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Since I began working at SAW Video in May 2016, I have generated 
a large quantity of to-do lists, written on yellow lined paper, posted 
on my cork board, and stored in my filing cabinet once completed. 
The individual tasks are written in a highly compressed language, con-
taining only the essentials and often defying grammatical sense: CC 
Portal Solve, MTL-OTT Via Tix Elisa, Press Kit Embassy ASAP, Ran-
dom Green Flashing Fix, etc. For my video, Check List Pleasure Focus 
Edit One Hour Best, I revisited my collection of to-do lists, excavated 
individual tasks, digitized them through a pen tablet, and edited them 
into a stream sequence. The resulting video weaves together a loose 
account of artist-run labour, composed of over 200 of these text 
fragments. The piece borrows its structure from a genre of media 
called a “homework edit”—hour-long videos uploaded online that fea-
ture songs without lyrics, repeated seamlessly, allowing the listener 
to enter a focused state in order to execute various homework-like 
activities. Although the process of re-reading my to-do lists was ad-
mittedly painstaking, those of us who operate through this form of 
self-governance know that there also exists in the method a rare 
pleasure: the sound of the pen returning to the page, the ink flowing 
in a consistent sideways motion, the appearance of a horizon line, the 
elusive flash of freedom.

Neven Lochhead is a media and performance artist 
from Kingston, Ontario. He completed a three-year 
MFA in Art Video at Syracuse University in 2016 
and currently works as Programming Director at  
SAW Video Media Art Centre in Ottawa. His first 
solo exhibition in Canada, and after that what 
changes, took place in Modern Fuel’s State of Flux 
in the summer of 2016. Lochhead has participated  
in various residencies, including the Artist’s  
Research Laboratory at Fondazione Antonio Ratti  
in Como, Italy in 2014 and the Skowhegan School  
of Painting and Sculpture in 2015.
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As Modern Fuel marks its 40th anniversary as a parallel gallery and artist-run centre, we 
have been considering the possibilities of contemporary artist-run centres (ARCs). This 
issue of Syphon takes up inheritance, physical space, professionalization of artists, and 
self-organizing communities as intersecting themes and current tensions within artist- 
run culture.  

In inheritance (& the histories of artist-run culture) Kegan McFadden and Josh Vettivelu 
stitch together colloquial histories of artist-run centres to consider the decades-long 
evolution of ARCs in Canada. They pose the timely question; “How do you survive, then, 
while not reinforcing the same stagnant approaches that make most ARCs just last?” 
In a similar tone Andrew Rabyniuk considers his own involvement with Modern Fuel and 
other ARCs in Atlantic Canada and the Prairies, but through a handwritten letter that 
reflects on who is involved with these spaces and how. Looking further west, Sydney 
Hart turns his attention to the tensions of real estate in Vancouver as ARCs continue to  
endure while being increasingly surrounded by luxury development projects that price 
out artists. In Notes on Architectural Reconstructions and Artist-Run Centres he looks 
at artist projects staged in galleries to bring awareness to the paradoxes of gentrification 
and housing scarcity. 

Turning away from established ARCs Artist-Run Index looks at a small array of recently 
established artist-run collectives and spaces that are inventing new ways of practicing. In 
Owning it Rebecca Rose writes about two of these Toronto-based initiatives, Blank Canvas 
Gallery and the RUDE Collective, which grew in response to a need for more spaces by 
and for queer and BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour) artists, in ways that 
consider the gendered, racialized and socio-economic barriers to access. 

While conventional anniversary programming tends to reflect uncritically on the insti-
tution, narrowly celebrating its achievements and successes, we wanted to have a more 
difficult conversation. Jacquelin Heichert’s artist project Sites questions supposedly 
“blank” spaces—which can be seen in the context of four decades of institutional critique 
that reject this neutrality1—while in this issue’s Studio Visit column Sunny Kerr reflects 
on Emily Pelstring’s performative and installation-based subversion of contemporary  
arts spaces, with her world-making pushing back against what Kerr refers to as the  
“hetero male blathering superego.” 

Throughout much of the issue, contributors express a frustration with the hierarchies, 
bureaucratization and burnout that persists within many ARCs, while simultaneously 
appreciating their predisposition to critical self-reflection; as Clive Robertson states in 
Policy Matters, from their earliest days ARCs sought to be “sites of radical possibility.”2 
This is expressed in Neven Lochhead’s video commissioned for the issue, which draws 
attention to the challenging social dynamics and precarious state of many institutions 
through a seemingly endless “to-do” list, and concludes by pointedly asking that we  
“address the crisis.” 

Genevieve Flavelle and Michael DiRisio

E N D N O T E S

1 . For an overview of the legacy and development of institutional 
critique see Art and Contemporary Critical Practice: Reinventing 
Institutional Critique, edited by Gerald Raunig and Gene Ray 
(London: MayFlyBooks 2009).

2 . Clive Robertson, Policy Matters: Administrations of Art and 
Culture (Toronto: YYZ Books, 2006), 16.

E D I T O R I A L 

Syphon is an arts and culture publication produced by Modern Fuel Artist-Run Centre 
that is meant as a conduit between the arts community in Kingston and communities  
elsewhere. It was created in response to the lack of critical arts commentary and  
coverage in local publications, and seen as a way to increase exposure to experimental 
and non-commercial art practices. Syphon has a mandate to feature local arts coverage 
in conjunction with national and international projects, and an emphasis on arts scenes 
and activities that are seen as peripheral. It acts, in essence, as a record and communiqué 
for small regional arts communities throughout the country.

Modern Fuel Artist-Run Centre is a non-profit organization facilitating the production, 
presentation, and interpretation of contemporary visual, time-based and interdisciplinary 
arts. Modern Fuel aims to meet the professional development needs of emerging and 
mid-career local, national and international artists, from diverse cultural communities, 
through exhibition, discussion, and mentorship opportunities. Modern Fuel supports  
innovation and experimentation, and is committed to the education of interested publics 
and the diversification of its audiences.
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The prints in this series depict the abstracted spaces of the 
Microsoft Windows 95/98 Maze Screensaver where the familiar 
maze has been recreated and the walls screen-captured into 
static stills. The prints allow the spaces inside the screensaver 
to be inhabited by the viewer and for the corridors and hallways 
to be noticed that are otherwise passed by during the passive 
flythrough navigation of the screensaver. Not all of the screen-
captured spaces are empty, however; some of the walls have been 
set up to be watched, like in the phrase “watching paint dry”. 
Ultimately, the prints in this series align the natural with the 
virtual within one plane and question notions of entertainment, 
attention span, time constraints, activity, purpose and the ability 
to watch nothing happen.

Born in Toronto, Ontario, Jacquelin Heichert 
examines habitual rituals and experiences 
as they relate to value systems and ways of 
conceptualizing the word. Heichert studied 
studio arts at York University and obtained 
an MFA from Concordia University where she 
received a SSHRC grant for her research into 
everyday life and obsession/anxiety. Selected 
solo exhibitions include La Centrale Galerie 
Powerhouse (Montréal), The Latcham Gallery 
(Stouffville), Atelier Circulaire (Montréal) 
and upcoming at Centre 3 (Hamilton).

