	her	2017	exhibition	cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile	was	subversive:	it	offered	a	set	of	

artworks	to	be	consumed	by	the	audience	while	refusing	to	declare	what	the	works	meant	to	

the	author	or	even	their	relationship	to	one	another.	The	works	were	spread	throughout	the	

first	floor	of	the	gallery,	the	backyard	and	several	rooms	of	the	basement.	I	see	Lewis’	choices	in	

the	display	of	her	works	as	a	black	woman	artist	as	not	only	echoing	the	absented	presence	of	

blackness	in	Canada—present	and	visible	but	overlooked	and	misunderstood,	as	seen	in	my	

Introduction—but	also	as	performing	an	opacity	that	I	argue	is	a	specific	aesthetic	feature	of	a	

black	visual	arts	practices	in	Canada.		

	

57.	Lewis’	exhibition	at	8-11	Gallery	was	her	second	solo	show.	Her	first	solo	show,	in	November	

2016,	was	comprised	of	seven	sculptures	brought	together	under	the	title	Foraged,	Ain’t	Free	at	

The	Pendulum	Project	in	Toronto.	In	this	show,	and	throughout	her	practice,	Lewis	has	been	

concerned	with	the	perseverance	of	black	life	and	black	people’s	interactions	with	different	

landscapes.	“In	my	work,”	she	explains,	“I	try	to	dismantle	and	interrogate	the	dissociation	

between	black	bodies	and	nature,	especially	in	urban	landscapes.”171	Some	of	the	titles	of	works	

in	that	first	solo	show	are	Georgia	marble	marks	slave	burial	sites	across	America,	2016;	How	do	

you	live	with	a	curse	when	you	was	born	blessed?	2016;	It	takes	me	more	to	be	soft,	2016;	and	

Angolano	(God	gift),	2016.	Before	these	solo	exhibitions,	Lewis’	colored	cacti,	cast	out	of	resin	

with	each	‘needle’	inserted	by	hand,	were	her	most	recognizable	works.	Of	the	cacti,	she	noted,	

“Cacti	grow	prickly	spines	that	act	as	built-in	preservation	tactics,	letting	you	witness	their	
                                                        
171	Luther	Konadu,	“Internal	Processing:	A	Conversation	with	Tau	Lewis,”	Public	Parking,	Tuesday,	May	16,	2017,	

http://www.thisispublicparking.com/single-post/2017/05/16/Internal-Processing-a-conversation-with-Tau-Lewis.	
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beauty,	letting	you	know	it	hurts.	Surviving	in	inapt	surroundings,	and	very	little	attention.	Still	

requiring	love.	These	are	the	ways	that	I	find	cacti	to	symbolize	African	diaspora,	and	the	

perseverance	of	black	life.”172	In	this	way,	Lewis	describes	her	attraction	to	the	remarkably	

diverse,	thick-skinned	succulents,	native	to	warm,	dry	climates:	the	plant’s	traits	mirror	black	

life’s	characteristics	of	resistance	and	resilience.	

																							 	

Figure	5:	Tau	Lewis,	It	takes	me	more	courage	to	be	soft,	2016.	Tau	Lewis,	Georgia	marble	marks	slave	burial	sites	
across	America,	2016.				
	
	

58.	In	February	2017,	several	months	after	Foraged,	Ain’t	Free,	Lewis	presented	her	second	solo	

exhibition	at	Gallery	8-11.	Unlike	in	her	first	exhibition,	all	of	the	works	in	cyphers,	tissues,	

blizzards,	exile	were	presented	together	as	a	part	of	a	larger	narrative.	Lewis’	attention	to	

exhibition	display	is	what	I	focus	on	for	the	rest	of	this	chapter.	The	opacity	in	the	works	she	

presented,	individually	and	as	a	whole,	disrupts	traditional	display	practices.	In	this	way,	Lewis’	

work	resists	easy	inclusion	into	state	multiculturalism.	The	imaginative	display	of	her	sculpture	

                                                        
172	Ibid.	
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and	installation	speaks	to	a	black	Canadian	experience,	one	in	which	racialized	people	of	the	

African	diaspora	are	always	read	as	‘Other,’	and	from	elsewhere,	which	in	turn	creates	an	ever-

present	sense	of	displacement	and	unbelonging.	Lewis’	display	also	challenges	the	usual	space	

conscribed	for	black	art	in	Canada	(as	noted	in	Chapter	One).	Calling	on	the	research	of	

