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FOREWORD

Within the framework of the 10th anniversary of Syphon, we at Modern Fuel look to the past,
the present and the future in relation to our programming and to the world around us. For
this issue, 5.1: My Life Is Not Your _____________., we invited local and national femme-identifying
and non-binary artists, community organizers, and other cultural practitioners to reflect
on the urgencies of making collective and individual subjectivities, and to propose multiple
approaches to taking up spaces, both in the physical sense and on an ideological level, through
conversations, writings and visual art projects. We hope that Syphon can be a platform for
these important and distinctive voices that are situated at the intersection of contemporary
art and social practices. We ask you, the readers, as well as ourselves, to consider how activism
informs artistic discourse and its many possible manifestations in the present day.
Activism, as what we take as a point of departure for this publication, exists not only in the
political realm and in physical, public demonstrations, but in the everyday, in the topics that
we choose to respond to and explore, and the ways in which we do so. Through this lens,
artists have frequently brought particular nuances to and acted as advocates for communitybridging dialogues. Artists and cultural practitioners of the femme, non-binary, and BIPOC
communities are often on the front line of making, reclaiming, and transforming spaces, when
they encourage us to look at the world in ways that we may not have seen before, when they
take deeply personal issues and thrust them into the public sphere. We are deeply grateful to
all of our contributors and hope that these pages may inspire you, as they have us.
As editors of this issue, we are privileged and honoured to present to you this survey of
dynamic and determined subject positions that are inspired by and rooted in spatial and
activist practices.
Lastly, as an extension of 5.1, we are also proud to present you with a video installation of artist
duo Inflatable Deities (Jessica Mensch and Emily Pelstring) in our Window Space that will run
until mid-June 2019.
Warmly, Henry and Anne-Sophie, Editors and Publishers
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INTERVIEW CONTINUED

Chun Hua Catherine Dong
Interviewed by Henry Heng Lu

I first met Catherine at a group exhibition that she was a part of at the University of Toronto
Art Centre (now one of the two galleries of the Art Museum at the University of Toronto)
back in 2014. With a queen-size bed set up in the gallery space that she laid on during gallery
hours, accompanied by framed photographs of her and her “one-minute husbands” on the
walls - strange men whom she, dressed in a red cheongsam, approached on the streets of
Vancouver and asked for a photo with, the project, titled “Husband and I” challenges the
perceptions of East Asian femininity and attempts to reposition gendered power by virtue
of bodily, performative gestures. Over the years, her artistic practice has since taken on
a more poignant direction and steadfastly negotiated the social identity intertwined with
intercultural dynamics. In 2018, Catherine showed two projects at Modern Fuel: “They”
(2017), and “Mother” (2017). In this interview, Catherine discusses these two works, among
others, in relation to her recent practice, and shares what she has been working on, in the
midst of travelling around the world to develop and participate in projects.
I am curious to hear more about how you explore the representation of the female/
femme/non-binary body in your work, especially in the context of the film “They” (2017).
“They” seems to be a more distinctive work that is slightly different from your other
works. Could you briefly talk through the process of making it?
Yes, the four-channel film installation “They” is slightly different from other works. I guess
it is because it is a film, which is a relatively new medium for me, and it is teamwork. My
actors, cinematographer, editors, sound designer, and musician have contributed their
bests to the film. I am very grateful that I had the chance to work with them.
It takes audiences into four femme-identifying individuals’world to closely examine their
ritualized daily lives, their obsessions, their struggles, and their determinations of being
who they are. Each of the four of them is unique, but they mirror each other: they deal
with difficult transitions, ambivalent relationships, and desires that trouble them while
also celebrating their own existences in a subversive but almost meditative way.
I am very interested in film and always wanted to make a film that combines cinema and
performance art. I had all kinds of performance ideas in my mind that I’d like to act out. In
early 2016, I started to look for performers. The first person that came to my mind was
Enok Ripley because I was very impressed by Enok’s work and Enok as a unique individual
(I am still very impressed). I remember the first time I met Enok in a coffee shop, I was
not sure how to refer to Enok, as she or he, so I asked, Enok said “they.” And I fell in love
with the pronoun “they” immediately. I felt the openness and inclusiveness of this word.
It made me think about “the other,” and the binary system, how we often refer to certain
groups of people as “we”, the rest are “they”. I also started to question who “they” are,
and whether I am “they” as well. The title of the work is derived from this gender-neutral
pronoun. The four women in this film are both singular and plural, referring women as
unique individuals who are plural, but whose bodies have been marked as the other.
In your artist statement, you said “[your] artistic practice is based in performance art,
photography and video within the contemporary context of global feminism.” Could you
tell me how you locate and situate your work in global feminism?
A very good but tough question. Well, what I mean in my artist statement is to differ myself
from Western feminism. I am inspired by Western feminism, it really opened my mind and
influenced my work. However, as a theory and movement, I don’t feel I relate to it personally.
And I don’t think women living in remote villages in the non-western world find themselves
related to. There must be something different, some unheard voices and opinions from
different women in different contexts. My work focuses on bringing the unheard voices out.
COVER

Florence Yee, My life is not your fetish, illustration, 2019
The illustrations humorously testify to the
racialized complications of being a Cantonese femme, navigating
fetishization, violence and the im/possibility of reclamation.
Historical and popular depictions of East-Asian femininity within
European and North American contexts have long trapped it in
orientalist fantasies of subservience, silence and stereotypes.
The light-hearted, conversational text confronts the damaging
effects of their underlying social structures. Treating the personal
as the political, the phrases on the graphic scrolls express mundane
narratives in the visual language of handmade poster-flyers.

ARTWORK DESCRIPTION

Florence Yee is a 2.5 generation, Cantonese-struggling visual artist
based in Tkaronto/Toronto and Tiohtià:ke/Montreal. Their interest
in Cantonese-Canadian history has informed an art practice examining
diasporic subjectivities through the lens of gender, racialization,
queerness and language. Notable exhibitions include Sino(n)Québécoise? at Centre Never Apart, Le Salon at Articule, Prête-moi
l’oreille at Centre Regart, as well as residencies at the John and
Maggie Mitchell Art Gallery, La Galerie du Nouvel-Ontario and, the
Ottawa School of Art, and the Concordia Fine Arts Reading Room.
Having graduated with a BFA from Concordia University, they are now
pursuing an MFA at OCAD U in Interdisciplinary Art, Media and Design
as a SSHRC recipient and Delaney Scholar. They are represented by
Studio Sixty-Six.

Still of Chun Hua Catherine Dong’s They (2017). Courtesy of the artist.

Let’s talk about the ongoing project “I Have Been There” (I love it!). How did it first come
about? Any interesting stories or anecdotes to share from when you are shooting in
different places?
“I Have Been There” is a travel-based work started in 2015. As a performance artist, I use
my body as a material to work; I travel very often because my body has to be there. When
I arrive in a city, like everybody else, I often visit the city’s historical sites, landmarks, and
tourist attractions. However, I am a workaholic too; I felt it was a pity to not do anything
while visiting those beautiful spaces, and I must work. That’s why I decided to make “I
have been There.”
What I have been doing is that I make a duvet with Chinese traditional embroidered fabric
every time I travel to a new place. Covered by the duvet, I lay still on the ground in public
spaces, such as historical sites, landmarks, parks, archaeological sites, memorials and so
on, as a sign of negotiating and/or engaging with cultures and spaces.
This work is inspired by a funeral tradition in my hometown in Hunan, China. When an
elder person dies, daughters of this elder make duvets with silk fabrics, called shrouds,
to cover their dead parent’s body. If this elder has six daughters, this elder’s body will
be covered by six different duvets, layer by layer. For me, as a person living abroad alone
without family and children, a question of who will bury me after I die sometimes bothers
me. Therefore, I make my own shrouds and “bury” myself wherever I go.
For many cultures and societies, death is taboo, and dying is regarded as a shameful
aspect of life. Being a woman whose body doesn’t bear a child is a shame in many cultures
too. Especially if it is the woman who chooses to not bear a child and the fact she will
eventually die alone without a shroud even makes this woman more shameful. In “I Have
Been There,” I turn my “shameful” body to a temporary colourful monument erected on
the ground of the most significant and beautiful landmarks in the world, celebrating my
death, in other words, my existence, publicly and repeatedly.
In the past four years, I have performed in Europe, North and South America, and Asia
in more than 150 different public spaces in 25 cities, I guess I will continue doing it until I
can’t go anywhere anymore.
Yes, there are some interesting stories. I realized that this project often brings me into a
liminal space: a space where I am not necessarily formally excluded, but not welcome either.
Especially when I am in a space highly controlled or politicalized, my performance becomes
risky. In fact, each time I rest in a public space, I create a “buzz” or “hazard” that might lead
to something unknown. I was arrested for about nine hours when I was doing this project in
Beijing. I was also forced to delete my photo documentation in Istanbul. I’ve been stopped
and questioned by security guards or police many times in Athens and other cities. And thus,
this performance becomes a tool to test out freedom and democracy of spaces.
The “Mother” project (2017) is going to places! I am glad that you exhibited it at Modern
Fuel last year. How do you feel about the work being circulated widely - the “mothers”
featured in the work are travelling with it? What does that mean to you?
“Mother” [comprised of 14 photographs of Catherine posing with 14 mothers from her
mother’s village, and a video depicting all of the mothers] is a work dedicated to my absent
mother, and I didn’t intend to show this work at all at the beginning because it is a very
personal work. But I shared a few images on social media - I was surprised that people liked
them very much, and messaged me about how much they were touched and how this work
made them rethink their relationships with their own mothers. I think it is a good thing if a

work can make people feel something. It is very nice to see the “Mother” circulated widely,
and I think if this work can make a person who sees it place a phone call to her/his/their
mother, I will be fulfilled. My biggest regret is that I didn’t spend much time with my mother
when she was alive, I hope other people don’t feel the same way as I do.
Regarding the “mothers” who travel with the work, actually, they are very proud because
most of them have lived in the villages their whole lives and have never gone anywhere.
They are very happy that the photos of them can travel around and meet different people.
The mothers in the work are very important to me. I see my mother through them. They
are my mothers.
How would you describe your relationship with performance art?
Do you find performativity vital in constructing narratives in your work?
My relationship with performance art is complicated. It has been for 10 years since the
first time I performed. In fact, I started my visual art practice from performance art; it has
made me who I am as an artist. It is always with me and it always will be. My focus has been
expanded to photography, video, and installation in recent years, but I always make sure to
go back to my roots and make some performance works every year. Although sometimes
my body might not be present in the work, the work itself is always performative.
Do you find, because of the subject matters of your work, that it is easily being politicized
or categorized as being political?
Yes, it is. My work mainly deals with gender, race, and immigration, which are political
indeed. Art is political, and the body is political too, I guess it is hard to escape from that.
Having known your work for a long time, I have to say your practice has evolved on many
different levels, in terms of medium, subject position and aesthetic composition. What
are you working on these days? What are some of the new explorations?
Thanks! I appreciate it. I get bored very easily. Working with different media and subjects
can keep me more engaged and excited about art making. I am still focusing on “I Have
Been There”, as I am obsessed about it, and I am trying to expand this series a little bit
more so that I can show it as a series in the near future. This summer, I will be working on
some soft sculptures while doing a collaborative work with robots.