A R T I S T  P R O J E C T 
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Sites, 2014, original image size 
625 x 1188 pixels
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Owning It: 
How the RUDE Collective and  
Blank Canvas Gallery are using art 
to create much needed spaces 
Rebecca Rose

When the RUDE Collective realized there was no Black queer art show during Toronto 
Pride, they knew they had to make it happen. Founder, Mark Ché Devonish, knew the 
perfect venue. Before Devonish had a chance to reach out he got a message from John 
Samuels, the 24-year-old co-owner of Toronto’s Blank Canvas gallery, the very space he 
had in mind. Samuels asked if RUDE wanted to do something for Pride. And that’s how 
Black. Nuance. Shade. came to be. The collaboration between the not yet year old RUDE 
Collective and Blank Canvas Gallery (run by collective Omit Limitation) was the first 
between the two young, diverse Toronto art collectives.

An acronym for Real Unapologetic Diverse Expression, the RUDE collective exists to 
“create positive spaces for queer folks (especially queer people of colour).” In fall 2016 
Devonish had just returned from Montréal where, says Devonish, artists might meld an 
EP release, with a fashion show, followed by a DJ set. 

The idea of forming a collective was born through conversations with friend and current 
RUDE Art curator Morgan Sears-Williams. The six newly acquainted collective members 
gelled quickly, says Devonish, brought together by a sense of “not feeling like you had 
space, not feeling like you’re accepted.” RUDE was birthed out of wanting, a wanting for 
a space where they could be real, embrace the intersections of their identity, and stop 
apologizing. For many racialized queer and trans people, going to a predominately white 
event or party can be a series of disapproving looks and pointed questions. The way 
people talk, celebrate, move, dance, and love can all be considered rude by white folks. So 
the burgeoning collective decided “let’s just own this rudeness,” says Devonish. 
 
RUDE also came out of a need for more spaces in which queer people of colour could 
showcase and view art, where they weren’t being tokenized, and wouldn’t be the only 
Black or brown face in the room at the opening. “It was hard, the only time I had seen a 
POC art exhibition was at Blank Canvas which is wild because I know so many POC artists. 
What’s happening? Where is that disconnect?” says Devonish. The disconnect, he says, 
was accessibility—both socio-economic and in terms of connections—and racism.
 
“A lot of Black and brown and racialized people don’t go to art events cause they’re very 
much tied into classism,” says Devonish. “There are a lot of assumptions,” he adds, such 
as “can you afford art, are you going to buy anything, why are you really here?” Even 
when there is art by people of colour, the audience is mostly white, and it can feel like 
a “spectacle”, says Devonish. RUDE’s signature party slash art show grew out of these 
needs. It was “let’s just mix it,” says Devonish. “Let’s just take that social anxiety out 
of experiencing artwork.” It is also a mode of indirectly addressing issues within the 
queer and trans community, creating a de facto political climate. Attendees leave having 
been exposed to DJs and artists they might not have otherwise, and with some new 
perspectives to mull over.
 
Sometimes the artwork is displayed in a separate room and other times it’s projected 
in front of or above the DJ. This was the case at RUDE’s first event on November 25 
2016, which featured Kent Monkman’s Dance to Miss Chief video, a mischievous mashup 
of Monkman’s Miss Chief Eagle Testickle and footage from Karl May’s German Westerns. 
Monkman gave the collective access to the video for free, after a cold call.
 
It was a bold move for a new collective, but both Monkman and co-featured artist Kiley 
May were keen to be part of RUDE’s inaugural event, which revolved around the theme 
Indigeneity and the performance of gender. May’s video, Homo Noeticus, spoke to her 
experiences as a Hotinonshón:ni Mohawk two-spirit artist via movement and words. 
RUDE distributed zines, and displayed posters, of the video’s script, which alternated 
between Mohawk and english. The DJs for that first night, and the two following events, 
were also all women.
 
Featuring well known artists alongside those who are less so speaks to the collective’s 
desire to dismantle hierarchies within the art world. “There are a lot of up and coming 
artists who are just as good, sometimes better than the well known and really well paid 
artists,” says Devonish. “The difference is one of them had access to resources to develop 
their skills and had financial backing and the other one didn’t.”
 
Black. Nuance. Shade. was the RUDE Collective’s seventh event. It followed two other 
dance parties come art showcases, a spoken word night turned disco, and a queer soca 
fete complete with fried plantains, plus.
 
Blank Canvas calls itself a “Done By Community” space. Google Done By Community 
and you’ll only find Blank Canvas, because Omit Limitation minted the phrase. You feel 
it though, when you enter the gallery, and are greeted by Samuels or co-owner Andrew 
Davy, like they know you. “Blank Canvas gallery accepts all walks and all lifestyles into our 
space,” says Samuels. “It’s a safe space for POC, artists of the diaspora, and queer artists 
but we cater to everybody.”
 
You also notice it in the programming, driven by Blank Canvas’ ever expanding community. 
“Our gallery is our form of democracy,” says Samuels.
 

E S S A Y

Done by community also means the physical space, the gallery, first located on Dundas 
Street West, now on St. Clair West was constructed by community labour. “Everything 
you see has been an example of a community effort,” says Samuels. “The first gallery 
space, we didn’t have the money to get a space. The community knew that we were 
capable of steering this ship and that we would do right for the people, because it’s not 
for us it’s for everybody.”
 
Community members, friends, picked up tools and volunteered the original space into 
existence. The once office space—complete with cubicles and “ugly cafeteria tile”—
revealed dreamy exposed brick, wood flooring and tin ceilings. Artist Xander Bruce 
custom built the black “Egyptian Melanin” bench that still adorns the space.
 
The community raised funds to renovate and open the 350 square foot space. On April 21, 
2016 Blank Canvas announced its arrival in a big way with a grand opening featuring art by 
Hatecopy, Dahae Song, Kare, and Fucci to the soundtrack of DJs Bambii and GIMMEMAR. 
The grand grand opening was followed by The Alley Redux music showcase and Dead Poet 
spoken word and open mic night within the week.
 
In December of 2016 Samuels felt that they were just starting to make it work. Then 
on New Year’s Eve there was what Samuels calls an incident involving police (he cannot 
say more for legal reasons) at the opening night for Bubbly - A Salon Show, which lead 
to the termination of their lease. Reeling, the community raised an astounding $13, 000 
to help open Blank Canvas 2.0 on St. Clair West just two months later. That experience 
deepened the group’s faith in community, and taught the relatively new gallery owners to, 
for example, make sure their names are on the lease, and prompted them to incorporate.
 