Henrietta	Lidchi,	I	show	how	these	considerations	come	to	matter	in	a	context	of	exhibition	

display	practices	and	audience	reception.	I	first	work	through	Édouard	Glissant’s	concept	of	

opacity	as	it	might	apply	to	art	and	aesthetics,	and	then	I	think	about	opacity	alongside	Simone	

Browne’s	concept	of	dark	sousveillance.	I	use	these	concepts	of	opacity	and	sousveillance	to	

take	a	close	look	at	the	works	in	Lewis’	exhibition	and	their	display	alongside	one	another.	In	the	

end,	I	discuss	Lewis’	use	of	opacity	as	an	aesthetic	tactic.		

	

59.	The	poetics	of	exhibiting	is	“the	practice	of	producing	meaning	through	the	internal	ordering	

and	conjugation	of	the	separate	but	related	components	of	an	exhibition.”173	In	other	words,	

when	examined	together	as	an	ensemble,	what	do	the	artworks	in	an	exhibition	share	and	what	

meaning	do	they	impart?	In	Lewis’	8-11	exhibition,	it	seems	the	meaning	imparted,	the	

underlying	sentiment,	is	one	of	opacity.	Martiniquan	poet,	writer,	and	theorist	Édouard	Glissant	

developed	and	struggled	with	the	concept	of	opacity	throughout	much	of	his	writing.	Glissant	

offers	opacity	(as	opposed	to	transparency)	as	being	situated	within	a	conversation	about	

difference:	“that	which	protects	the	Diverse	we	call	opacity.”174	The	concept	of	opacity	is	

expansive	and	can	be	adapted	to	many	contexts.	That	which	is	opaque	does	not	give	full	access	

and	is	not	necessarily	understandable.	To	respect	opacity,	Glissant	writes,	is	to	be	in	harmony	
                                                        
173	Ibid.	
174	Édouard	Glissant,	Poetics	of	Relation,	trans.	Betsy	Wing.	(Ann	Arbor:	University	of	Michigan	Press,	1997),	62.	
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with	Relation.	Glissant’s	concept	of	Relation	is	one	of	totality	and	harmony	among	difference.	

Contrary	to	this,	a	conquering	mentality	seeks	to	understand	completely	and	yearns	for	

transparency	in	the	thing	that	is	observed.	The	anthropologists	mentioned	above	would	have	

been	irked	by	opacity,	as	their	aim	was	to	systematically	classify	‘truths’	about	those	whom	they	

observed.	Ultimately	this	approach	of	seeking	truth	and	understanding,	like	the	approach	of	

curators	in	some	galleries	and	museums,	reifies	an	ideological	framing.	As	Glissant	writes,	

If	we	examine	the	process	of	‘understanding’	people	and	ideas	from	the	

perspective	of	Western	thought,	we	discover	that	its	basis	is	this	requirement	for	

transparency.	In	order	to	understand	and	thus	accept	you,	I	have	to	measure	

your	solidarity	with	the	ideal	scale	providing	me	with	grounds	to	make	

comparisons	and,	perhaps,	judgments.175	

	

What	Glissant	understands	as	opacity,	then,	is	really	a	“right	to	difference.”	He	advocates	

leaving	aside	a	need	to	comprehend	the	ultimate	truths,	“what	lies	at	the	bottom	of	natures.”176	

Opacity	indicates	a	difference	that	is	not	meant	to	be	understood.	In	Relation,	we	accept	and	

bask	in	difference:	we	are	comfortable	not	‘knowing’	the	‘Other,’	and	thus	are	accepting	of	their	

opacity.	My	desire	to	define	a	uniquely	black	Canadian	visual	art	aesthetic	is	based	on	the	hope	

that	we	can	soon	have	an	aesthetic	vocabulary	that	enables	us	to	give	form	to	a	history	of	art-

making	that	is	specific	to	the	history	of	the	African	diaspora	in	Canada.	But	this	vocabulary,	a	

language	to	account	for	the	forms	created	in	this	national	context,	does	not	yet	exist.	Opacity	

becomes	important	precisely	because	this	vocabulary	is	still	nascent	(not	the	creative	forms	

themselves,	but	our	ability	to	discuss	and	theorize	them)	and	is	thus	in	a	kind	of	incubation	

                                                        
175	Ibid.,	190.	
176	Ibid.	
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period.	Opacity,	then,	is	as	a	visual	strategy	that	allows	black	Canadian	artists,	like	Lewis,	to	

make	a	safe	space	within	which	to	create	and	show	their	work.	Hopefully	opacity	will	eventually	

be	just	one	of	many	distinct	approaches.		