Chun Hua Catherine Dong is a Chinese-born, Montreal-based artist
working with performance, photography, and video. She received
a BFA from Emily Carr University Art & Design and MFA from
Concordia University. She has performed and exhibited her works
in multiple international festivals and venues, such as Quebec
City Biennial, Kaunas Biennial, The Musée d’Art Contemporain
du Val-de-Marne in Paris, DongGang Museum of Photography in
South Korea, Grace Exhibition Space in Brooklyn, Rapid Pulse
International Performance Art Festival in Chicago, 7a*11d
International Festival of Performance Art in Toronto, and so on.
Among many other grants and awards, she was the recipient of
the Franklin Furnace Award for contemporary avant-garde art in
New York in 2014, and listed the “10 Artists Who Are Reinventing
History” by Canadian Art in 2017, and “Top Nine Political Art
Projects of 2010” by Art and Threat magazine.
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Beyond (In)Visibility: Gender and
Refusal in Contemporary Trans Art
Robin Alex McDonald

March 31, 2019. My morning began with a tender text message from a friend:

“Good morning. Happy Trans Day if [sic] Visibility.
I love you and I see you and I celebrate your nonbinary gender expression. Thank you for being rich
and complex and brave and yourself in proximity
to me.”
I was unaware that it was Trans Day of Visibility before I received these sentiments and,
in combination with my friend’s aptly speculative typo (“…if Visibility”), the guilt that
I felt over this lack of knowledge suddenly made my ambivalence toward the concept
of “trans visibility” very apparent. Indeed, the “rich, complex, and brave” non-binary
gender expression to which my friend was referring could also be described as a kind of
invisibility; other than my preferred pronoun (“they”) and my occasional use of a chest
binder, I am culturally-intelligible as the gender I was assigned at birth. But this wasn’t
always the case.
When I was in middle school, I sported a buzzcut and button-ups purchased from the boys’
sections of Abercrombie and Old Navy. I wore “skater shoes” that gave me access to a
particular kind of relaxed masculine gait. “Why is he in the girl’s bathroom?” was a question
I overheard fairly regularly. Throughout this short-lived period of my life, the conclusions
to the conditional statement “if Visibility, then _____” were made remarkably clear to me.
If visibility, then I would break my parents’ hearts.
If visibility, then I would receive anonymous death threats sent over MSN Messenger from
boys at school.
If visibility, then I would be looked at with suspicion, confusion, and disapproval.
Comprehending the weight of this “if Visibility, then _____” equation served as a
“straightening device,” a term Sara Ahmed puts forth in her book Queer Phenomenology
to describe how people are disciplined and rewarded to “fall in line” with normative ways
of living.1 There are many solid reasons for choosing to “align” with normative social
and cultural expectations – physical safety and emotional well-being chief among them.
And while I don’t regret or judge the decision I made at fourteen to revert to a more
accepted, feminine gender presentation (or the decision I have made every day since then
to continue to perform this “safer” presentation, albeit in various ways, and to various
degrees), I often feel a sense of melancholy for the worlds that might have unfolded if this
“straightening” process had not occurred.
Today offers an opportunity to (re)consider how trans and gender non-conforming people
strategically utilize tactics of visibility and invisibility. While visual codings and other
strategies are well-documented within queer cultures (for example, in discussions of
histories of “flagging” and the hanky code ), their significance within trans cultures have
yet to reach public (read: ciscentric) forums. This is despite the fact that trans activists
and scholars have long considered questions of visibility to be crucial to the survival and
flourishing of trans people within our hyper-visual gender-normative world. For example,
in her 1987 essay, “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto” (a text that
would become a foundational piece of trans theory), Sandy Stone railed against the notion
of “passing” - that is, as Stone defines it, “liv[ing] successfully in the gender of choice, to be
accepted as a ‘natural’ member of that gender.”2 Seeing the desire to pass as complicit in
the erasure of a trans person’s personal history, Stone instead advocated for the radical
enactment of the “intertextual possibilities of the transsexual body.”3 A student of famed
feminist scholar and “Cyborg Manifesto”4 author, Donna Haraway, Stone took seriously
Haraway’s interest in “the promises of monsters” in order to consider the ways in which
trans subjects might mobilize the “refigured and reinscribed body” toward disruptive and
liberatory ends.5
Two decades later, Los Angeles-based artist, Cassils, took up Stone’s thoughts on the
“intertextuality” of the trans body in their 2011 photographic collaboration with Robin
Black. A direct homage to Lynda Benglis’s 1974 Artforum advertisement—in which
Benglis posed naked and spray-tanned gripping a double ended dildo-turned-colossally
erect cock—Cassils’s work (part of their series “CUTS: A Traditional Sculpture”) depicts
the artist wearing nothing but a jock-strap and fire-engine red lipstick. The masculinity
of the artist’s chiselled muscular physique is punctuated by their makeup-covered face
and the presence of two small breasts. Unlike in Benglis’ photograph, the conflation of
gender-markers in Cassils’s self-representation does not read as humorous; rather,
Cassils’s expression is stoic (even through their exaggeratedly-plump, perhaps even
clown-like lips) and their body is statuesque.
Commenting on the reactions to their changing morphology during the time they engaged
in their intense regime of exercise, diet, and steroids to achieve this level of musculature,
Cassils explained:
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“When my body crossed over from socially acceptable
ripped chick to freaky androgyny, it was noticeable
for me in my day-to-day interactions. Teams of
guys would bust [sic] out laughing after checking
out my bulging pecs, realizing they were breasts.
I got challenged to arm wrestling competitions
in a Rite Aid pharmacy store. On a couple of
occasions I had people try to fight me. This
anger was one of the true indicators of success
for me. I had achieved a confusing body that
ruptured expectation.” 6
Though the straightening devices Cassils encountered (the laughter and attempts to
humiliate, the incitement to physical competition, etc.) could have easily had the same
effect as the ones I met in middle school, Cassils chooses to interpret them as signs
of a new conduit successfully forged. Here, the artist’s refusal to signify monolithically
creates a dangerous dissonance – dangerous in the sense that this dissonance makes
their body vulnerable to scrutinizing inspection and violence, as well as in the sense that
the photography stages a relentless attack on the gender binary. The bright lighting, the
intense saturation of the lipstick colour, and the reproducible nature of the photographic
form in Cassils’s portrait articulates a new paradigm of visibility entirely.7 Within this
new paradigm, the trans body is rendered so unapologetically visible that the logic of
“passing” becomes temporarily suspended, at least within the pictorial frame (after all,
how can anyone “pass” if the very dichotomy of gender on which passing relies is suddenly
inoperable?).
Trans Day of Visibility feels, at least to me, kind of like I’m temporarily existing within
the pictorial framework of Cassils’s photograph. Suddenly, all of the discourses—around
gender, around visibility and invisibility, around safety and danger, around legibility and
opacity—create a cacophony in which no singular discourse takes precedence. For me,
this space of discordance and dissonance is productive; it allows me time to reflect on
the gap between myself at thirteen and myself now, at thirty. It allows me space to think
about how I am “rich and complex and brave” in proximity not only to others, but also to
the many different versions of my (gendered) self.

Robin Alex McDonald is a writer, independent curator, and PhD
Candidate in the Cultural Studies Program at Queen’s University
in Katarokwi/Kingston, Ontario, where they research contemporary
art and visual culture studies; queer, feminist, and trans art
histories; museum studies and alternative curatorial methodologies;
affect theory; and madness and disability studies. Robin is also
currently a faculty member in the Fine and Visual Arts Department at
Nipissing University (Robinson-Huron Treaty territory / traditional
territory of the Anishnaabeg people), and the chair of the board of
directors at the White Water Gallery in North Bay, Ontario. Robin’s
writing has recently been published in TheatreForum, Queer Studies
in Media and Popular Culture, n.paradoxa, nomorepotlucks, Spiffy
Moves, Guts Canadian Feminist Magazine (with Elly Clarke, Amanda
Turner-Pohan, and Michelle Ty), the Graduate Journal for Social
Sciences (with Dan Vena), and the edited anthology Plant Horror:
Approaches to the Monstrous Vegetal (with Dan Vena).
1 . Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Objects, Orientations, Others (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2006), 66.
2 . Sandy Stone, “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” in Body
guards: The cultural politics of gender ambiguity, Julia Epstein and Kristina
Straub (eds.) (New York: Routledge, 1991), 189.
3 . Stone, “The Empire Strikes Back,” 189.
4 . Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism
in the Late Twentieth Century,” in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of
Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991), 149-181.
5 . Stone, “The Empire Strikes Back,” 190.
6 . Artsy editors, “Bodybuilder Artist Heather Cassils Channels Lynda Benglis and
Eleanor Antin,” Artsy, https://www.artsy.net/article/editorial-bodybuilder-artistheather-cassils-channels-lynda-benglis, (accessed March 31, 2019).
7 . It is important to note that this paradigm of visibility relies on other readable
aspects of Cassils’ identity, such as their whiteness and the fact that they are not
(visibly) disabled or fat. These privileged/hegemonic aspects of Cassils’ identity
permit their body access to frameworks of gender expression and performance that not
all bodies can access.