It was actually co-owner Andrew Davy’s picture of a police officer with his foot on the 
head of a young Black man, while a second officer punched the man in the groin, that first 
brought many to Omit Limitation’s blog in 2013. The attention motivated the collective 
to use their platform for good, and that’s when they started holding events. Their desire 
to one day have their own space, propelled the hyper-driven collective.
 
The new space, says Samuels, feels even more like home. “I want to be here when I’m not 
here,” he says.  It’s bigger (1200 square feet) which gives the collective more responsibility, 
but also grander opportunities.
 
When RUDE started to work with Blank Canvas for Black. Nuance. Shade., the notable 
absence of racism made it easier to focus on the creative process, says Devonish. He 
describes the racism they face when booking venues as “subversive”: not-so-coded 
questions about the “type of crowd” an event will draw, stressing that their venue is drug 
free, assuming that white femme Sears-Williams is in charge while all but ignoring the 
Black and Trinidad and Tobago raised Devonish.
 
RUDE is often compared to veteran collectives and long-standing events, and the 
collective holds themselves to those same high standards.  They recently recruited an 
additional curator, and will be working with some bigger art institutions, that they can’t 
yet name. Future RUDE events will feature more immersive experiences, the kind that 
transform a space, and create a disconnect from the outside world. Rude Garten, a 
recent collaboration with The Toronto Dance Community Love-In and Night Swim, was 
RUDE’s first foray into creating this type of environment. The industrial garden designed 
by Francesca Chudnoff and Mary-Dora Bloch-Hansen, made with found items from 
around the city, was the site for experimental dance movement set to disruptive queer 
underground sounds.
 
Since forming Omit Limitation five years back, Samuels and Davy have witnessed the 
creation of a plethora of collectives. They hope to be a reference point for collectives 
and other Black people, artists or otherwise. For Blank Canvas, it all comes back to 
community, which RUDE is a part of. “While we get better, they get better. While they get 
better, we get better. It’s created this whole community and family.”
 
The last event in the Blank Canvas space was held 29 October 2017. 

Rebecca Rose is a Cape Breton born queer, femme, and feminist, 
freelance writer and activist currently living in Toronto. Having 
bounced back and forth between Nova Scotia and Toronto Rebecca 
has written for publications here and there such as The Coast, 
Daily Xtra, the Halifax Media Co-op, Rabble.ca, Autostraddle, and 
the Khyber Centre for the Arts’ OUT: Queer Looking, Queer Acting 
Revisited. Rebecca has somehow managed to carve out a niche 
writing about misogyny and rape culture, Queer and Trans people 
and communities, various social movements, and politics (mostly 
when it makes her angry). 
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A Studio Visit with Emily Pelstring
Sunny Kerr

Emily Pelstring had said she would set up some sculptures for my visit to her home 
studio. Straightaway the space didn’t feel at all like the converted bedroom in her 
downtown Kingston house I expected. Instead I was plunged into an immediate sense of 
blacklight carnival spookiness, with floating skulls and body parts in fluorescent colours, 
dayglo apparitions and glowing crystals. Indeed, the sculptures are “shrines” that are 
components of her recent installation at Montreal’s La Centrale, Scotopia, that are 
spaces for re-vision of various female cultural myths like Medusa and the Maiden’s Hand 
fairy tale. Scotopia, turns out, has Greek roots that mean “vision in dim light.” Each 
shrine creates a lo-fi illusion that is both mesmerizing and plainly revealing of exactly 
how it’s done, ingenious in its directness. Some illusions are created by the “pepper’s 
ghost” theatre trick, for example, which is refashioned here with cathode ray tube TVs 
facing glass plates upon which reflections play and marry with a sculptural “set.” I found 
that the use of dim light allowed an experience of estrangement from what might have 
seemed familiar, and created a space for seeing what might or not be there, flickers of 
new possibilities. Behind the shrines, with its images popping in and out of anamorphic 
obscurity, a video projection raked a stretch of wall and corner with a series of hand-
drawn women who float by, casually and repeatedly giving birth to owls and crystals

I learned that Emily came into her own as an artist by laboring at hand drawing animations 
in the corners of a loud art-rock practice space in Montreal, wearing earplugs against 
the noise. Fittingly, her expanded fictions merge DIY aesthetics, wild performance 
experimentation and a sense of humour that undercuts pretentious masculinities (or 
ignores them). Evidently, a strong mesh of feminist and gender theory drives Pelstring’s 
serious play, and reinforces the work’s tremendous dose of barely restrained weirdness. 
Her dreamlike music videos, video/sculptures, immersive installations and live shows use 
advanced technology but are not overwrought or polished. They reclaim and incorporate 
obsolete or degraded images or tools like analog video mixers. Often Emily works in 
collaboration with friends Jessica Mensch and Katherine Kline at a kind of dress-up 
futurism in which the participants do everything collaboratively—writing, music, video, 
costumes, acting, performance, and so on. What I found especially intriguing is the way 
that the collaborative storytelling of their residency-driven process fuels later narrative 
projects with an expanding cast of characters. This is a bold, inventive world-making that 
runs parallel to the hetero male blathering superego. 

Inflatable Deities, Emily’s collaboration with Mensch, recently produced a musical comedy 
about competing lash salons that disperses across the gallery a small-town microcosm, 
complete with protagonists, supporting characters and surreal cameos. The duo’s 
latest work, a piece of time-travel science fiction video/performance created while on 
residency in Holland, will be transmuted into a kind of dystopian commercial space later 
this summer at Toronto’s 8eleven. Emily explains that the degraded future explored in 
the video is to be supplemented by a showroom of prototype fantasy products that are 
satirical/absurdist explorations of the language of branding and commercial display. The 
future setting implies a frightening endless present, in which the sexism women endure 
today still needs prophylactic in the future. 

I left with the feeling of wanting to stay with Emily’s work, improbably attracted to its 
volatile worlds. Maybe it was the unique character of her commitment to narrative, 
and maybe the sense that the artist is having so much fun. Emily has recently earned a 
tenure-track teaching job in the Queen’s Film and Media Department. Look for her to be 
a scene-builder, to contribute to proliferating the messy permissive underground art and 
music scenes that influenced her.

Emily Pelstring is a media artist whose work spans the areas of 
installation, performance, animation, and video. Emily holds a 
BFA from Rhode Island School of Design in Film/Animation/ Video, 
and an MFA from Concordia University. Her work has been shown 
internationally in galleries, film festivals and music festivals, 
including Transmediale Berlin, Seoul International New Media 
Festival, L’Alternativa Independent Film Festival Barcelona, 
NeXT International Film Festival Bucharest, Antimatter Media 
Art Festival, Ann Arbor Film Festival, Pop Montreal, the PHI 
Centre, Khyber Centre for the Arts, FoFA Gallery, Powerhouse 
Galerie La Centrale, and the Judith and Norman Alix Art Gallery. 
Her work has been supported by residencies at the Experimental 
TV Centre, Studio XX, and SAW Video Association. She has done 
visual commissions for musicians including Aids Wolf, AroarA, 
Julia Holter, Slim Twig, U.S. Girls, and a Prism Prize nominated 
video for Yamantaka // Sonic Titan. Her ongoing collaborative 
projects are Inflatable Deities (with Jessica Mensch) and The 
Powers (with Jessica Mensch and Katherine Kline). She has taught 
Media Production at Concordia University (Montreal, Canada) and 
is now teaching in the Department of Film and Media at Queen’s 
University (Kingston, Canada).