	

60.	In	Map,	Brand	discusses	at	length	the	way	blackness	is	written	onto	the	body.	In	a	way,	

blackness	is	always	subject	to	captivity	within	the	black	body.	Of	the	door	of	no	return,	she	

writes,	“[t]hat	one	door	transformed	us	into	bodies	emptied	of	being,	bodies	emptied	of	self-

interpretation,	into	which	new	interpretations	could	be	placed.”177	Brand	discusses	how	people	

of	the	diaspora	are	fixed	in	their	body	through	racialization.	The	body	becomes	the	physical	site	

to	which	people	of	the	diaspora	are	relegated.	Brand	writes,	“One	enters	a	room	and	history	

follows;	one	enters	a	room	and	history	precedes.”178	The	captive	state	of	the	black	subject’s	

body	is	a	direct	result	of	its	proximity	to	the	door	of	no	return.	She	continues,	“I	am,	we	are,	in	

the	Diaspora,	bodies	occupied,	emptied	and	occupied.”179	To	be	black	is	to	be	tied	in	the	body;	

blackness	itself	has	come	to	be	vulnerable	because	it	is	rendered	transparent.	With	this,	black	

people	must	navigate	the	transparency,	or	seemingly	knowability,	of	their	bodies—these	are	

linked	to	specific	racial	histories,	stereotypes,	and	other	differences	that	are	too	often	and	too	

easily	inferred.	Opacity	is	an	avenue	for	resistance.	

                                                        
177	Brand,	Map,	93.	
178	Ibid.,	25.	
179	Ibid.,	94.	
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Figure	6:	Tau	Lewis,	exhibition	text,	2017.	“cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile,”	exhibition	at	8-11	gallery,	Toronto.	
Courtesy	the	artist.		
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61.	In	Lewis’	exhibition	cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile	at	Gallery	8-11,	opacity	functions	as	

aesthetic	strategy.180	The	exhibition	was	an	extended	and	site-specific	installation	made	up	of	

sculptures,	paintings,	photos	and	videos.	In	the	exhibition	text,	written	by	Lewis,	the	exhibition	

is	framed	as	a	garden	and	a	dreamscape,	one	into	which	the	viewer	was	invited	to	look	but	not	

to	understand:	“The	physical	landscape	I	have	now	created,	charged	by	material	markers	of	

time,	and	remnants	of	past	places	and	personal	histories,	is	similar	to	the	one	I	dreamt.”181	

Usually	exhibition	texts	explain	and	describe	what	the	art	means,	and	they	act	to	help	the	

viewer	understand	what	is	being	presented.	In	her	text,	however,	Lewis	claims	opacity	and	the	

right	to	refuse	transparency.	Lewis	described	a	dreamscape	in	which	her	personal	trauma	and	

collective	human	pain	take	form.	She	writes,	“In	order	to	understand	the	collective,	historical	

and	personal	traumas	that	have	informed	me…I’ve	decided	to	perform	an	experiment	in	time	

travel;	engaging	with	a	waking	dream.”182	The	works	in	the	exhibition	are	set	up	as	a	material	

reflection	of	Lewis’	‘waking	dream.’	For	Lewis,	dreams	are	a	place	in	which	“your	history	[shows]	

itself	in	symbols	and	cyphers.”183	Her	sculptures	and	their	arrangement	are	not	straightforward.	

Lewis	doesn’t	present	them	to	be	understood	in	any	clear	way.	In	the	text,	she	warns	the	

viewer:	“I’m	welcoming	you	to	walk	through	the	landscape	as	well,	but	as	you	encounter	each	

                                                        
180	I	am	indebted	to	the	MICE	issue	04	call	for	proposals,	guest	edited	by	Pamela	Edmunds	and	Mark	Campbell,	in	which	I	first	

read	the	idea	of	opacity	as	black	aesthetic.	See	also	Ulrich	Loock’s	2012	Frieze	magazine	article	on	opacity,	and	the	2016	
special	“Opacities”	issue	of	the	Camera	Obscura	journal,	guest	edited	by	Zach	Blas.	

