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The norms of what have been considered Canadian cultural identity were
governed for more than four centuries by the colonial heritage of the English and
French. Their influence even veiled the presence of aboriginal cultures, the First Nation
peoples who have inhabited this country from time immemorial. In the past two
decades, however, Canadian cultural identity has been transformed. First Nations
peoples are in the process of recouping the sovereignty of their cultural and political
identity — one that is distinct from the rest of Canada - and the largest immigrant popu-
lation now originates from Asia.!

While the majority of recent Asian immigration is from Hong Kong and India, there
are also significant numbers from Thailand, Fiji, Malaysia, the Philippines, Vietnam,
Korea and Japan. Along with immigrant populations from other parts of the world
who are making Canada their home, they have dramatically reshaped the demography
and are reconfiguring the social, cultural and economic landscape. Toronto, for exam-
ple, is recognised as the most culturally diverse city in North America. This shift is
influencing the way Canadians identify themselves as a nation, and the way Canadians
identify themselves as individuals within a nation. It is making us aware that, in our
case at least, national identity is not fixed, but is constantly evolving with little promise
of resolution. Many would even argue that until First Nations disputes are redressed,
we are, in theory, all immigrants. The lack of a defined national identity is a source of
both anxiety and exhilaration: anxiety that we do not possess cultural traditions that
extend back into deep history (aside from First Nations traditions); exhilaration that
. we are liberated from the very burdens such traditions can impose.

On an institutional level, the cultural diversity that now exists in Canada is promoted
by the state as a ‘mosaic’, a multicultural reality where many nationalities exist within '
““one geographical and constitutional space. The idea of multiculturalism was imple-
mented as government policy in 1988 and is now considered a fundamental character-
_istic of Canadian society. In principle this is embraced by a large segment of the popula-
“tion; the idea of a coexistence of difference is appealing. At the same time, however, it
““has led fo- hyphenated identities, among them Asian-Canadians, Indo-Canadians,

" French-Canadians, and so on.2
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Coinciding with this demographic shift is the emergence of a vical and
intluencial communiey of artists of Asian descent living and working in
Canada. Some are nagive born, others haye emigrated ro Canada. Wichin
the immigrant poputation there are those who came to Canada ar a
young age and those who arrived s adules, The ensuing complexiey of
language, culture and experience frustrates the tendeney 1o neatly cage-
gorise Asian-Canadians as 4 singular entiry, Focusing on race and cthnie-
1Y, T coneeprually perpetuates the idea of segrega-
ton and has become 4 problematic designation for
many artists. Identifving oneself as Astan-Canadian
can, of course, be viewed as 4 chaltenge o the idea of
adominant culture, as 4 sign of resistance, as 1 need
to acknowledge difference. Such identification rup-
tures the notion of 4 homogeneous *Canadian® cul-
ture, bur there evisrs 4 delicare balance bervwveen
claiming one’s difference and participacing fully and
equally in sociery,

During the 193505 and 1960s artists of Asian
descent, among them Kazuo Nakamura, Takao Tan-
abe and Roy Kivooka, gained considerable critical
acelaim within the Canadian art establishment. Yer
thirty vears ago, if one was not producing work rhar
subscribed o the aestheric presentation or contenr of
European and American influenced arr, the opportu-
nity for acknowledgment was severely limited. In
fact, in the early 19705, when Kivooka veered awav
from the hard-edge abstracrion for which he was celebrated, towards a
less marketable and less easily consumable photo-based practice thar at
times explored his Japanese roots, narional artention waned. :

Many Canadian artisrs of Asian descent - indeed any artist whose
background is not Euro-American ~ have felt alienated. and often stifl
da. trom the kind of art and ideas thatexist in whar js considered western
mainstream practices. Many vounger artises. unable to find an outler for
the expression of their spectfic cultural sensibihiey or aestheric, experi-
enved such alienation. It led ro A ourpouring of art during the past
decade concerned with tssues of locaring and aftirming one’s dentity, an
rdentity ofren mherentdy different from thatot an Englivh or French her-
tage. (}mundl\rml\xn,ﬂ exhibitions such a¢ Neilow Perl Reconsidered:

P90 and Self Not Whole (1990 were ambitions underrakings organ-

Jhyartises of Awan descent’ In these show, TUSTs were represented

T context ot their own COMMUNITG 401 supportive environment

1ere the work could he discussed on irs oun rerms. Exhibitions such s

soseserved to challenge the dominant canons iy which arnises presum-

had ra abide. Thev broughe foreh stes pertuming to the hangoser
Bal h B

PO inequities and srasures. the effects oF migragon, and the
thdown of long-held belicfs about race, sender 1y sexualiny, and
wdap adiscussion abour how we read our culrural rcons and act our
ot habits. The goaf was not somuch an arempr to hecome the
SEEmLas o contest the idea of 4 mainstream and advance new

ot construcnng ones identiy. Such artwork has been the catalyse
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for one of the mose Protound shifts wichin the exhibition and collection
practices of Canadian art mseicutions, and has duestioned assumprions,
of what consritutes Canadian are, And while the systemhas ver to achieve
the desired change, there iy no turning back.