S T U D I O  V I S I T 

Sunny Kerr is the Curator of Contemporary Art at the Agnes 
Etherington Art Centre.
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Who: Dead On Collective
What: Artists Collective and Studio
Where:Kingston
Website:deadon.ca

Dead On Collective is a hub for emerging artists and designers in Kingston. The collective’s 
goal is to bring a fresh perspective to the Kingston art scene and foster growth for 
progressive artists by sharing a multi-purpose space. The collective hosts pop-up gallery 
shows and art related events, and exhibits the work of collective members and other 
like-minded emerging artists. Dead On is self-funded and also functions as retail space 
for art, apparel, and design. The collective is made-up of emerging artists and designers 
participating in collaborative projects and engaging with Kingston’s broader creative 
community.

Who: EMILIA-AMALIA 
What: Working Group
Where: Toronto
Website:emilia-amalia.com

EMILIA-AMALIA is an exploratory working group that employs practices of citation, 
annotation, and autobiography as modes of activating feminist art, writing and research 
practices. EMILIA-AMALIA is an open group that invites all levels of engagement. 
Initiated in 2016 by Cecilia Berkovic, Yaniya Lee, Annie MacDonell, Zinnia Naqvi, Gabrielle 
Moser, Leila Timmins and cheyanne turions, EMILIA-AMALIA investigates historical and 
intergenerational feminisms, as well as relationships of mentorship, collaboration and 
indebtedness between artists, writers, thinkers, curators and practitioners. In tracing 
these lines, the group aims to elucidate the histories of feminism that have been obscured 
and overlooked in the narratives of 1970s or “second-wave” feminism that have been 
inherited.

Over the past year EMILIA-AMALIA has been holding monthly sessions where attendees 
read a text, have a discussion and work on a collective writing activity. During a summer 
artist residency at the Art Gallery of Ontario (AGO) the group hosted a series of sub-
residencies for emerging artists in the community, presented a file fair to expand and fill 
gaps in the AGO’s artist file archive, and programmed a film screening called Win Last, 
Don’t Care, comprised of a series of films by women that examine dropping out, giving up, 
deliberate failure or refusal to compete as potential strategies for feminist resistance. 
Additionally the group is working with the writing from its previous sessions to create 
a series of chapbooks that will be launched by the end of summer 2017. EMILIA-AMALIA 
has been supported through various grants and organizations including the Ontario Arts 
Council, Gallery 44, and the AGO.

Who: Friends and Neighbours
What:Apartment Gallery
Where: Montreal
Website: friendsandneighboursgallery.com

Friends & Neighbours is an artist-run gallery space located in a Little Italy apartment in 
Montreal. Friends & Neighbours is dedicated to providing an alternative exhibition space 
for artists outside of, or on the fringes of the art world, specifically artists who identify 
as, or ally with, BIPOC, LGBTQ2+, genderqueer, non-binary and/or cis women. Friends 
& Neighbours is coordinated by artists Elise Boudreau Graham, Lee Roth, and Barbara 
Scheed.  The gallery hosts vernissages which serve as the only opportunity to view the 
work in person, otherwise the show is viewable on the gallery website. The gallery space 
is a white wall, well-lit environment that is separated from the rest of the apartment, 
however during vernissages attendees are encouraged to hang out in the living room, 
have a drink, and meet each other.  

Apartment galleries are common and Friends & Neighbours view them as a response to 
the high costs and formalities associated with renting a commercial space. Friends & 
Neighbours is very aware of their current political context and takes a stand in providing 
an alternative space and supporting under-represented artists and political themes.  
As the gallery is self-funded the members have tried to come up with alternative ways 
to provide an exchange for exhibiting artists such as providing them with professional 
documentation of their work. Futures plans include hosting off-site exhibitions and events 
(such as a reading group, critiques, and performances) through collaborations with other 
Montreal art spaces and community organizations. 

Artist-Run Index
Compiled by Genevieve Flavelle

This index features a range of new artist-run initiatives that are flexible and responsive, 
reimagining or directly challenging Canadian art world conventions and infrastructure. 
Modelling-Do-It-Yourself and Done-By-Community-for-Community strategies this list in-
cludes galleries in homes, studio collectives, reading groups, and imaginary spaces that 
colour far beyond the lines of these simple descriptors. To compile this index I asked 
the collectives and galleries questions such as; How are you doing what you do? Are you 
inventing your own ways of working? What you will find in these brief profiles are art-
ists, curators, writers and makers working hard to advocate, promote, support and hold 
space for each other by creating together.

Who: Angry Asian Feminist Gang 
What: Artist Collective
Where:Toronto

The Angry Asian Feminist Gang is an amorphous group for self-identifying Asian Feminists 
with an interest in art and cultural production. AAFG is intergenerational, queer, trans-
inclusive, and shoots from the hip. AAFG was conceptualized as a way to share experiences, 
knowledge, resources, fight invisibility, and think through together. 

The collective was founded in 2016 by visual artist Amy Wong who was motivated by 
her desire to gather a roundtable of politicized Diaspora Asian cultural producers. The 
collective has invented ways of working on the go and currently organizes formal and 
informal meetings and events, alongside a closed Facebook group of local and international 
members. The collective does not have an operating budget presently and projects come 
about through members writing proposals and collaborating. Currently Wong is working 
with Whippersnapper Gallery to enable the longevity of the collective. Wong states; 
“The collective endeavours to be good to each other by getting to know one another, by 
knowing how to inform ourselves properly, and by learning how to better allies to each 
other and to the larger BIPOC community. We aren’t into competition and hope to learn 
from each other, and build each other up.”

Who: Atelier Céladon
What: Community-based studio
Where: Montreal
Website:atelierceladon.com

Atelier Céladon is a community-based studio that supports pilot and ongoing visual 
projects by young creators. Atelier Céladon prioritizes supporting young creators who 
are underrepresented by mainstream media production, including but not limited to the 
lived experiences of racialized and gendered bodies. Céladon was conceived as a platform 
that would amplify representation of young Indigenous and artists of colour in Montreal by 
being embedded in feminist and anti-racist histories of struggle, and in anti-bureaucratic 
forms of production. The atelier places emphasis on process-based work and Céladon 
members retain the rights to their cultural production. Anyone is welcome to become a 
member. Céladon is currently composed of four core members who are responsible for 
all of the programming and administration: Hera Chan, Thy Anne Chu Quang, Yen-Chao 
Lin, and Kate Whiteway.