181	Tau	Lewis,	cyphers,	tissue,	blizzards,	exile,	exhibition	text.	
182	Tau	Lewis,	cyphers,	tissue,	blizzards,	exile:	Tau	Lewis	in	Collaboration	with	her	Mother,	Patty	Kelly,	(Toronto,	8-11	Gallery,	

2017).	
183	Ibid.	
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figure,	be	aware	that	the	stories	they	tell	you	are	different	from	the	stories	they	tell	each	

other.”184	

	 			
Figure	7:	Tau	Lewis,	“cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile,”	2017.	Installation	view	at	8-11	gallery,	Toronto.	Courtesy	the	
artist.	Photo:	Jeff	Bierk	and	Polina	Teif.		
	

	

62.	Lewis	created	the	exhibition	in	collaboration	with	her	mother,	Patty	Kelly.	The	works	set	up	

throughout	the	gallery	are	incorporated	into	the	building’s	existing	material	structure.	The	side-

by-side	rooms	of	the	8-11	basement	are	mostly	cement	walls	with	low	ceilings	and	barely	

finished	floors.	In	the	furthest	basement	room,	a	life-sized	sculpture	of	a	female	body,	

bracketed	by	two	potted	green	palm	tree	plants,	lay	on	its	side,	looking	down	at	an	open	book	

                                                        
184	I	attended	the	cyphers,	tissue,	blizzards,	exile	exhibition	opening	at	8-11	on	February	2,	2017,	and	then	I	engaged	in	a	public	

conversation	with	Tau	Lewis	(https://www.facebook.com/811gallery/videos/1865778897040829/)	on	February	4,	2017.	In	
this	conversation,	she	further	elaborated	on	what	she	wrote	in	the	exhibition	text.	
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in	its	hands.	Above	the	sculpture	is	a	likeness.	A	small	painting	made	by	Kelly,	from	which	Lewis	

drew	her	inspiration.	The	languid,	beige	figure	in	the	painting	is	brought	life-size	and	three-

dimensional	in	the	sculpture	lying	on	the	bare	ground.	Across	the	room,	projected	onto	a	brick	

wall	painted	white,	an	eight-minute	video	projection	plays	on	a	loop.	The	shaky,	color	scenes	of	

Kingston,	Jamaica,	the	ocean,	and	Lewis’	young	brother,	Daniel,	were	taken	by	Kelly	on	her	

phone.	Here	is	a	glimpse	of	Kelly’s	Jamaica,	edited	by	the	artist	into	a	string	of	non-sequitur	

scenes,	like	so	many	home	videos.	A	blue	haze	emanates	into	the	basement	room	from	the	

projected	video.	These	images,	the	feeling	of	the	quotidian	life	of	Kelly	in	Jamaica,	are	

juxtaposed	with	the	sculpture.	In	another	basement	room,	perched	on	a	dusty,	pressboard	shelf	

with	graffiti	(an	existing	feature	of	the	gallery)	is	a	dimly	lit	photo	of	the	artist	as	a	teenager.	The	

photograph	is	backlit.	Lewis’	head	and	shoulders	appear	against	the	ocean	background.	Her	

sullen	face	is	dark	and	barely	illuminated.	Behind	her	is	the	blue	of	the	ocean	and	a	horizon	line	

breaking	at	the	blue	of	the	sky.	The	brick	wall	on	which	this	shelf	hangs	is	a	different	shade	of	

aquamarine.		

	

63.	Upstairs	in	the	gallery’s	backyard,	a	portrait	sculpture	made	of	a	leafless	tree	is	draped	with	

a	lashed-up	leather	jacket	and	adorned	with	chains	and	broken	pieces	of	a	cement-casted	face.	

A	childhood	photo	of	Lewis	hangs	on	a	piece	of	plywood	covering	the	backyard’s	brick	wall.	