Hiba Ali is a new media artist, writer, curator and musician from Chicago, Illinois,
U.S.A. Her performances and videos concern music, labour and power. Her music
performances as H1BA sample her immigrant, black, brown, and refugee background.
She conducts reading groups addressing digital media and workshops with open-source
technology. She is a PhD candidate in Cultural Studies at Queen’s University,
Kingston, ON. She has presented her work in Chicago with Her Environment, at
Digital Art Demo Space, Threewalls, Roots and Culture Contemporary Art Center
and the Art Institute of Chicago, in Stockholm at radiorakel, in Toronto at
Whippersnapper with South Asian Visual Arts Centre (SAVAC), VTape, and Trinity
Square Video, in Kingston at Modern Fuel, in New York at Bossa Nova Civic Club and
Lot Radio, in Istanbul at UMAM D&R, in Detroit with Project Prospera at Allied
Media Conference, in London at the White Cube, in Riga at the National Arts Museum,
in Dubai at Alserkal Avenue, and in Austin at the Museum of Human Achievement,
Capital Factory and Visual Art Center, in Vancouver with the Digital Carnival
Festival, and in Portland at S1 with homeschoolpdx and Ori Gallery.

Ali, in her video Abra (2018),
is in conversation with Amazon’s customer-obsessed
mascot, Peccy. Their discussion about workingclass labour, surveillance, and bubbles (economic,
social and soap filled), literally renders the video
orange. She contends that orange is the contemporary
colour of labour and danger for precariously
positioned women of colour, it is racialized and
classed.
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Genderfluid Geography:
Unmapping Masculinity Through Art
Practice and Scholarly Process
Devin West

There was once a woman who I didn’t quite formally meet. Yet, we crossed paths and she
changed my life. Deep in the Amazon jungle of Ecuador, the Indigenous Kitchwa people
have a very traditional gendered dress code. Women wear their hair long with swaths of
dark material wrapped around their hips for skirts, and white, frilled embroidered blouses
buttoned to the throat. The men all wear their hair very short, with a white collared shirt,
colourful sash at the waist and black cotton short pants. Everyone speaks Kitchwa, few
speak Spanish, and no one speaks English. Few tourists this far in the jungle, my partner
and I stood out. We are Canadian, queer, white, genderfluid carpenters. As we walked along
the shore, a Kitchwa woman approached me from my blind spot. I didn’t see her coming
until I felt a gentle hand on my forearm as she peered at my face. I noticed she had strikingly
short hair and looked to be in her 50’s. Her face shimmered with kindness, keenness, and
recognition. Her gesture struck me as distinctly masculine and I wondered about her hands;
small, sinewy, weathered. What had they created? Who had they loved? I wanted to tell her
my hands build houses and love women, but we had no common language and no words were
spoken. Just as magically as she appeared, she vanished into the jungle. This was the first
time I noticed she was dressed completely like a Kitchwa man.
I continue to contemplate this woman’s masculine experience. Did she always wear
men’s clothing? What was it like for her to stand out in her culture? What about her
community? Did they respect her? Did she experience violence? Was she valued? Did
she have any power to navigate and negotiate her life within her culture, community,
family? What of her identity? Did she take a risk in initiating contact with me and my own
short hair, men’s clothing and masculine presence? What about my own experience? My
own violence? My own masculinity hidden in plain sight? It is a potentially dangerous, if
not merely disastrous, proposition to question another woman about her masculinity.
Perhaps she felt kinship enough to approach me and the impact on my own life has been
resounding. The Kitchwa woman could have performed an act of gender treason just as
easily as I viewed it as an act of gender bravery. She saw me. Really saw me. And I really
felt it. This brief encounter with gender bravery initially inspired me to more fully support
my art process through graduate studies. I left my carpentry career to earn a Master’s
degree in Gender Studies and then pursue doctoral studies in Cultural Studies. The
Kitchwa woman invited me to artistically explore the invisible significance of everyday
genderfluid life. We all bleed for the binary. A very brave act indeed.
I recently participated in two conversations indirectly speaking about how the binary
manifests and shapes us in everyday life. In a conversation with a friend about the death
of our mutual friend, Bonnie, I noticed we both referred to Bonnie after death as “the
body”. We commented on how Bonnie’s family could keep “the body” at home for 72
hours if they wished, and what kind of alternative funeral arrangements could be made
for “the body”. I reflected on the binary we set up between life and death through our
language of disembodiment. I also reflected on my own intimate rural relationship with
life and death and how this relationship shapes my conceptual installation art practice.
In another conversation with two other Cultural Studies students, we shared a casual
but affective discussion about what happens in the liminal time and space held between
two notes of music. Both my art practice and my scholarly process rely on the fluid
relationship of liminal space and time to confront the effects of the static binary, life and
death suspended in the powerful space held between two notes of music.
Life or death. Rich or poor. Male or female. Right or left. Theory or practice. Light or
dark. Humanity, capitalism, gender, politics, education, and religion are just a few of the
cultural mechanisms which reinforce the binary in our everyday lives. This inert dichotomy
serves to create a division in our lives to reflect who lives in cohesion and who lives on
the margins. Artists are often believed to come from the margins and are often expected
to be a unified voice of those margins. How do we consider the complex ways in which
artists reflect their marginalized experiences through their art? As a “marginalized”
genderfluid, queer, feminist, rural, poor class settler, artist-scholar from “the bush” of
Northern Saskatchewan, my art practice is deeply informed by the cultural and social
identities I embody. As part of my own installation art practice, I prefer working with
common objects and materials which have been reclaimed to evoke multiple meanings
for the viewer. Using reclaimed everyday objects of gendered suspension, tension, and
disruption, I am dedicated to actively challenging the binary by destabilizing notions of
femininity and masculinity as stable signals of binary bodies. I believe art can create a
powerful dialogue from which to challenge dichotomous patterns of being by creating a
liminal space to disrupt those very patterns of being.
Bone is one element that I keep returning to in my installation practice. The conception
of my first solo exhibition Unsettling the Homestead: An Archive of Female Masculinity
in Saskatchewan began with finding a single vertebrate on the sandy shore of the South
Saskatchewan River. This single vertebrate called to question my own singular experience
of genderfluid resilience growing up in an isolated farming community in the 1970s. In my
Master’s degree research, I created an installation exhibition Distillation of Resilience:
Female Masculinity in Form to advance a public space and dialogue around the research
findings on genderfluid resilience. I used sections of an entire cow skeleton encased in
rudimentary, rough, rusty steel bird cages to represent the raw resilience of genderfluid
identity. To create suspension and tension, I used steel wire trapping snares to suspend
five sections of the cow skeleton; the skull, the rib cage, the spine, the tail bone, and
the pelvis. Each bone section is snared in suspension on a logging hook and chain.
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Devin West, Distillation of Resilience: Female
Masculinity in Form (2018), mixed-media installation. Courtesy
of the artist.

PHOTO CREDIT

Using the experiences of the research participants resistance to socialized femininity
defining who they are, I suspended the bone sections within. The confines of a birdcage
and the contradiction of the rusty steel represent the research participants process
of holding their own space within the confines of socialized femininity. Not only are the
bones suspended by the snare wire, but the snare wire also ensnares the bird cages and
suspends the entire structure. In this configuration, the snare wire and the logging chain
both serve to signify the overarching structures of patriarchy and heteronormativity
in the lives of the research participants. The snare wire and logging chain speak to the
medical, familial, and legal institutions research participants recognized as having a
tremendous impact on their lives.
In the whole, the cow skeleton still had a presence and a life force I could not deny, and
I started the artistic and research process by acknowledging a fledgling relationship
of respect between the cow and me. To quote artist John Paul Azzopardi who works
extensively with bone sculpture, “Bone explores the gentle temperance located within
the constitution of sound, i.e. its very silent centre. The architectural relationship that
oscillates back and forth from the simple and the complex to the living and the dead
connects space and form, creating existential structures of interwoven silence. The
death embedded in its form, its life.” Just as I embody the meaning of bone in scholarly
process and art practice, a living memory of the Kitchwa woman’s gaze embodies the
space and time held between two notes of music.

Devin West is a genderfluid, queer, feminist, settler artistscholar from Northern Saskatchewan. Having an MA in gender studies
and being a doctoral candidate in cultural studies, Devin’s
art practice is deeply informed by their learnings of cultural
and social identities. Using themes of suspension, tension, and
disruption, Devin’s conceptual installations actively challenge
and destabilize notions of femininity and masculinity as stable
signals of binary bodies.
Devin’s most recent installation include Genderfluid Geography:
Unmapping Masculinity at Potpourri Gallery, Bleed for the
Binary at The Union Gallery, Distillation of Resilience: Female
Masculinity in Form at AKA Artist-Run, and Unsettling the
Homestead: An Archive of Female Masculinity in Saskatchewan at
OUT Saskatoon. Upcoming work includes a collaboration with the
University of Calgary’s Gender Studies Department exploring rural
gender identity, and a creative writing blog at devinwest.com.
Devin is currently working on two research projects: 1) a Ph.D.
research-creation project giving a critical queer feminist
analysis of genderfluid geographies of resilience, and 2) a
community-based research collaboration with the Department for
Women and Gender Equality and the Canadian Coalition of Women in
Engineering, Science, Trades, and Technology to develop workplace
culture shifts via a National Code of Practice for tradeswomen.
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ARTIST PROJECT

The Feast was a gathering of 100 Black Wimmin Artists, held on January 25, 2019, at the
Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto. It was organized by the virtual group, Black Wimmin
Artists (BWA), founded by artist Anique Jordan. That evening, the group gathered for
the first time since it formed in 2016, in part to also mark the 30th anniversary of Black
Wimmin: When and Where We Enter, “the first Canadian exhibition to exclusively feature
the work of Black women artists organized by Diasporic African Womyn Art (DAWA)”.1

many Black women organize virtually - because it is something I wished existed. A space
where we can begin to cast aside the doubt that we can work as artists, that artwork is
actual labour, that is important to our communities, that we can survive as artists and
that we deserve to do so. At a functional level, we share job opportunities, housing, calls for
submissions, and moments of celebration; on any given day your phone could be blowing up
from someone doing something amazing and everyone congratulating them. Though most
of us had never met each other, we were beginning to form a community.