Structurally Céladon mimics certain institutional movements in order to benefit from 
the support that art institutions receive, without actually being one. Céladon therefore 
has full liberty to do projects that are less subject to regulation than they would be under 
other organizational circumstances. Céladon also continually restructures itself based 
on project needs. This continual reshaping allows for members to incur new skills as art 
practitioners and activists, as well as bringing Céladon into contact with people from 
various communities who are already doing the particular kind of labour the collective is 
engaging with.
 
Who: BAU Collective (Black Artist Union) 
What:Artist Collective
Where: Toronto
Website:baucollective.ca

BAU (Black Artist Union) Collective, is an artist collective comprised of a variety of Black 
artists from differing disciplines based in the Greater Toronto Area. The creation of the 
BAU, less than a year ago, came out of a need to create spaces wherein Black identity 
and art could be centred and celebrated. Specifically, BAU is opposed to tokenization and 
discrimination of Black artists in Toronto’s creative community. BAU’s mission is to be a 
site of Black creative unity, where Black artists can be unapologetically themselves and 
express themselves freely. 

Currently the collective is developing a community of Black artists that can share  
resources and support each other in creative and personal pursuits. BAU focuses on  
creating a platform to centre and support Black artists, while refusing to compete for  
token spotlights in the art world. As a platform BAU serves to align artists of color;  
the collective doe this through: “meetings, introducing new artists, showcasing work, 
creating a networking platform, exchanging/learning/teaching skill sets, creating critical  
discourse and urgency amongst our communities, and facilitating critiques.” BAU is a 
members funded operation and is in the midst of applying for grants and facilitating  
fundraising events to sustain the collective and achieve a wider scope. 

R E F E R E N C E

Dead On Collective
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Who: FAG (Feminist Art Gallery)
What: Gallery 
Where:Toronto

FAG was founded in 2012 by artists Allyson Mitchell and Deirdre Logue in collaboration with 
Toronto’s queer and feminist art communities. The gallery functions both as a critique 
of art institutions, and as a proposal for new ways of doing and thinking that draw on a 
contemporary queer feminism’s thrust to explode hierarchies and embody resistance. 
FAG uses the term gallery to unpack and re-envision it as platform to actively engage 
with critical discourse while supporting and enabling artistic production, community 
building, consciousness raising, and critical action. 

FAG’s method of curating is aimed at creating opportunities for other artists and, by 
doing so, gathering people together to cultivate intentional and politicized communities. 
FAG has done this through strategies such as feral curating (passing on FAG’s satellite 
curating opportunities and funding to local artists through community networks), 
founding the Feminist Art Collection (a decentralized body of feminist and queer art 
collected through a network of artists and enablers in support of queer and feminist 
cultural production), forming a matronage structure that relies on community support 
to fund projects that the community wants, and practices of community building and 
recognition such as FAGing it Forward (visitors to FAG are asked to wear nametags with 
their own name and the name of an artist/activist/person that they feel is deserving of 
recognition). 

Who: Sister Co-Resister
What: Artist Collective
Where:Toronto 

Established in 2013, Sister Co-Resister is a feminist art collective focused on 
collaborative art-making and trans-disciplinary exchange. Crisscrossing public pedagogy, 
intersectional feminism and contemporary art -- the collective works through social 
practice, installation, performance and publishing as a catalyst for social change.  The 
collective is comprised of Kiera Boult, Marilyn Fernandes, Ananda Gabo, Ashlee Harper, 
Shaista Latif, Sylvia Limbana, Pamila Matharu, Sofia Mesa, and Annie Wong.

The genesis of the collective was to disrupt the contemporary art narrative by 
providing a platform for underrepresented, self-taught/actualized artists who are 
non-white, racialized, Q/T/non-binary feminist-identified folks not necessarily in/from 
art school, pushing the limitations and boundaries of art, activism and resistance. The 
collective started as an after-school “girls club” at SEED Alternative where lead artist, 
Pamila Matharu is a teaching-artist. The collective now gathers when invited by public 
programmers/curators to do projects, and communicates primarily through social media 
as members are based in various parts of Toronto, Montreal, and Hamilton. Initially self-
funded the collective now uses artist fees for the coordination and production of projects. 
To date the collective has self-published publications and exhibited in institutions small, 
medium and large. 

Who: Taklif ت
What: Traveling Library and Imaginary spaceتتتت,  
Where: Montreal 
Website: facebook.com/Takliforg/

Taklif is an imaginary space and a travelling library dedicated to supporting (un)learning  
practices associated with non-white communities through art and dialogue. Taklif is 
engaged in collaborative practices including publication, screening, showcasing, and  
socializing outside of institutional settings. Taklif does not take up study as a pedagogical  
method of knowledge-making conditioned in academic spaces, rather the collective  
endeavors to create spaces that foster radical imaginations arising from home. The col-
lective tries to find modest ways toward decentered exhibition-making practices. They 
do this by using the space that is available (which is mostly their own homes) to exercise 
forms of aesthetics that usually do not fit in galleries. This emphasis on domestic spaces 
extends to a focus on creating personal community bonds instead of professional net-
works. Taklif was first initiated with zero budget and without any funding perspectives. 
Given that domestic and emotional labour are not conventionally measurable in existing 
monetary value systems involved with the arts, the collective maintains a modest budget 
through collaborative outsourcing funding methods, depending on the scale and form of 
labour and skills involved.

Who: Wood Land School
What: Experimental space
Where:Turtle Island
Website: sbcgallery.ca/wood-land-school-gestures

Wood Land School is an experimental space where Indigenous thought and theory are 
centralized, embodied, mobilized, and take shape. Wood Land School is an ongoing project 
with no fixed location or form. It seeks critical engagements within the realms of repre-
sentation, film, contemporary art, land, and politics in Turtle Island and beyond. Each 
iteration of Wood Land School carries forth with it a commitment to address the lack of 
structural inclusion of Indigenous peoples, both historically and in the now, in a multiplicity 
of institutional spaces. It is a conceptual and physical space for Indigenous people, with 
Indigenous people deciding its directions, structures and functions. An important and 
vital component of the structure of Wood Land School since its beginning is the inclusion 
of non-Indigenous people into its fabric.

Wood Land School was started in 2011 with the making of a small exhibition of works 
selected by Duane Linklater. Since then it has taken many forms such as residencies, 
seminars, film screenings and discursive happenings. For the duration of 2017, SBC Gallery 
of Contemporary Art has been renamed and is operating as Wood Land School. This 
instance of Wood Land School is organized by Duane Linklater, Tanya Lukin Linklater and 
cheyanne turions, with Walter Scott. Wood Land School: Kahatènhston tsi na’tetiátere 
ne Iotohrkó:wa tánon Iotohrha / Drawing a Line from January to December is conceived 
as a single year-long exhibition that will unfold through a series of gestures—clusters of 
activity that bring works into and out of the gallery space—such that the exhibition is in 
a constant state of becoming.  