Near	the	tree	sculpture,	across	from	the	framed	photo,	is	the	purple	and	blue	house	structure	

described	in	the	Introduction	of	this	chapter.	Inside,	the	sculpture	of	the	girl	sits	on	a	blue	

rocking	chair.	The	main	exhibition	space,	with	a	street-facing	display	window,	is	empty	except	
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for	a	simple	plinth	of	cement	blocks	stacked	with	color	copies	of	the	exhibition	text.	Above	the	

plinth	is	a	framed	set	of	photographs	of	Lewis	and	her	mother.		

	

	

Figure	8:	Tau	Lewis,	“cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile,”	2017.	Installation	view	at	8-11	gallery,	Toronto.	Courtesy	the	
artist.	Photo:	Jeff	Bierk	and	Polina	Teif.		
	
	

64.	In	Poetics	of	Relation,	Glissant	writes	about	the	Atlantic	Ocean	as	a	point	of	origin	for	

members	of	the	black	diaspora.	Paul	Gilroy,	too,	describes	the	importance	of	the	black	Atlantic	

in	terms	of	how	black	diasporic	cultures	were	formed	and	continue	to	influence	each	other	in	

cross-national	ways.	The	blue	that	runs	throughout	this	exhibition	is	a	signal	or	indication	that	

situates	the	work,	and	the	whole	exhibition,	in	a	context	of	diaspora,	of	the	ocean	and	its	

secrets.	The	colour	blue	and	representations	of	water	are	present	throughout	the	works.	The	

video	seems	to	begin	and	end	on	a	boat	in	a	cave,	with	the	small	black	boy	exclaiming	

wondrously	as	they	float	inwards.	The	central,	obscured	image	of	the	artist	frowning	at	the	

camera	with	the	ocean	behind	her	stands	alone,	as	if	it	were	the	heart	of	the	exhibition.	On	its	
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dusty	shelf,	it	could	easily	be	missed	or	not	seen	as	part	of	the	show.	The	blue	color	and	the	

ocean	that	appears	throughout	the	exhibition	speak	to	the	connection	to	diasporic	cultures.	

						 								 							

						 							 	

Figure	9:	Tau	Lewis	and	Patty	Kelly,	“cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile,”	2017.	Video,	8:36	min.	8-11	gallery,	Toronto.	
Courtesy	the	artist.	Photo:	Jeff	Bierk	and	Polina	Teif.	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=8&v=LPhSz2n1USU	
	

65.	For	Glissant,	opacity	works	against	“reductive	transparency.”185	As	noted,	the	right	to	not	be	

understood	and	to	not	be	captured	by	understanding	is	at	the	heart	of	his	theory.	In	an	

interview	with	Manthia	Diawara,	Glissant	recounts	his	early	advocacy	of	opacity:	

There’s	a	basic	injustice	in	the	worldwide	spread	of	the	transparency	and	

projection	of	Western	thought.	Why	must	we	evaluate	people	on	the	scale	of	

transparency	of	the	ideas	proposed	by	the	West?	I	understand	this,	I	understand	

that	and	the	other—rationality.	…	as	far	as	I’m	concerned,	a	person	has	the	right	

to	be	opaque.	…	A	racist	is	someone	who	refuses	what	he	doesn’t	understand.	I	

can	accept	what	I	don’t	understand.	Opacity	is	a	right	we	must	have.186	

	

                                                        
185	Glissant,	Poetics	of	Relation,	62.	
186	Manthia	Diawara,	Édouard	Glissant	and	Christopher	Winks,	“Édouard	Glissant	in	Conversation	with	Manthia	Diawara,”	Nka:	

Journal	of	Contemporary	African	Art,	no.	28	(2011):	14.	
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In	relation	to	this	exhibition	and	its	strategy	of	opacity,	it	is	clear	that	Lewis	has	found	a	way	to	

balance	her	desire	to	express	a	black	diasporic	experience	in	Canada	in	such	a	way	that	it	will	

not	be	subject,	or	prey,	to	the	racist	hostility	that	so	commonly	underwrites	polite	Canadians.	

Opacity	is	a	tactic	that	allows	Lewis	to	present	her	work	on	her	own	terms.	If,	as	Lidchi	specifies,	

“methods	of	display	create	contexts	for	the	production	of	meaning,”187	then	what	Lewis	does	in	

her	exhibition	of	works	that	speak	to	a	diaspora	experience	is	demonstrate	how	blackness	can	

be	presented	in	an	exhibition	context	without	this	unique	experience	becoming	fungible.	It	is	a	

kind	of	refusal	of	the	visuality	of	transparency	that	is	imposed	upon	racialized	people.	