The following text was the opening speech given by Anique Jordan at The Feast:
I am so grateful to be here sharing this space with everyone today. People who have
defined themselves in ways that help me understand who I am; people who have pushed
and laboured to make it possible for communities like this to exist; people who have held
onto the memories, ceremonies, the music and art of what has been done here; so that
now, years later, we can call on that to gather, celebrate and imagine new futures for
ourselves. It is with this gratitude that I open The Feast with you.

Over the course of 3 years, BWA grew from ten people to well over 100. The group ranges
from emerging artists, to artists who have been producing since the 1980s. We are also at
the beginning stages of starting chapters in Ottawa and Montreal. As we have continued
to learn about each other, we have realized the importance of expanding the definition of
artist to what makes sense for all of us; there are people in the group that identify with
doing all different types of creative labour, from social workers to writers, to academics,
and to folks who work within more traditional mediums.

As we meet for this Feast—a gathering of 100 Black wimmin, and non-binary artists and
arts workers - we are bypassing this structural idea of what a gallery or an artist or the
infrastructure surrounding our work should or could look like, instead privileging the
creation of moments that hold our memories, that hear and see us. I think, collectively,
what we have inherited is the responsibility to bear witness to and sustain this type of work.

At one point I asked folks in the group to send a selfie with a bit on who they are, and all of
these faces started rolling through. So many of us had no idea what we all looked like. That
selfie roll led to conversations about seeing each other, which was the beginning of trying
to figure out how we can get together to meet. We formed an advisory group out of the
larger group and started working on this two months ago.

To those surrounding us: we have invited you to participate with us as witnesses; your role
is more important than the role of those sitting here. You are responsible to remember,
you are responsible to speak about what has occurred here, that today we gathered with
the intention of seeing and naming each other. Part of this memory work that we are
asking of you is also to hold institutions accountable so that no one can say that this didn’t
happen or that there isn’t a plethora of Black wimmin artists spanning across media and
generations and regions.
In 2016, I started a little group on WhatsApp—at the time, we never imagined meeting,
much less convening at an event like this. Toni Morrison says that she writes the books
that she wishes she had to read. In the same tradition, I created this space - in the ways
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When we decided to have this gathering we wanted to root this in something beyond
ourselves, knowing that very little of what we do is a first. So in trying to find a foundation
to reference and name-call, we learned about Diasporic African Womyn Art—a collective
of Black women artists founded in the 80s. It was important for us to not only know, but
also to build relationships with and honour these artists. But even in our initial attempts
to honour them, we fell into the same trap of privileging existing institutions and power
structures that do not always serve us. We made a misstep in looking for a curator; it was
only in having a conversation with DAWA that we realized how embedded our ideas of art
structures are. DAWA had intentionally pushed against the idea of a single curator and
instead collectively organized their show.

From the short while that we’ve known about DAWA, I’ve learned how much struggle has
been involved in being able to produce, and have our work visible. We are in an institution
where only two major contemporary solo shows have ever been offered to Black women
artists, while at the same time we have artists like Sandra Brewster opening a show at A
Space tonight and Winsom whose new show, curated by Andrea Fatona, is on view at the
J.S. McLean Centre for Indigenous and Canadian Art here in the AGO.
The artists of DAWA—four of whom are here with us today to be honoured: Buseje Bailey,
Grace Channer, Dzi..An, and Mosa McNeilly—have spent time talking to us about what it has
meant for them to have developed their own ways forward that deliberately considers what
it means to produce work as a Black woman, because it means something. They collectively
produced “Black Wimmin: When And Where We Enter” in 1989, a show that is considered
to be the very first exhibition produced by Black women, only included Black women and
toured artist-run centres across Canada. We will hear from DAWA and honour them with a
gift in recognition of how fundamentally important the strides that they made are and what
their work represents, even today, recognizing that this is one example of many.
While I founded the BWA, this work is not my vision, this is a collective vision that started
much earlier. I want to acknowledge all the hands that have made this happen. The
support of NIA Centre for the Arts who helped us with the group photo; Ebti Nabag, the
photographer who documented it; Eden Hagos of Black Foodie who curated the meal
today; sound scholar Ola Mohammed who spent days developing a playlist of 104 Black
women artists; folks at the AGO who supported us, those who helped us critically think
through this work, Shantell Miller for the title image and the members of the advisory
who laboured to bring the vision to life: Kosi Nnebe, Setti Kidane, Ojo Agi, Najla Nubyanluv,
Raven Lam and Sadora Asefaw.

Award-winning artist, writer, and curator Anique Jordan, looks to
answer the question of possibility in everything she creates.
Working for over a decade at the crossroad of community economic
development and art, Jordan’s practice stems from and returns
to the communities that inform it. Principally interested in
Canadian histories which speak to Black Canada, women, workingclass communities and explores the relationships between Black
and Indigenous peoples, Jordan’s work ultimately questions the
authority of the Canadian state.
Jordan has lectured on her artistic and community engaged
curatorial practice as a 2017 Canada Seminar speaker at Harvard
University and in numerous institutions across the Americas
including University of the West Indies, MIT, University of
Toronto and UCLA. She has received numerous awards, grants and
fellowships, participating in residencies around the world and
exhibiting in galleries such as Art Gallery of Guelph, Doris
McCarthy Gallery, the Wedge Collection, Art Gallery of Windsor,
Art Gallery of Ontario, Art Gallery of York University, Gallery
44, and Y+ Contemporary.
In 2017 Jordan was awarded the Toronto Arts Foundation Emerging
Artist of the year award, she recently completed a 2017-2018 artist
residency at the University of the West Indies (Trinidad and Tobago)
and is the 2018-19 Osgoode Hall Law School Artist-in-Residence.
1 . Art Gallery of Ontario, “The Feast: Dinner for 100” (http://artmatters.ca/

This is one action in the course of many who have done similar, we are not starting
something new but acknowledging we have always done this work. I’m proud to be here
with you all.
For more information please visit: www.aniquejjordan.com/the-feast
or follow @aniquejordan

wp/2019/01/the-feast-dinner-for-100/)

Over 100 Black women and gender
nonconforming artists and arts workers in the AGO. Taken inside
Mickalene Thomas’s exhibition Femmes Noires at the AGO curated
by Julie Crooks. Photo by Ebti Nabag.
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Trans-affirmative Health Care and
Community Activism
Anne-Sophie Grenier