Who: Y+ Contemporary
What: Gallery 
Where: Scarborough
Website:ypluscontemporary.com
Y+ contemporary is an artist-run space co-founded in 2015 by Danièle Dennis, Daniel 
Griffin Hunt, Dorica Manuel and Tiffany Schofield. Y+ seeks to explore the realm of 
contemporary art by engaging critically with both local surroundings and the art world. 
Currently operating as a studio and storefront gallery in Scarborough, Y+ provides 
space for emerging artists to develop, produce, engage, and experiment. Y+  offers both 
exhibition and professional development platforms (including a residency program and 
a writing mentorship project) for young and emerging artists.The works selected for 
exhibition -- whether by Scarborough natives or not -- explore issues and stories relevant 
to the experiences of the people living in the surrounding community, and ongoing 
programming encourages investment in the arts community outside of the downtown 
Toronto core. Initially a self-funded endeavour Y+ has received support from the Ontario 
Arts Council, the Doris McCarthy Gallery and the University of Toronto Scarborough.

Y+ Contemporary
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A Letter from Andrew Rabyniuk Andrew Rabyniuk is an artist based in Lethbridge, 
Alberta. He has exhibited or performed in group 
and solo exhibitions across Canada including  
the recent The blind pale distances presented  
in Calgary at Untitled Art Society’s offsite 
program space.



9



10

ethics and undermining value. The lack of funding, jobs, as well as unending negligence in 
the cultural milieu perpetuates the exploitation of artists, who would rather opt for the 
very little pay than none at all. Nevertheless, the time of labour is blurry when life and 
work intersect; all we know is that the work needs to be good in order to receive another 
opportunity. Artists are forced into entrepreneurship, learning not only to sell their 
products, but also themselves. Visibility does not suffice. As a community, we must say 
no to those who misapprehend our labour for it is not sustainable to negotiate artistic 
production and quality of life in contract after contract. If the arts provide a boost to the 
economy, why are artists and cultural workers systematically underpaid? We depend on 
grants and artist centres to continue without a compromise to our practice -- funding 
that is temporary and very little from organizations where employees steadily decrease 
when resources are cut back, in turn increasing the workload. In the acquisition of funding, 
moreover, artists must rely on cultural mediation to justify art in the public sphere; how 
do we expect an art practice changing to seduce “consumers”?

In To Spoil the Party, to Set Our Joy Ablaze, artists, moderators, curators, and 
researchers reimagine a new artistic ecosystem beyond the neoliberal structure: persist, 
new language, demand, universal salary, unite, benefits.

But if persistence ceases? Can we afford to lose the arts?

Ramolen Laruan is a student at Queen’s University and is based 
between Kingston and Toronto. Laruan is a past editor-in-chief of 
The Undergraduate Review; she is currently a museum docent for 
the Agnes Etherington Art Centre, staff writer for The Queen’s 
Journal, the President of Union Gallery’s Board of Directors, and 
the Communications Coordinator for Modern Fuel Artist-Run Centre. 

inheritance (& the histories 
of artist-run culture). 
Josh Vettivelu & Kegan McFadden

Josh and Kegan met in 2014, in Regina at the artist-run festival of queer performance—Per-
formatorium—convened by Gary Varro. Kegan was there, after a five-year stint as director/
curator with an artist-run centre in Winnipeg, to cover the festival for Canadian Art. Josh 
was there, two years out of art school, to perform “Glory Hole”, a piece in which an exorbi-
tant amount of plastic and silk white lilies were bound together into a garland and snaked 
through a hole cut into the middle of a make-shift vertical particle board stage (plain on 
the back, full mirror on the front). In his article Kegan framed the synthetic material of the 
flowers as a metaphor for young queers’ engagement with histories, especially in the lineage 
of the sexual revolution in North America and what comes after. He saw the glory hole as a 
once unsanctioned conveyance for queer sex that blurred social boundaries turned into an 
aestheticized object which relied on the viewer to complete the work, and wondered about 
the shifting realities of chance encounters in the wake of the heavily analytical, prescriptive, 
and reductive modes of online communication where the slim likelihood of ever meeting up 
face-to-face renders the screen-to-screen interaction a fait accompli.

For Syphon, Josh and Kegan are thinking about inheritance in the histories of artist-run 
culture, but also about real(ness).

Josh pulled an all-nighter attempting to tackle an ever-growing to-do list for Whippersnapper  
Gallery, an artist-run centre they’ve been directing since early 2016. Whippersnapper is an 
exhibition space dedicated to providing emerging artists with peer-to-peer mentorship and 
promotes success by the artist’s own standards. But it is also a place that focuses on devel-
oping nuanced conversations between artists and other arts institutions in Toronto, in an 
attempt to look self-reflectively at our sector. Whippersnapper was founded in 2005, and 
over the last dozen years has worked with hundreds of artists on projects that have extended 
past the gallery’s 10’x10’x10’ exhibition space. Josh works five jobs to afford to live in Toronto. 

How do things last? 
Fifty years on in artist-run culture, where early versions of what might be called a model 
saw artists trading in studio time for temporary employment between grant rounds, the 
reality is now barely recognizable with art administrators having cobbled out a wholly 
new category of employment (a phenomena through which we see the reification of office 
management skills reflected in the emergence of art administration and management 
courses in universities and colleges in lieu of artistic solidarity and expressions of dissent). 
Artists who started these spaces didn’t conceive of more than two years behind the 
desk, whereas now it’s more likely to see an administrator in these roles for a minimum 
of five years (if not ten, or twenty + in some cases). Institutional memory aside, there 
is a generosity when people understand the scarcity of these jobs and make room for 
new voices, new ideas, and reworked alternatives; it is generous to give opportunity for 
employment and experience in running these nuanced and idiosyncratic galleries. The 
fact is, no university course is going to teach you the hodgepodge of skills required run 
one of these spaces; on the job training is the cornerstone of artist-run centres.

So, what makes an artist-run centre “real”? 
How often has Whippersnapper, or other DIY spaces, been asked if they were a “real” ARC? 
Do “real” ARCs receive operational funding? Do they have a board of directors? What is the 
difference between a collective of artists and an ARC? In the current climate where it is a 
necessity to engage in the formalization process in order to be taken seriously, the question 
then becomes how can you subvert the expectations, break rules, and decentralize power?  

The original rebellious intention of artist-run culture has been enfolded into realms of 
administrative professionalism; an interpellation of the state’s metrics of validation and 
recognition. The refusal of the commercial art market is replaced with a dependency on 
meeting the requirements set by granting bodies, and essentially an administrative fear 
of biting the hand that feeds. During a public roundtable, a seasoned curator/administra-
tor once worriedly exclaimed to Josh, “If you criticize it, it can be taken away! You didn’t 
live through funding cuts!” Cuts to operational and project funding are a real fear, but it’s 
interesting to look at that fear’s after-effects in the sector. 