                                                        
187	Lidchi,	173.	
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Figure	10:	Tau	Lewis,	“cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile,”	2017.	Installation	view	at	8-11	gallery,	Toronto.	Courtesy	
the	artist.	Photo:	Jeff	Bierk	and	Polina	Teif.		
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66.	The	image	of	Lewis	and	her	mom	is	the	very	first	piece	the	audience	sees	inside	the	gallery.	

The	framed	color	photograph	contains	two	images,	at	odd	angles	to	one	another,	of	the	artist	

and	her	mother.	This	image	encapsulates	the	tenor	that	exists	among	the	rest	of	the	works.	On	

a	trip	to	Jamaica,	Kelly	took	the	picture	of	Lewis	and	Lewis	took	the	picture	of	Kelly.	Here	is	a	

feedback	loop.	This	exhibition	was	a	collaborative	endeavor,	which	materialized	a	set	of	

personal	relations	that	exist	privately	within	the	artist’s	family.	Both	Kelly	and	Lewis	gaze	into	

the	camera,	but	they	are	not	looking	at	the	audience;	rather,	they	are	looking	at	each	other	and	

the	audience	gets	caught	in	that	loop.	The	opacity	of	this	photograph	exists	elsewhere	in	the	

works.	Outside,	the	small	house	I	describe	above	is	made	just	small	enough	that	the	

audience/viewers	cannot	enter.	Though	the	life-size	sculpture	and	her	doll	sit	comfortably,	

cross-legged	in	a	chair	that	faces	squarely	out	of	the	opening,	the	space	is	too	small	to	

accommodate	entry.	Closer	examination	is	prevented	in	this	setup.	The	house,	in	all	its	intimacy	

with	the	photo	on	the	wall	and	the	doll	in	the	sculpture’s	lap,	suggests	a	closeness,	an	affection,	

that	is	only	available	to	the	audience	from	a	distance.	It	invites	you	to	look	in,	to	witness,	but	

not	to	enter	or	even	to	understand.	

	

67.	In	an	artist	talk	about	the	exhibition,	Lewis	says	the	works	were	made	through	a	process	

that	reflects	her	understating	of	blackness	as	a	method	of	survival	through	assemblage:	“I’m	

always	really	interested	in	this	idea	of	blackness	as	a	DIY.	Because	I	think	that	all	of	the	trauma	

that	we	think	about	when	we	approach	the	black	experience	creates	this	really	strong	and	
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specific	resourcefulness	that’s	integral	to	black	identity.”188	In	the	short	amount	of	time	she	had	

to	put	the	show	together,	she	created	each	of	the	works	from	found	materials,	or	items	and	

films	contributed	by	her	mother.189	Lewis’	sculpture	portraits	are	a	visual	representation	of	the	

complicated	manifestations	of	discomfort	and	displacement	experienced	by	the	black	diaspora.	

The	tree	sculpture	in	the	backyard	in	particular	seems	to	be	fragmented	and	contains	many	

selves	held	in	one.	It	is	in	shambles,	hung	on	a	tree,	a	chain	in	its	gut.	It	is	fraught,	but	it	stands	

tall	nonetheless.190	The	reclining	sculpture	in	the	basement	is	nonchalant;	it	lays	on	the	hard,	

dirty	cement	entirely	headless	of	the	audience.	The	palm	trees	that	frame	her	repose	call	up	the	

heat	of	the	tropics	and	layer	another	set	of	meanings	onto	the	scene.	The	figure	lies	naked	and	

exposed	yet	seems	fine,	relaxed	and	not	distressed	in	any	legible	way.	If	it	exists,	the	audience	

will	not	know	her	distress.	The	metaphors	for	displacement	and	discomfort	of	black	identity	are	

hinted	at	repeatedly	but	never	made	explicit.	In	the	opacity	of	the	pieces,	there	is	a	form	of	

intractability,	a	resistance	to	transparency	that	is	an	aesthetic	mode	of	resistance.		