My own academic research and artistic practice have always been interdisciplinary;
I believe that social innovation emerges when many sectors come together. For that
reason, I wanted to bring in the perspective of community activism and its intersection
with medicine to this publication. Each artist featured in this issue of Syphon uses their
distinctive voice and position to advocate for femme and non-binary folx, and I wanted
to highlight how people in other fields are using their own power and influence to affect
change. Bringing together the knowledge and best practices of often seemingly separate
worlds, can make us all stronger allies and advocates.
Kimberly Wong (she/they/he) is the Program Manager at the Jeunes Queer Youth (JQY).
JQY is a program run by an alliance of five community organizations in Montreal: AIDS
Community Care Montreal, Action Santé Travesti(e)s et Transsexuel(le)s du Québec
(ASTT(e)Q, the Montreal Coalition of LGBT Youth Groups, Project 10 and Rézo. Since the
government of Quebec removed sex-ed from the mandatory curriculum in 2005, there has
been a huge gap in safer sex knowledge for youth, especially for those who don’t identify as
cisgender and/or heteronormative. JQY facilitates and funds educational initiatives by and
for queer and trans youth (www.jeunesqueeryouth.org).
One of their current workshops is Trans Realities, that is given to JQY volunteers, some of
whom are LGBTQ+ and some of whom are not. I asked Kimberly what the most common
reactions to the workshops are and they told me that “for less informed youth, I would
say that the biggest reaction is understanding how challenging it is to navigate the world
as a trans person. Day to day triggers, access to medical care, that sort of thing. Also, for
youth that are newer to the LGBTQ+ world, understanding the difference between sex and
gender is a real mind bender for them and takes a bit of encouraging to get them thinking
about being open to thinking outside the binary.”
Access to medical care, specifically to trans-affirmative care, is a very real challenge
for trans and non-binary folx. So I sat down with Dr. Harrison Saulnier (he), a pediatric
resident at the Kingston Health Sciences Centre. Since his arrival in Kingston, he has been
very vocal about trans-affirmative health care, so I wanted to know how and why he took
up the cause of allyship, and what the process and results have been.
Harrison (as he introduces himself to patients and parents, dropping the formal Dr.
Saulnier) explained that he advocates for trans health care for the same reason that he
advocates for Indigenous-specific health, and for other marginalized groups. For him, it all
starts with the question of identity. On a hospital chart, a person’s I.D. is reduced to a few
words such as “27-year-old female” and “50-year-old male”. He argues that this doesn’t
give the medical staff any real information about who the patient is as a person. A longer
I.D. that would include the person’s ethnicity / cultural background, sexual orientation,
gender identity, and pronouns (should they wish to disclose), would allow a doctor to get a
much deeper understanding of the patient’s needs. Some would hesitate and worry that
this could lead to discrimination by medical staff, but Harrison says that holistic care is
about caring for a person as a whole; the different factors in our lives that make us who
we are, including how we identify and where we’re from, can all affect what’s ailing us and
affect what the best treatment is. Having more information can help the doctor build a
trusting relationship with the patient, to give them the best, custom care possible. His
holistic approach to caring for people as people and not just as patients, and to make
treatment more personal and comfortable, is at the core of his advocating for transaffirmative health care.
Troubled by the lack of trans-affirmative health care, and frankly very conservative views
of many of his peers at the hospital and Queen’s University, Harrison set to work. He
clarifies that often times, trans and non-binary patients are mistreated by medical staff
not out of maliciousness, but out of misunderstanding. We were raised in a binary system,
medical practitioners were educated in the binary, so the understanding that there’s a
variance is difficult for many people to grasp. However, there is a very obvious way of
addressing misunderstanding, and that’s by re-educating. People are often embarrassed
to ask questions because they don’t want to come off as ignorant or offensive. So his first
goal was to clarify vocabulary and best practices within his own department. He wanted
to give his colleagues the opportunity to ask those questions in a safe space, with the goal
of improving care for all of their patients.
I asked Kimberly Wong what they think the biggest challenge is to breaking the binary and
their answer was very similar to Harrison’s: relearning our understanding of gender. “So
much of our history as humans has been conceived through the lens of only having binary
gender. It’s really challenging to get out of that mindset. The things we buy, how they are
marketed, the language that we speak, the way we organize and categorize things, it’s so
embedded in our culture. It takes real work to unlearn this way of thinking but can be so
liberating and exciting to see the world from a different perspective!”
I also asked them what their top recommendations are for how we can be allies for trans and
non-binary folx. “Be open-minded!” says Kimberly, “It’s an exciting time for understanding
how society sees gender, so be open to it and know that we’re still figuring things out. Be
mindful about a person’s pronouns. Present your own pronouns when meeting new people
and use the pronouns/names that trans and non-binary folx want you to use. But mostly,
just treat them with respect like you do anyone else. And speak out when you witness
transphobic behaviour! It’s one of the nicest, most supportive things you can do and only
takes a moment!”
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Harrison’s own plan of action for the hospital is in line with Kimberly’s recommendations.
Being cis-gendered, he knew that he needed to include the actual stakeholders in the
conversation. His goals for advocating for trans-affirmative health-care were set after
reaching out to members of the Facebook group Trans Families of Kingston. He received
about 30 testimonials and recommendations for what trans people and their families
needed. From the recommendations of the community, he set three goals: First - of
educating his peers so that their own medical practice can be inclusive; second - of changing
the electronic medical recording system to include whether a person is trans/non-binary
and their preferred names and pronouns; third - having gender-neutral washrooms.
Combining his own experience, and information from the Trans Youth Clinic at the Meraki
Centre in Montreal, where he had previously done a rotation before coming to Kingston, he
developed a trans health care education plan with different modules for different medical
professions. He told me that as a doctor in Ontario, unless you go out of your way to
get the training on trans health care, you won’t get any. Part of the responsibilities of a
resident is co-teaching other residents and medical students, and Harrison is taking that
opportunity to educate his peers about trans health care. Part of the training goes through
ways you can address a person if you are not sure how to. Harrison says that admitting
ignorance and asking nicely goes a long way, as it shows good intentions and gives the
patient the opportunity to set the ground rules for the interaction. The training modules,
other than the resident co-teaching, have been transferred to the medical education team
at the hospital. Harrison couldn’t give me an update on its current progress, other than he
knows that it is in the works to be implemented in the hospital community.
His second goal was to bring changes to the electronic medical record system, so that the
I.D would include whether a person is a transgender, their preferred name, and pronouns.
When a doctor addresses a patient as the way a patient identifies themselves, it starts the
patient-doctor relationship in trust and understanding, which will ultimately lead to better
care. The electronic medical recording system will be updated in December 2019 with the
option to identify patients as trans, and include pronouns, and names other than birth
names. The file will always have to keep the patient’s OHIP number and birth name, for
identification purposes, but that doctors and nurses will know by which name to address
the patient. The updated system is currently in pilot mode for a few patients. Finally,
Harrison’s third goal is also in action: whenever a bathroom is renovated in Kingston’s
hospitals, it is going to become gender-neutral.
Harrison’s actions within the hospital are a good example of setting attainable goals within
our own spheres of influence. Although he has repeatedly been met with resistance, he has
persevered, as have many others advocating for trans-affirmative health care. Similarly,
Jeunes Queer Youth exists under the umbrella of community organizations that already have
educational initiatives around sex, gender, consent, and harm reduction. They took existing
models, networks and resources to tailor their activities to queer and trans youth. We can’t
dismantle the binary (or the patriarchy) on our own and overnight - the systems are too
deeply entrenched in our society. But, we can all participate in small and ongoing actions.
The key to trans-affirmative health care, is to educate medical practitioners and the
general population about trans/non-binary realities. So for our readers who may be less
familiar with that reality, Harrison walked me through the process of what a doctor’s role
is with gender-variant people. Essentially, it’s about alleviating the feeling of dysphoria, and
helping a person navigate the gender spectrum to a place in which they are comfortable,
and feel free to be who they really are. “Gender Dysphoria” is listed in the DSM-5
(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, version 5) as “a conflict between
a person’s physical or assigned gender and the gender with which he/she/they identify”
(www.psychiatry.org). Harrison explained that gender variance itself is not a medical or
psychiatric issue (and many people argue that it should not be listed on the DSM at all),
but that the feeling of dysphoria, of not being comfortable in your own body, is. So while he
agrees that the system is broken, and doesn’t necessarily think that a trans person should
be diagnosed as such, he has to play by the rules of the medical field. A diagnosis of “gender
dysphoria” can allow him and other medical professionals to help people navigate their
gender variance. Labels and diagnosis allow for resources and funding to be allocated,
such as hormone therapy, counsellors, support groups, and more.
Harrison is a pediatrician, so we talked about gender variance in children and youth, and
what the process is. Our society is built heavily in the binary and helping people unlearn
this is one of the most important and necessary parts of trans-affirmative health care.
When explaining this to parents whose children are presenting gender variance, he says
that like sexual orientation, gender is a spectrum, and many people don’t fit neatly on
one side or the other. There is a lot of space to explore on the spectrum, and the key for
parents and medical staff is to allow the child to find that place on the spectrum where
they feel comfortable, and that this place will likely shift over time.
The first and most critical step, especially in children, is the social aspect. Early non-binary
social intervention helps prevent depression and can even prevent the sense of unease. By
parents allowing their children to be who they choose to be, their child won’t feel as isolated
or uncomfortable in their body. That means calling them by the name and pronoun of their
choice, allowing them to wear the clothes they want, wear their hair as short or as long as they
want, play with the toys they want, participate in the extracurricular activities they want.
It’s about making the child feel comfortable to freely express who they are. Harrison told me
that this can be very difficult for a lot of parents to accept at first, but that most parents
just want their kids to be happy and healthy, so they often get on board pretty quickly. He
said, subjectively, he has seen the larger damage in social terms come from the parents of
other children, in an effort to keep their own children in the binary, heteronormative view
of the world, act in a way that further ostracizes the gender-variant child, and results in
that feeling of otherness, and to bullying. It’s crucial that the family, doctor, teachers, and
everyone around them make the child understand that they are not the problem.

Puberty affects us all in shocking ways, and especially for trans and non-binary youth. It’s
at that point that trans-affirmative social structures are no longer enough, as physical
changes are forced on a person - hips, breasts and periods / facial hair, deepening voices,
and erections. The doctor’s role at this stage is to delay the onset of puberty using puberty
blockers. Puberty blockers have been widely tested, and are proven to be safe. Harrison
explained that if at any point a person undergoing puberty-blocking treatment wants to
stop, and to physically develop into their biological sex, they will eventually reach their
genetic potential. This means, if a gender variant person born with female genitalia ceases
undergoing puberty-blocking treatment, their breasts will grow to the same size as they
would have had the treatment never started. There is a huge misunderstanding around
puberty-blocking treatment in and out of the medical community. Harrison is currently
working towards publishing a study that would help dispel this misunderstanding. He has
observed that many people find their point of happiness on the gender spectrum after
puberty blocking, living in an androgynous state and stepping out of the binary, and that is
as far as trans medical treatment goes for them.
For those wanting to transition further, the next step is to add hormones of the gender they
want to live as, and then they will undergo that puberty. In Canada, gender reassignment
surgery can happen after the age of 18, though there are some loopholes that allow certain
people to undergo the surgery at an earlier age.

Glossary of Terms
by Jeunes Queer Youth and CAEO Quebec
*These definitions are always subject to change as they are dynamic and are constantly
being redefined as we learn more about gender and sexuality.

Gender: Someone’s identity, who they are, how they express themselves
and how they behave. It can be binary (man or woman) or non-binary
(both, neither or something else).
Sex: Someone’s biology, genitals, hormones, genes. It includes male,
female and intersex.
Sexual Orientation/Sexuality: Describes who someone is attracted to
romantically or sexually.
Transgender/Trans: Someone whose gender doesn’t match the sex the
doctor chose when they were born.
Cisgender: Someone whose gender matches the sex the doctor chose
when they were born.
Non-binary/Genderqueer: Someone whose gender doesn’t neatly fit into
“man” or “woman”.

I asked Harrison what the biggest misconception is about transitioning, and he said it’s
the notion of regret. People always ask him “what if someone has a gender reassignment
surgery and then regrets it”. The statistics about regret are incredibly low, and almost all
are linked to complications about the surgery and aftercare, and not the transition itself.
Harrison is very firm in asserting that gender reassignment surgery is a source of hope for
people who wish to undergo this procedure. The study that he is working on will also help
cement these statistics, with the goal of making trans health care in general, as well as
gender reassignment surgery, much more accessible for people who need it. His research
will help build confidence in doctors, who in turn will build confidence in parents.