What happens when the formal structure of the grant application becomes the conceptual 
lens that art practices and programming must be funneled through? Does a reliance 
on state funds hold the risk of reproducing the insidious power structures that are 
foundational to the state’s construction? Did you ever hear about the early days of artist-
run culture in Canada, folks who ran ARCs in the 70s talking about how when Canada 
Council for the Arts would come around for site visits, funding was usually decided on who 
had the best coke at their parties? Is artist-run culture still expected to mimic the dated 
approach to fostering art production, presentation, and contextualization, even when 
that history is full of white supremacy, inequality, and misguided rebellion? 

Have we inherited a nostalgia for early artist-run culture as a radical alternative? Is it 
even possible to be radical, and real, these days or are we embodying a ghostly simulacra 
of what once stood for opposition but has since then been co-opted and commodified? 
If we have inherited this system, we cannot forget that its ghost also represents the 
complex power imbalances of white supremacy, misogyny, and inequality. 

How can you inherit something that isn’t real?
When Josh interviewed for the position of Director of Programs, the board asked them 
what would happen if the gallery didn’t receive operational funding. Josh nervously rattled 
off some previously-tried options, such as giving up the gallery space and becoming a 
mobile gallery, artist incubator, etc. The board then said that it would be ok if the gallery 
were to close. It was an understanding that if the gallery ceased to be relevant/needed by 
the communities it served then it wouldn’t be seen as a failure to close down, but rather 
an active refusal of reproducing the colonial logic of institutions existing for the sake of 
existing (or legacy-making). 

Let’s not forget the emancipatory potential in precarity?
At their best, ARCs that challenge what is real and blow up the expectations placed early 
on in the same-same game -- where roughly-renovated galleries pretend to be just as 
legit as the museums that wouldn’t show the same work in a million years (or merely a few 
decades later, to be honest). We want ARCs who show artists we haven’t yet heard of, or 
pair established artists with emerging ones to forge new conversations. We don’t want 
a broken mirror, shadowing the cultural expectations of audience development, bullshit 
engagement, and vanity publishing.

At this point more artist-run centres than not are lasting … not surviving. So is the goal, 
then, just to last long enough, or is it to survive? How do you survive, then, while not 
reinforcing the same stagnant approaches that make most ARCs just last? 

Kegan McFadden is a writer, curator, artist and Executive Director of 
the Open Space Arts Society in Victoria. 

Joshua Vettivelu is an artist working within sculpture, video, 
performance and installation. He is the Whippersnapper Gallery’s 
Director of Programming.

E S S A Y

To Spoil the Party,  
to Set Our Joy Ablaze
Ramolen Laruan

Imagine a day without fiction; no dragon drama on television, no posters to look at to 
avoid eye contact on the subway, no novels to read on the way to work, no musical breaks 
between podcasts, a lock screen devoid of your favourite visual. After work, no concert 
halls, no theatre, no cinemas, no museums and galleries to escape to, the town has made 
dancing and rock music illegal! 

On October 21 2015, over three hundred art and cultural workers took part in the 
first Journée sans Culture (Day without Culture) in Montréal to share their current 
experiences in the cultural milieu where they don’t reap its economic benefits and 
reimagine the artistic ecosystem as a collective force. This day also doubled as a stand 
still –- a moment of collective pause to “rest, reflect, and play”. To Spoil the Party, to 
Set Our Joy Ablaze was published as an extension of the conversations that took place 
that day by the moderators of the discussions, as well as some contributions that were 
commissioned by the editorial team.

Artists are among the least paid in the cultural economic chain despite being its primary 
producers and labourers. To Spoil the Party, to Set Our Joy Ablaze discuss the essential 
issues of cultural discrimination within the artistic capitalist system and provides an 
imaginable potential for the arts.

The text challenge the myth of the “artistic calling” and rejects the promotion of “artistic 
devotion” to encourage artists, demanding better compensation without compromising 

R E V I E W 
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On Architectural Reconstructions 
and Artist-Run Centres Sydney Hart
The coexistence of established government-funded art galleries with burgeoning luxury 
housing may be easily caricatured as uncomfortable, but the dissonant and contradictory 
quality of urban space it has produced has not been lost on artists practicing in Vancouver, 
BC. Forests of cranes preparing to heighten the density of neighbourhoods have appeared as 
a familiar sight alongside artist-run centres. Over the past six years, I became distinctly aware 
of the regularity of large placards surrounding the broken grounds of empty construction 
sites scattered across the city. The placards demarcated a core of negative space but claimed 
to produce urban focal points, evoking fantasies of new public neighbourhood life around such 
developments, which often benefit from regulatory exemptions afforded by municipal policies.1 
The simple placement of these placards crystallized the particular use of these city blocks: 
forms erected against the eyesore of construction, displaying abstracted digital images of 
neighbourhood life, while attempting to reflect back to the city a gated image of itself. 

Artist-run centres in Vancouver have largely operated in the shadows of such real estate 
developments. To consider the prominence of architectural construction in the context 
of Vancouver means recognising the often socially devastating role of additions and 
subtractions to the urban fabric, as well as the complicity of active architectural forms in 
exacerbating colonial and capitalist dispossession, notably of Indigenous people on these 
unceded Coast Salish Territories, known as Solh Temexw (Lower Mainland) in Halkomelem. 
The frenetic pace of the city’s real estate development in the span of a few decades, 
accompanied by the displacement of communities of colour and the destruction of heritage 
buildings, among other factors, have produced a heightened awareness of the provisionality 
and impermanence of architecture and its familiar “scripts.”

In recent years, a number of these centres have shown exhibitions mimicking or reconstructing 
architectural forms prominent in urban surroundings. In such projects, artists have recreated 
the functional architecture of restaurants, cafés, markets, housing, bars, and other spatial 
archetypes. To name a few: Kalli Niedoba’s reconstruction of a Los Angeles branch of 
Citibank at 221A Artist-run Centre (Big Beige Eyes, 2014); Patrick Campbell and Madison 
Killo’s recontextualization of the Bloedel Conservatory of Vancouver at Unit/Pitt Projects 
(Cultivating Equilibrium, 2015); Derya Akay’s transformation of Centre A gallery into a social 
space in which the artist offered visitors food (Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner & Supper, 2014); Julia 
Feyrer’s reconstruction of a communal kitchen inspired by the grunt gallery archives revisiting 
the history of the grunt gallery kitchen in the gallery itself (Kitchen, 2014). How does art-space 
coexist with the functional space of architectural reconstructions in these projects? What 
do such practices reveal about overlaps or tensions between the infrastructure of artist-run 
centres and the infrastructure of the city fabric in a Canadian context more broadly? This wave 
of artistic practices, I argue, renders visible the contradictory scripts (or spatial software) of 
contemporary architecture in Vancouver, and in neoliberal urbanism more broadly.  