	

68.	In	the	exhibition	text,	Lewis	suggests	these	works	are	cyphers	for	traumas	past,	resolved	or	

forgotten,	arranged	into	a	personal	dreamscape	the	audience	is	allowed	to	walk	through.	Traces	

of	the	trauma	that	Lewis	takes	to	be	essential	to	black	experience	are	here	shown	in	opacity,	

                                                        
188	Tau	Lewis	and	Yaniya	Lee,	cyphers,	tissues,	blizzards,	exile	(Artist	Talk,	8-11	Gallery,	February	2,	2017).		
189	In	the	public	talk	that	accompanied	the	8-11	show,	Lewis	described	her	working	process:	back	to	back	exhibitions	and	career	
opportunities	have	not	given	her	time	to	think	too	much	or	second	guess	herself.	This	acceleration	of	her	professional	
activities	has	happened	in	such	a	way	that	she	must	always	begin	the	next	project	when	the	current	one	is	over.	Facebook	
video	of	talk:	https://www.facebook.com/811gallery/videos/1865778897040829/	

190	In	The	Black	Atlantic,	Paul	Gilroy	speaks	beautifully	of	the	ways	in	which	colonized	diasporas	were	affected	by	the		
shifts	of	empire	and	modernity:	“Whether	these	people	were	of	African,	Caribbean,	or	Asian	descent,	their		
commonality	was	often	defined	by	its	reference	to	the	central,	irreducible	sign	of	their	common	racial	subordination–	
–the	colour	black.	More	recently,	though,	this	fragile	unity	in	action	has	fragmented	and	their	self-conception	has		
separated	into	its	various	constituent	elements.”	Gilroy,	The	Black	Atlantic:	Modernity	and	Double	Consciousness,		
(Cambridge:	Harvard	University	Press,	1993),	86.			
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allowing	them	the	right	to	not	be	understood.	Traditionally,	as	Lidchi	describes,	ethnographic	

displays	are	created	to	give	order	and	meaning	to	the	objects	displayed.	In	this	way,	the	visitor	

is	“drawn	into	a	new	and	different	world	in	which	unfamiliar	objects	might	be	made	intelligible,	

where	the	design	encourages the	distance	between	the	visitor	and	the	‘originating	culture’	(the	

culture	from	which	the	objects	were	appropriated)	to	be	reduced.”191	This,	in	the	poetics	of	the	

exhibition,	is	saying	that	the	objects	are	ordered	in	such	a	way	as	to	make	legible	and	invite	the	

viewer	in	to	know	this	other	culture.	Lewis’	exhibition	does	not	do	this.	Contrary	to	the	way	of	

presenting	cultural	objects	Lidchi	describes,	Lewis	never	intends	to	make	her	works	intelligible.	

“These	objects	are	not	speaking	to	you,”	Lewis	writes	in	her	text.192	Art	audiences	might	bring	

an	expectation	with	them.	They	might	think	the	art	will	entertain,	awe,	transport,	or	disturb.	In	

its	opacity,	Lewis’	exhibition	does	all	of	these	things	without	ever	being	transparent.	The	roots	

of	Lewis’	exhibition	landscape,	the	soil	of	experience	and	trauma	that	have	been	her	generative	

force,	are	never	fully	exposed.	They	are	revealed	in	the	peripheral,	relational	networks	she	

creates	in	the	gallery	between	the	works.	The	true	nature	of	this	relation,	what	the	objects	say	

to	one	another	through	Lewis’	orchestration,	will	remain	ever	elusive.	

	

69.	That	the	show	is	made	up	of	sculptures,	responsive	to	creative	reverberations	in	the	artist’s	

family,	with	images	and	painting	and	sculptures	all	somehow	in	dialogue,	speaks	to	the	intimacy	

that	ties	the	works	together.	Lewis	reflects	on	and	extends	her	mother’s	creative	practice	and	

everyday	life	as	she	creates	new	works	that	are	cyphers	to	a	deeper	emotional	landscape.	Here	

are	the	situations	and	revelations	of	her	dreamscape.	A	garden	of	her	experiences	rendered	and	
                                                        