Intersex: Someone whose biology and body doesn’t neatly fit into the
categories “male” or “female”.

Essentially, his advice is the same for everyone: start looking at the person (patient) as
a whole. If you don’t understand, ask nicely. For doctors, spend time to get to know your
patients; it’s a profound gesture, and it fosters a beautiful and sincere relationship that
improves care overall.

Harrison Saulnier is a pediatric resident at the Kingston Health
Sciences Centre. He obtained an Honors Degree in Biochemistry
with a Minor in Multidisciplinary Studies in Science, followed by
graduate studies in Virulence Specific Drug Design at Concordia
University and attended medical school at McGill University.
Harrison would like to pursue a Fellowship in Paediatric Cardiology
and subsequently Electrophysiology. His research interests focus
on subjectivity in medical practices without clear guidelines to
highlight relevant gaps in evidence. He is a strong advocate for
Transgender Medicine, Aboriginal Health and parental inclusion in
Paediatric Care.

Those of us not in the medical field also have a duty to our non-binary and trans peers to
be better informed and to make our spaces safer. A lot of being an ally starts with using the
right terminology. Jeunes Queer Youth has a list of definitions that they arrived at after
piloting their workshops with SILK volunteers (Sexual Information Leads to Knowledge)
at CAEO Quebec (Canadian Association of Education and Outreach). Together, they
worked on the definitions to get to what they are now. Kimberly explained that it’s very
challenging to define terms in ways that are simple enough that anyone can understand,
while capturing the complexities of the meaning behind them without alienating folx. JQY
is open to editing the definitions when it makes sense to do so. JQY’s list of terms and
definitions can be found at the end of this article.
Why does the precise wording matter? “Definitions are important in the sense that it can
speak to folx who are questioning and help them find a community that responds to how
they feel. The important thing is to not feel like definitions are permanent and unchanging
and that you can identify with a label even if you don’t match the general definition
100%.” The shifting definition of “bisexual” is a great example: “In the past, it was having
attraction/relationships with both men and women because our perception of gender was
still quite binary. Now, many bisexual people have changed the definition to, ‘attraction to
your own gender and other genders’.”
Finally, I asked Kimberly what their recommendations are for non-binary and trans folx
to access the resources that they need. They told me that the most important thing
is reaching out. It can be challenging because although there are a lot of community
organizations out there to help, so many of them have staff that have impossible workloads.
Therefore, sometimes it’s a matter of reaching out to multiple places a few times and being
patient (which is also challenging). Once a person and an organization are connected, staff
can connect the person to services that will be helpful for them. Jeunes Queer Youth is
accepting project proposals from queer and trans youth. Kimberly says: “We love funding
youth projects but are still working to get our name out there. Even if you’re unsure, apply
and maybe we can make your project happen!”
Not everyone is going to become well-informed overnight. Unlearning the binary is a long and
challenging process, but it carries far-reaching significance; we all have a part to play in it.

Drag: A costume and/or character that someone performs in for fun or
as their job.
Two-Spirit: A term used by Indigenous peoples in North America to
describe people who aren’t straight and cisgender. Only Indigenous
people use this word.

Kimberly Wong (She/He/They) is the Jeunes Queer Youth Program
Manager at AIDS Community Care Montreal. Kim has been working in
the LGBTQ+ community for over 10 years. After getting her Masters
in Sexology at UQAM, she started working at AIDS Community Care
Montreal in the Education for Prevention Department where she got
to work on sexual health programming for youth (e.g. workshops,
kiosks, Jeunes Queer Youth, SextEd, Teacher’s Sex-Ed Toolkit
etc.) and gay/bi/men who have sex with men (KONTAK). She also
volunteers as Director General at CAEO Québec, where she created
the SILK program which offers free LGBTQ+ safer spaces workshops
in high schools. In her spare time, Kim enjoys clipping coupons
and avoiding cardio activities.
Anne-Sophie Grenier is the Operations Director at Modern Fuel
Artist-Run Centre. She has a Masters of International Arts
Management, jointly obtained from HEC Montreal and Southern
Methodist University, as well as a BA in Communications Studies
from Concordia University. She has been a volunteer with AIDS
Community Care Montreal since 2012, where for many years she was
a Sexual Health and Relationships facilitator for youth. She is
also a co-director of The Mercy Project, a non-profit organization
that works in collaboration with community partners to support
health care initiatives where resources are limited. Anne-Sophie’s
community, artistic, and academic work centres around social
innovation through multidisciplinary collaboration.

Stay tuned for our call for
submissions in Fall 2019.
www.artsida.org
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H O W -T O

A Score for the Cervix
Vanessa Dion Fletcher

(How to) Own Your Cervix

I use porcupine quills, wampum belts, and menstrual blood to examine social and political
definitions of our bodies. I am an artist with a neurodiverse mind and an Indigenous feminist
body. These are reflected in my artistic performance, textiles, and videos.
When Modern Fuel approached me to write about gender identity and activism in my
practice for this issue of Syphon, I immediately thought of my exhibit, Own Your Cervix,
held at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in 2016 and Tangled Art + Disability
in 2017. The exhibit uses porcupine quills, glass beads, damask patterns, and menstrual
blood to consider how our bodies are defined physically and culturally. A Western progress
narrative often assumes an irrelevance of feminist practice; yet we will never stop making
meaning of our gendered and cultured bodies. A feminist body practice is far from
irrelevant in the current social and political contexts.
In Own Your Cervix I invite the audience to undergo literal and metaphorical introspection.
The exhibit includes an area draped in curtains, a bench made of wood, leather, and plastic,
a speculum, a mirror, a light, lubricant, and hand sanitizer. The audience is invited to sit
on the bench, to touch the materials, and to read the accompanying zine (How To) Own
Your Cervix. The zine (How to) Own Your Cervix provides instruction on how to visualize
one’s cervix. Friends, colleagues, and strangers book self-exams that take place while the
gallery is closed to the public. These self-exams are different for every person: some use
the materials to see their cervix, while others use the materials as conduits for thinking
about and discussing their bodies.
(How to) Own Your Cervix gives directions on how to see one’s cervix; in this way, I think
about it as an artist score. “In the visual arts, the term score is borrowed from music to
refer to a predetermined series of physical, verbal, or musical actions conceived by an artist
and meant to be reinterpreted.”1 Yoko Ono’s book Grape Fruit is one example of a book
of scores. The idea that a score is reproducible and can be reinterpreted is an important
element. (How to) Own Your Cervix is about looking at, understanding, and defining oneself
outside medical or anthropological contexts. Everyone will do this differently, whether
they have a cervix or not. It also will reflect an individual’s interpretation of the invitation
and instruction in the zine.
Fluxus artists of the 1960s and ‘70s are known for writing scores for their artwork. A
goal of the Fluxus artists was to “destroy the boundaries between life and art”2 and to
destroy the authority that museums have in defining art and assigning a value to it. As a
Pottawatami and Lenape person and artist, I am aware that museums’ Western definition
of art has, historically, not only been incorrect, it has been harmful to Indigenous people
and to Indigenous art. As an Indigenous artist, the boundary between life and art has
always been different than it is from a Western perspective.
The visualizing of the cervix is typically performed by medical professionals as part
of screening for cervical cancer and other potential health issues. Unless one is in a
particularly woke health practice, the exam is completed while the patient lies back on
a table. In order to see your own cervix, you simply need to sit up and look in a mirror;
you then become both the subject and the observer. Looking at my own cervix was a
transformational experience, much as art can be.
Doing a Cervical Self-Exam was a very important moment to me. Indigenous women have
been a target of colonization. Our reproductive ability and health specifically have been
compromised as part of genocidal practices including forced sterilization, residential
schools, and MMIW2S. When I saw my cervix I thought about all the women and two-spirit
people in my life who brought me into this world: the women who protected their physical
bodies and our culture so that I could have the ability to understand, to reflect, and to
make meaning of my own body.
In the Indigenous and neurodiverse perspective, there is such a long history of outsiders
defining us, taking unsanctioned pictures, administering texts, creating language, naming.
Coming from this position I think that one of the most activist or radical things we can
do to counter this is: to look at, to feel, to touch ourselves; so that we can understand
ourselves, to make our own definitions, to create our own images, to make our own
meaning. I am hopeful for times when we can do this without it being so radical, when this
type of meaning-making is both celebrated and completely routine/banal.