The types of architectural reconstruction proposed through these projects are more 
than civic-minded, relational, or escapist forms. Their lack of legible critique also places 
them beyond the historical scope of institutional critique, grounding the “placeless and 
timelessness” of the gallery’s white cube2 in economic and bureaucratic infrastructures. 
These projects challenge the limits of artist-run centres, however, through formal 
experimentation, while offering a nuanced reflection of the aesthetics and reproduction of 
physical infrastructure in the neoliberal city. 
 
Samuel Roy-Bois, perhaps more than any other Canadian artist of his generation, has  
experimented with architectural possibilities as alterations, or additions to, existing  
gallery spaces. Roy-Bois has constructed small museums (Not a new world, just an old 
trick), a sound recording studio (How Soon is Now), and a structure modelled on a neo-
classical cenotaph proposal to evoke the night sky (j’ai entendu un bruit, je me suis sauvé), 
each within the confines of a gallery. More than architectural mimicry, these structures 
are overtly made to be navigated by audiences, following particular scripts in exhibi-
tion format. In I had a Brutal Trip, despite a Feeling of Cognitive Dissonance (2012), at  
Artspeak in Vancouver, Roy-Bois assigned an unusually trenchant role to his architectural 
alteration of the artist-run centre: the gallery became an apartment. Over the course of 
the exhibition’s six weeks, the gallery space housed one unidentified person in a private and 
enclosed setting. The project was thus about the artist and gallery temporarily rescinding 
control of their space (the key) to someone who could live there for free, while choosing or 
not to make themselves known. The opacity, temporariness, and size of the sublet seems 
to reflect architecture’s features of the surrounding urban fabric. In a city notorious for 
its unaffordability, the area directly surrounding Artspeak is a flashpoint for housing and 
anti-gentrification struggles. Between nearby condo towers and single-room occupancies,  
government incentives for condo developments and municipal efforts to displace the poorest,  
many of the city’s contradictions are apparent in this neighbourhood, the immediate con-
text into which Roy-Bois inserted his room.3

         
221A, an artist-run centre in Vancouver’s Chinatown, operates within a culturally divergent 
urban ecology, where traditional businesses and communities nonetheless face similar 
struggles against gentrification. For his solo exhibition, The Kitchen Garden at Home/Store 
(2013), artist Ron Tran sourced objects exclusively from shops in Chinatown, which he then 
re-presented in the gallery space, as exhibition pieces ultimately for sale (at the original 
price). Several small objects, like a mannequin hand and hair extension, their sculptural 
qualities emphasized by a display on plexiglas, are scattered throughout the gallery. Various 
pieces of fabric and room dividers occupy its edges, like improvised wallpaper. The gallery 
here is made porous, seemingly trading the expectation of static objects with the commercial 
exchanges and transitoriness of the neighbourhood’s shops. Tran’s exhibition thus functions 
as a kind of curatorial, ethnographic sourcing of objects, while holding a tension between the 
economic and social scripts of local exchange, and the neutralizing forms of art.

Of course, such contrasting examples of gallery inhabitation—the first as opaque and solitary 
as the other is facetious and gregarious—follow a rich historical trajectory from Vancouver. 
What is striking about the practices outlined above, however, is that they occur within, and 
under the auspices of, a relatively stable network of artist-run centres, which allows them to 
be overtly legible as art space in addition to other, largely contradictory, types of space.
         
Some of the most influential historical examples of these types of gallery inhabitation can 
be found in the work of N.E. Thing Co., a collective founded by Iain and Ingrid Baxter in 1966. 
Also using strategies of architectural mimicry and reconstruction, they took on a more 
self-consciously entrepreneurial approach. N.E. Thing Co. mimicked business strategies 
through art, for instance using part of the National Gallery in Ottawa as a showroom 
and office space (1969), running a restaurant (Eye Scream, 1977-78), and creating other 
entrepreneurial projects with varying degrees of ambiguity between commerce and 
aesthetic autonomy. Their approach to inhabitation involved taking on business structures 
as seemingly earnest and active participants, so that, as Nancy Shaw writes, “[r]ather than 
positioning themselves as a countercultural and anti-institutional organization that [...] was 
unhappily bound to its institutional support, the Baxters optimistically occupied the form 
of business in order to transform it.”4 N.E. Thing Co., as a registered company, was thus 
relatively independent of state funding, supporting its artistic projects through teaching, 
but also business activities, commissions and sales.

The reconstruction of an office, single-room occupancy or shop within the space of the 
gallery, i.e. within an aesthetic rather than functional sphere, highlights broad changes in 
infrastructure that architectural theorist Keller Easterling calls active form. Easterling has 
written extensively about how seemingly small additions to cities can spread as part of a 
system, to powerfully shape built environments. What she calls active forms are architectural 
elements that entail a particular script, which can propagate through various spatial 
iterations, programming the built environment as software programmes digital content. While 
what Easterling calls object form can be, for example, a single building, active form is more 
like the code or script in the software that organises buildings.4 Likewise, beyond the cables, 
pipes, tracks and other material structures commonly associated to the infrastructure, 
infrastructure space is, for Easterling, “the overt point of contact and access between us 
all --the rules governing the space of everyday life.”5 Active forms are one of the organising 
principles of infrastructure space, and thus orchestrate urban changes that often remain 
unstated, and invisible, but nevertheless create infrastructural change on a mass scale. 

Reflecting on such active forms in a contemporary, neoliberal context, Easterling proposes 
that states around the globe have created zones of economic exception, attracting foreign 
investment and tourism through preferrential tax incentives. Faciliated by the deregulation 
of neoliberal policies, these zones have propagated internationally as active forms, through 
competition between sovereign states.6 These special zones have become, as filmmaker 
Hito Steyerl has argued, “a primary organ of global urbanism copied and pasted to locations 
worldwide.”7 In addition, the special zone, as a result of its aesthetic catered to flows of 
tourism and transnational invesment, “quite naturally adopts the scripts of the resort and 
theme park, with their ethereal aura of fantasy.”8

As artists experiment with the potentials and limits of exceptional forms of infrastructure 
within white cube spaces, any lasting usefulness in the resulting projects is usually 
neutralized by their value as art. Practices such as those outlined above do, however, reflect 
a contemporary kind of contradiction in neoliberal infrastructure, defined by modularity, 
economic exceptionalism, and transience. Such art projects adopt organizational forms 
that clearly diverge from the artist-run centre model, and as such ambiguously point to the 
compression of space that accommodates competing economic interests today. Reflecting the 
forms involved in the spatial compression of neoliberal infrastructure space, they ultimately 
expose the uncomfortable tensions between aesthetics and social infrastructure, and between 
networks solidifying cultural institutions and the flexibility of today’s infrastructure space. 

Sydney Hart is an artist, cultural critic and PhD student in the 
Cultural Studies programme at Queen’s University, Canada. He 
obtained an MA in Aesthetics and Art Theory from the Centre for 
Research in Modern European Philosophy, London, UK. He has written 
art criticism for publications such as Esse arts + opinions, C 
Magazine, Art & Education Papers and Fuse Magazine. Sydney has been 
a member of the Syphon editorial committee in the past year.
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