191	Lidchi,	172.	
192	Tau	Lewis,	cyphers,	tissue,	blizzards,	exile.	
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arranged	in	a	gallery	display	that	audiences	are	invited	to	walk	through	but	never	given	the	

tools	to	fully	comprehend.	Throughout	the	gallery,	Lewis’	display	reflects	the	many	strata	of	her	

personal	relationships,	not	only	with	her	mother	and	her	brother,	but	also	with	herself	as	she	

examines	and	makes	material	her	own	black	identity	as	it	is	shaped	by	the	context	of	Canada.	It	

is	not	only	shaped	in	this	way,	however,	but	it	is	also	shaping.	Lewis	is	generous	in	showing	

these	works,	but	still,	the	method	in	which	she	frames	the	exhibition	never	loses	its	opacity.	In	

Glissant’s	words,	“Opacity	is	a	right	we	must	have.”193		

	

Conclusion	

	

70.	As	discussed	in	this	chapter,	exhibition	display	practices	have	always	been	ideologically	

influenced.	Not	only	do	exhibitions	produce	social	knowledge,	but	their	methods	of	displays	also	

produce	meaning	through	their	arrangement	and	presentation.	Brand	offers	the	idea	that	

exhibition	spaces	can	be	spaces	of	fiction,	which	allows	them	to	be	reclaimed	for	different	

stories	and	for	different	ways	of	telling	stories	to	be	played	out	within	them.	In	Canada,	the	

management	of	art	institutions	is	mostly	white.	The	managerial	and	administrative	work	is	tied	

to	gatekeeping	and	determines	what	art	gets	shown	to	audiences	and	how.	For	black	visual	

artists,	working	within	this	system	can	render	them	susceptible	to	certain	vulnerabilities.	

Opacity	as	an	aesthetic	tactic	is	one	way	black	artists	can	be	equipped	for	this	encounter.	In	this	

chapter,	I	have	first	looked	at	Sandra	Brewster’s	home	exhibitions	to	offer	one	example	of	how	

black	artists	create	alternatives	to	exclusive	display	practices	by	creating	their	own	spaces	and	
                                                        
193	Diawara,	Glissant	and	Winks,	14.	
	



 

113 

 

methods	of	showing	work.	Using	opacity	as	a	concept,	my	reading	of	Tau	Lewis’	cyphers,	tissues,	

blizzards,	exile	exhibition	illustrates	another	subversion	of	racist	histories	that	centralize	

ethnographic	display.	I	have	shown	how	Lewis	uses	opacity	to	explore	her	personal	family	

history	and	identity	in	a	way	that	gives	her	a	breadth	of	freedom	to	show	her	work	without	

having	to	succumb	to	transparency.		
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Conclusion	

	

In	this	thesis,	I	have	shown	that	absented	presence	is	a	creative	practice	that	is	unique	to	

black	Canada.	I	began	by	looking	to	the	life	and	career	of	Grace	Channer,	a	queer	black	diasporic	

woman	artist	in	Canada	to	see	what	ways	her	story	might	be	typical	or	atypical	of	black	

Canadian	artists.	In	particular,	I	have	examined	her	home	studio	and	the	place	in	which	she	

shows	her	work,	arguing	that	this	home	space	as	a	place	of	display	is	a	result	of	an	absence	of	

black	Canadian	artists	in	recognized	Canadian	art	and	art	history.	Drawing	attention	to	the	work	

of	Katherine	McKittrick,	Rinaldo	Walcott,	and	Andrea	Fatona,	I	have	traced	the	ways	in	which	

blackness	in	Canada	is	an	absented	presence,	and	how	black	artists’	practices	must	be	read	with	

this	in	mind.		

In	my	first	chapter,	I	examined	the	FUSE	magazine	archive	as	an	exhibition	platform,	

looking	first	for	trends	in	how,	and	how	often,	black	Canadian	visual	arts	are	discussed,	and	then	

for	what	kind(s)	of	black	cultural	practices	are	given	space.	I	found	that	gender	influences	how	

black	artists	are	noticed	or	overlooked,	and	that	black	Canada	is	always	authenticated	in	

relation	to	US	blackness.	I	concluded	that	it	is	necessary	to	look	beyond	the	accepted	scope	of	

visual	arts	platforms	and	places	of	representation	to	locate	practices	of	black	visual	arts	in	

Canada.	In	the	second	chapter,	I	analyzed	a	recent	exhibition	by	a	black	Canadian	sculptor	and	

show	the	ways	in	which	her	exhibition	display	practice	reproduces	a	kind	of	public	

unknowability	that	is	linked	to	black	absented	presence	in	Canada.	
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