Vanessa Dion Fletcher graduated from the School of the Art Institute
of Chicago in 2016 with an MFA in performance, she has exhibited
across Canada and the U.S., at Art Mur in Montreal, Eastern Edge
Gallery in St. John’s, The Queer Arts Festival in Vancouver,
Satellite Art show in Miami. Her work is in the Indigenous Art
Centre in Gatineau, Quebec, Joan Flasch Artist Book collection,
Vtape and Seneca College. In 2019 Vanessa is supported by the City
of Toronto Indigenous Arts & Culture Partnerships Fund to be an
Artist-in-Residence at OCAD University.
1 . “Fluxus Movement Overview and Analysis”, 2019, TheArtStory.org. Content compiled and written by Tracy DiTolla, edited and published by The Art Story Contributors, first published on 21 Jan 2012. Updated and modified regularly. <https://www.
theartstory.org/movement-fluxus.htm> [Accessed 26 Mar 2019]
2 . “Pablo Helguera — Score”, In Terms of Performance. <http://www.intermsofperformance.site/keywords/score/pablo-helguera>

12

Why Cervical Self Exam
When I was small I used to get throat infections all the time. I would open my mouth, stick
my tongue out, and shine a flashlight down my throat. I could see my tonsils. I learned to
know what was normal and not normal. I learned how much and what kind of mucus on my
tonsils meant I needed anti-biotic. I knew when to drink water, or gargle with salt water
and when I needed to go to the Doctor. I would help my mom as well. Looking in her throat.
Her tonsils were different then mine, they looked deflated where as mine looked like full
party balloons. I asked my doctor about that and he taught me that when your young your
tonsils are puffy and usually around the age of 10 they start to deflate.
It took a long time for me to see my cervix, 28 years. The first time I was doing it for school,
that was my justification. looking for looking sake was not enough. I had read about doing
a cervical self-exam to be able to see or visualize (as they say in the medical world) your
cervix. I didn’t have a speculum, I could order one on the internet but they cost ten dollars.
I would spend that on lunch but a view of my cervix—it didn’t seem worth it.
To understand something. I always want to see something, better if I can feel something,
better if I can make something. I want to understand my body. Not to have mastery or
control over it, but to live it and enjoy it. ~Vanessa Dion Fletcher

Three Easy Steps
Before you start, practice opening and closing the speculum; and make sure you understand
how to lock it open, as well as how to unlock and close the bills. Then sit comfortably;
leaning back with your legs open, knees up, on a bed or couch with pillows behind you.
1 Put some lubricant or water onto the bills (the rounded part ) which you will insert into
your vagina). Take a deep breath. As you exhale, let your muscles relax. To insert the
speculum, hold it in one hand, handles up, bills together. Using your other hand, spread
the labia and insert the bills of the speculum as you would a tampon.
2 When you have inserted it as far as it will comfortably go, open the bills using the
mechanism on the handles. You will feel the speculum stretch your vagina open. Lock the
speculum into place. Then you canlet go of it. With both your your hands free, you can now
hold the flashlight and mirror. Shine the beam of the flashlight into the mirror so it reflects
into the vagina lighting up the internal space. Adjust the mirror and flashlight so you can
see inside. At the back of your vagina is your cervix. It looks like a small donut with a very
small opening in the center.
3 When you are finished, unlock and close the speculum. Then slowly and gently pull the
speculum out. You may smell the speculum to become familiar with your natural smell
of secretions and examine the mucus picked up on the speculum. An acidic smell is not
unusual. A yeasty or fishy odor may indicate an infection.

What You See
The cervix appears as a rounded or flattened knob about the size of a quarter or halfdollar. The hole or opening in the center is called the cervical os. If you cannot see your
cervix, unlock the speculum , change the direction the bills are pointed, then reopen it.
It may help to sit on a firmer surface, like the floor. If after a few tries you are unable to
find your cervix, wait a few days and try again. The cervix moves somewhat during the
menstrual cycle and may be easier to see in a few days.

What’s Healthy

What’s Not Healthy

Your cervix may be pink and smooth or it might have reddish blemishes. It can also be
uneven, rough or splotchy. All of these are healthy.

It is healthy to have vaginal and cervical discharge. However, if any of the following are
found during self examination, it may indicate an infection - green, gray or dark yellow
discharge, any significant change in the amount or consistency of discharge, any strong
odor unusual for you.

There may be mucus covering the cervix or coming out of the os. Mucus is natural. The
character of the mucus changes throughout the menstrual cycle in response to hormones.
It ranges from pasty-white (non-fertile) to a clear and stretchy egg-white texture (fertile).
It does not have a strong odor. The cervix may have fluid-filled sacs on it that look like
blisters. These are called Nabothian cysts and are not a problem. They are caused by a
blockage in the mucus-producing glands of the cervix. You may see polyps, outgrowths of
tissue that dangle on a stalk and protrude through the os. They may bleed easily but do
not need to be removed unless they bother you.
Cervical bluing may be the first sign that a person is pregnant. Fifty percent of people who
are pregnant will have a blue or purplish colored cervix due to an increase in blood circulation.
During pregnancy, the cervix may also look puffy and softer and the os more open.

A health professional can take a sampling of cells and send them to a lab for tests. Other
conditions may be easily addressed with natural remedies. When you have a Pap test, the
clinician removes a few cells from the cervical os. The cells are sent to a laboratory and
examined under a microscope for signs of cancer.
Your visual exam is not a replacement for a Pap smear. With the exception of visible
sores caused by the herpes virus, most sexually transmitted diseases cannot be seen
during self-exam. Chlamydia, gonorrhea, HIV/AIDS, hepatitis—all of these STD’s need to
be tested by a clinician and require prescription medication.
Recognizing what is normal for you is the primary reason for performing self exam. By
knowing what is normal, you can tell what is unusual for you and seek appropriet treatment.

Information provided by www.fwhc.org/health/selfcare.htm

A “yeast infection” is an overgrowth of natural vaginal yeast. It can cause a white, cottage
cheese-like discharge and usually causes uncomfortable itching. There are many ways
to curb yeast overgrowth, including herbal or natural treatments as well as over-thecounter medications.
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INTERVIEW

In Conversation:
Amy Wong and Henry Heng Lu
In the fall of 2018, Modern Fuel hosted a gathering of youth, community members, and
artists for an evening dedicated to intimate discussion surrounding food culture and
contemporary art. The event was produced in the context of AKA artist-run’s project,
Locals Only, a nationally synchronized dinner program at artist-run centres across the
country. Over a potluck-style meal, Toronto-based artist, Amy Wong, presented an artist
talk titled Coming together, making space, addressing the practice of healing through
food, with a focus on community engagement as a form of resistance.
Amy Wong is an oil painter who thinks through the lens of collage and mixtape making, as
a way to claim feminist space. She is also the founder of the Angry Asian Feminist Gang
(AAFG), a collective of Diaspora cultural producers dedicated to dialogue centred on Asian
feminist concerns. Her practice ranges from painting-based installation to collaborative
projects that explore the politics of making noise, and conditioning spaces that allow for
thinking through together.
In an effort to explore new points of solidarity with the wider Kingston community, Modern
Fuel also invited both local organizations and collectives as participants and respondents.
We discovered the ways in which Coming together offered visions of what healing might
look like through the practice of collectivism and food sharing.
In her presentation, while 22 people in the room shared food and conversations, Amy
shared insight into forming the collective AAFG out of the dissatisfaction of working
independently for 10 years. Frustrated with working within white supremacist and
Eurocentric contexts where in those 10 years she had not once sat at a table or panel of
diasporic Asian artists, she realized that her desire to make that space herself became
clear. She believes that space can be charged and warmed by the bodies and sentiments
that move through or take up that space.
Amy then facilitated a conversation about the cultural healing properties of food and how
this knowledge can be passed down, or lost, between family generations. In discussing
alternative bodies of knowledge and non-western ways of knowing and being, Amy brought
an assortment of Chinese snacks which held childhood stigma for her because the snacks
were once a target of ridicule and “otherness” by her white classmates (Amy: I distinctly
remember when everyone used to tell me that Haw Flakes were made out of worms!).
It was one of the last few days for the Lunar New Year festivities when I met Amy at her
studio. Before our conversation, we gifted each other red envelopes and started chatting
from there… Here is an excerpt of our conversation.
H: Can you share a bit more about the intercultural context of potluck and familial food
sharing… thinking about the inclusivity of your potlucks and other events?
A: At Modern Fuel, I think there was this confusion of boundaries, which was really
interesting, and also of expectations of what people are supposed to do when they walk
into an art gallery. There is a sort of disarming process through the potluck. It can make
people feel comfortable to talk about difficult things. It’s a sneak attack. I think it’s what I
do a lot. How do you get around something, make people feel very much at ease, in order
to be honest with each other? If you want to unpack some ideas in a meaningful way, you’re
going to have to let your guard down and trust that the people around you are not going
to judge you, and that you would be responsible for yourself and not be hurtful to other
people. That’s the hope.
It’s almost like a social experiment of whether one can facilitate a space like this, as it is
very artificial. I didn’t know anyone beforehand. I don’t know what they’re going to say. I
don’t know if they’re left-wing people, for instance... I assume they are but they may not
be. Having an artist talking about white supremacy straight off can put you in a vulnerable
position. At the same time, I’m not performing “the other”: Don’t take me as the token
Asian girl coming in here to tell you about leftist politics. I’m not doing a service for you.
Culturally, I don’t think potlucks are traditional to Cantonese people. Not that I know of
anyway. But food sharing is, totally. If you’re going to come over to my house, I’m going to
make sure to have so much food. I can’t be un-generous: it’s a giving gesture so you better
do it up. I hope the ideas are what nourish.
(H: There is a Chinese Canadian Association in Kingston! I saw that they had an annual
Lunar New Year potluck event. I find potlucks very easy going. But also just thinking about
your potluck at Modern Fuel, it’s kind of like “you guys eat when I talk about this very
serious stuff. And I don’t care what you think. I’m just going to feed it to you.”)
A: I do care! [laughs] You asked how the Modern Fuel potluck was different from other foodbased events that I had done previously. The potluck that I did in Halifax was different. I
didn’t have any slides. I wanted the invitation to be ten-spot BIPOC privileged, for people
to understand what the nature of this project was. It wasn’t an artist talk where I surveyed
my work because my work was in the space, in relation to other people’s objects, artworks,
offerings. I was really thinking about the conversation as a parallel to the show, whereas
at Modern Fuel it was more artist-talk style. I introduced myself and asked everyone to
introduce themselves to each other. And I said if anyone has anything to say, please do. It’s
an attempt to disrupt the whole top-down dictating thing. Potluck is an exchange, so it’s
different from simply going to watch somebody talk.

H: How do you interpret cultural activism (any observations, thoughts, and/or inspirations?)
and how is that incorporated into your practice?
A: I think what I do is one way of it. What I’m interested in is to complicate things. So it’s
almost disguising something as simple and lovely and then f*cking it up a bit, in order to
ask questions. The potluck for me is kind of… I mean, it’s so funny because it’s analogous
to the whole like Canadian Mosaic stereotype. Versus, you know, the American Melting Pot
stereotype, that instead here in this country the Multicultural project allows for everyone
to be distinct and to bring their own unique ethnic flavours or their own heritage to the
table! So it kind of plays on that bullsh*t idea. As you said, just because everyone’s bringing
a dish doesn’t mean you’re actually acknowledging the power dynamics at the table or
addressing it in some way. And at the end of the day, I’m the one with the clicker and the
slides, and I got paid and the guests didn’t. So there is, again, this play on the structure
of it. It just turns out that, usually, it’s not an Asian woman who gets to be in charge of
telling people things. Activist work can often be like, let’s assert something, and let’s work
through a problem. I think my projects are about making things more problematic in some
way. Also, the potluck and food-based work come out of a suspicion of relational aesthetics.
There are some really beautiful things that happen with people coming together and I’m
very sincere about that. I’m not making fun of anyone, but I also recognize the inherent
problems with this project: it’s not a “come together and let’s hold hands.” Some people
are going to find certain things really meaningful, or not… (H: Some of them are just here
to eat!) Yeah, you can access it on whatever layer you can get at and it’s fine and that’s
sort of what makes it interesting for me, too. What’s meaningful for me is seeing if there is
reciprocal potential between participants. It’s about a level of exchange, and you don’t get
that same level of exchange with everyone.
H: Activism conveys very clear and specific messages, for example, a rally for better pay,
as a union… while taking up space. But taking up space can have many variations. In your
case, AAFG’s helped create more dialogues on gender equality - I really appreciate the
perspective of centring on and valuing femme labour. How do you navigate these values
and ideas in your work?
A: It all happens by osmosis, or in an organic way. In terms of highlighting that labour, having
those dialogues… I dreamed about forming AAFG after grad school. Going to grad school
was sort of the final straw for me, being angry for a very long time and thinking about
formal education versus the kitchen table, and how after so many years of being in the arts
or in academia, I had never once sat in a class or panel with say, like 10 Diaspora femme
Asian artists. It happens, but very rarely. So I asked myself, why has there never been
that opportunity? And why have I never self-organized that? It’s like if you’re complaining
so much why don’t you just create that situation yourself. So that’s how AAFG started.
People in the group help and guide each other in organic ways. The Aunties Council was
formed organically. Today, actually, AAFG turns 3!
When I hosted the first meeting, in my head I really thought it would be like maybe a few
people showing up and sharing academic readings, but then it turned out to be a lot more
open than that. The meeting was queer, culturally diverse, and intergenerational. There
were, for example, people working in TV, students, people in design. It was so beautifully
unexpected. It was this really messy meeting and I don’t think anything really came out of
it. But that was also what is so beautiful - to not have an agenda is sort of decolonial in
some ways, acknowledging that just bringing people together can be productive.

A: I am working through that myself now. There’s a discomfort and a nervousness about
asserting that - first of all - when I first got pregnant, I was scared that I would not be
able to do what I wanted to do, but I got encouragement from friends and family. There
are many parents out there in precarious situations and they manage to do it. So you
just deal with it and then you have the baby and then it’s very non-stop. On paper, I’ve
always been an advocate of that. As a feminist, you believe that spaces should be for all
people. But in practice, it’s hard to say, because yes, there are a lot of social protocols and
specifically in the arts against being an art mother. At the same time, now that I am one,
I noticed that there are so many art mothers and it’s almost like they have to hide it. You
can’t foreground that labour. You can’t foreground that as the main part of your practice.
Because then you’re not seen as being serious, you’re not a so-called career-oriented
person. It used to be that you couldn’t breastfeed in public so you either gave your kids
formula or had to go hide in a bathroom stall to feed your baby, which is so f*cked up. It
feels like that in the art world. Even now, if you have a kid, you best not really talk about
it. It’s like a thing you just deal with it and also to be warned never to make art about your
baby, right? That’s a big thing. And so again, it’s like the thing that I’m interested in, is to
do the thing that you’re not supposed to do. Or the thing that you yourself question and
think is not the thing to do. So, I’ve been doing a lot of projects with my son. I mean, why
not? By doing it, you unpack, it’s part of the process.
With all the AAFG and social practice projects, I really feel that I channel that mom energy.
Also, in regards to taking up more space, when you feel the pushback it makes you want to
take up that space even more.
My practice up until recently involved a lot of, ‘what can I do while nursing a kid in the
middle of the night?’, like, breastfeeding when answering emails, organizing, googling,
worrying about where money gets spent etc… That’s how I did all those projects in bits
and pieces while caring for a little tiny person. So that energy is automatically embedded
or intertwined.
Rudi [Amy’s adorable baby boy] was at all the AAFG meetings since he was born. I quoted
Trinh T. Minh-ha for the Creative Time Summit project at the AGO. There is an opening
paragraph in ‘Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism’ where she
writes about community gathering and how a meeting doesn’t start until everybody’s
ready. Maybe somebody takes a nap or whatever. She considers this as decolonizing
time. You don’t take minutes! The elder is somebody who helps to facilitate and guide a
conversation, but it’s not a controlling thing and it’s also about respecting the needs of
everyone in the group. And so, I feel really lucky when I can have meetings where we can
take a break and play with the baby and then do some more work, while responding to what
Rudi has to offer. So yeah, I respect Rudi as an active and creative person and he’s part of
these projects. He’s a co-producer of all the art.
H: Now the AAFG Facebook group has become a platform for people from all over the
world to share thoughts and discuss, and you sort of, can I say, grow with the page… (A: I
think so! That’s a good way to put it.) Did you expect it to be what it is now? And of course
because now it has its name out there. What do you think about that?

A: It’s like having a kid! You just hope that things are going to turn out well and you try to
guide it but not be too bossy about it. After all those people showed up that first meeting I
got really excited and also thought about how this could connect to broader conversations
with people that I had been having those kinds of conversations with for the past 10 years
all separately, in different cities. And so, I started to also invite people that I knew on
Facebook who are not based in Toronto. There was a little bit of curating through which
you bring people in, but I did not expect that the degree of word of mouth after that. I
like that it is out of my control. I’m not trying to control the FB group. I think when you’re
saying “to grow with the project” it is really a great way of describing it because that’s
perhaps what’s different from activist organizing. It’s not me being like: I have this agenda
and let’s find a bunch of people who agree with this agenda and then make a case for
something. It’s how we just come together and then expand and support each other, but
also disagree with each other and potentially fight with each other. I learn so much from
the conversations and the posts on that page and I am so grateful for it, the collective
knowledge-sharing.
H: It’s important that you are trying not to direct all the voices into one direction.
A: That’s the whole point. Right now Annie Wong, Emmie Tsumura, and myself are mods
in the group, but it’s a lot of work to ask a mod to do, so we keep it minimal unless there is
some oppressive conflict. The lack of moderating could be a strength and it could also be
a weakness. The messiness is something that we need to figure out. It’s also potentially a
lot of unpaid emotional labour!

Amy Wong completed her BFA at Concordia University in Montreal,
MFA at York University in Toronto and post-graduate studies
at De Ateliers in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Recent projects
include AAFG x Art Metropole at the Toronto Art Book Fair at Kem
Xuân Huong Ice Cream Shop, Chinatown Centre (Toronto); Shared
Conversations: A Dinner with ARCs across Canada at Modern Fuel
(Kingston); Institutional Critique Teach-In and Book Jacket
Multiple at the Gardiner Museum (Toronto). Forthcoming projects
include Room for Taking Care at the OCAD U Graduate Gallery
(Toronto); Session: Emilia-Amalia at Mercer Union (Toronto);
Alimentary at Obrera Centro in Mexico City. She is a 20192020 fellow of the Toronto Arts Council/Banff Centre’s Cultural
Leader’s Lab.
Henry Heng Lu (盧恆) is the Artistic Director at Modern Fuel ArtistRun Centre. He co-founded Call Again, a Toronto-based initiative/
collective committed to creating space for contemporary diasporic
artistic practices and to expanding the notion of Asian art in
the context of Canada and beyond, through exhibitions, screenings,
and roundtables. In his research, Lu investigates often-overlooked
narratives surrounding cultural belongings and inequalities in the
twenty-first century by examining values, doubts, insecurities,
and vulnerabilities.

So it was supposed to be a reading group, but everybody wanted different things. And
you know, I just said, okay, let’s start a Facebook group and that’s how the Facebook
group started and then there were a few informal meetings, one potluck, and then I got
pregnant. So AAFG for me really coincides with pregnant labour and mama energy. They
are very much one and the same for me.
So the question of centring on femme labour… Really, it’s just because it’s very viscerally
parallel to my lived experience. I identify as nonbinary but I would say it’s the matrilineal
drive. Before becoming pregnant, within my art practice and life practice I’ve always been
very inspired by mother and grandmother labour. I grew up with my mom cooking full
Chinese meals and soup every day after full-time work while raising 3 kids and taking care
of my dad, and my grandmother was pretty hardcore in her own way too...
H: The act of cooking, let’s say making soup, in this context is very feminized labour?
A: I think the type of care is feminized. It’s not the soup itself, but it’s the way that women
traditionally do things, the way they pass down that knowledge is very particular. When
I go home to Scarborough and I smell that soup with the dried oysters, scallops and fat
choy, that’s the smell of New Years to me, the smell of home. I could go and buy all those
same ingredients at T&T and just put them in a pot and boil it, but it’s more than that,
right? It’s the magic that gets passed on. It’s about that gesture. Tong (soup in Cantonese)
is just a way of symbolizing that care labour. It’s something that you take for granted
when it’s there. This is particularly with diaspora, like generational transference. Also as
a mother, I see that what I pay attention to is very specific. Soup specifically, is not about
food really; it’s about another way of knowing and communicating.
H: From the perspective of a practicing artist and a mother, how do you reconcile the social
protocols and expectations associated with motherhood and taking up (more) space?
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Amy Wong’s potluck-style artist talk “Coming together, making space” at Modern Fuel in October 2018.

Photo by Ana Sofijanic.
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