With the ascendancy of identiny issues in visual art, there has, iron-
callv, beena reversal of what transpired thirey vears JLOCNOW I H1c iy of
Asian descent, there CNISTS AN eNpectation o retlect oney “Astanness” in
the arnwork. Many critics and curators look for i
Many stace promoters of multiculturalism fung it
Some artists now refuse to partcipate in segregated,
even self-segrecated exhibinons, citing the porential
of creating culrural ghettos. This is not a denial of
one’s heritage, bue a refusal ro beincluded in exhipy.
tions on the basis of race or ethnic hackground.

still, identiey remains one of the most crucial Issies
within an aggressively promored coneepr of glohali-
sarion, where countries, communities and individuats
face wholesale transtormation fed by transnational
corporate interests. We are encouraged to dress in the
same clothes, eat the same food. listen 1o the same
music.warch the same television broadcasts and, ylri-
mately. to participace in the SAMeE CConoOmic svsrem,
Yet there exist rumblings abour how the subject of
identity, and ideas cenred on difference, are becom-
g overworked and predicrable, In spite of the arr
svstem’s desire for something new, and perhaps less
political. some of the mosr engagmg artwork suill grappies wich identiry,
Bur it is manifested in wavs that address contemporary subjectiviey in af!
1ts complexities and contradictions.

The artists discussed in this article are AMong many ot Asian descenr
living in Canada. And hile thev address, amony other things, various
aspects ot idenriny, their Avian descent does not Necessanly comprise e
subject mater, although it mayv in SOMe Wav mnform rheir perceptions.
Nor does the work exhibir an identriable “Asian® aesthetic. Rather, iy
embracing the local and the dlobal, the specific and che universal, these

artists explore identirv s v expression of the individual within t!

hvbridity of the farger socia psyche.

Ken Lum is a napive Vancouverice whose work s mrrequently die-
cussed 1 terms of his Chinese ANCESTIV s an artist w ho has conrriburey
to Vancouvery meernatonal reputation for photozraping his work
more often framed within ¢ onceprual serategicos, and Minimadisg or Do
aesthentics, Yer his projects have ahwaes comprised awrde represencatior
ot both race and class.a narural retlection of grow P a calturalls
mixed neiehbourhood, and of bemig an acuee observer o the wavs s
viduals tuncrion i an often antgonine world, Py jo asig on borh
commonabities and idioss negasics of subjectiviey thar reside within o
daily ives, Lum destabifises whar one might assume to be the norny,

Lam's oeuvre spans several discipiings, mcdudimge pamoune, photog-

raphy and scalpeure. The porerait, and s relationship rodentine, o

plaved an mportant role throushour, In the FISOs Lam parred laree
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photographic studio portraits with corporate-like fogos that me
ated the sitter™s name, @ wry comment about the mdividual o
sumer culture. A later series of 1994 compmed highly staged
deprenng mdviduals engaged ima range of evervday moments wit
phrases expressimg what 1s occupying therr nunds. Inone piece

worman, clearh seli-absorbed. taces herselt ma dressimg-room

and asks. " Whatam Ldoimng here?”. The sheer divecmess and seal
words mtensities our eneagement with those preoccupations tha
seem utterhy banal, but thatare all too recogmsable. Indeed. the sie
Lum presents are at times so uneventful that thev verge on the pre
This uncasy relationship berween the banal and the meanmgrtul I
and empathy, image and text, heightens our experience of the waor

A more recent project is Photo-Mirrors. 1997-98. The format
more fundamental: wood-tramed mirrors of various dimensios
snapshots slipped into the crack where mirror meets frame. Th
shots represent people. butldings or landscapes and, depending
exhibivon context. may consist of found images. images contrii:
the viewers, or those taken by the artst. The mirror tunctions as @
gate photograph by re-presenting an image. in this case the view
titls the retlective space with a self-portrait. In these mirrors the sc
sclous presence of the viewer as an element in the artwork is juxt.
with the levels of subjectivity one discerns in the snapshots, wh
most often personal mementos representing some past event. Jt i-
disparity between the real and the constructed, between the view
the arrwork. that Lum opens up a space for deliberation abouride

In contrast to Lum’s edgy representations are the ethereal, cont
tive installations of Lani Maestro. Having emigrated from the
pines in 1982, she now lives and works in Montreal, but her p
often deal with subject martter specific to political associations w
mother country and with her familial background. One finds in
stallations the suggestion of memory as a means of connection be
two spaces — between here and there, between now and then. Wi
content is personal to Maestro, we, as viewers, are not necessarih
to the specifics. She purposely pares down visual informatic
renders it ambiguous, evocative and poctic rather than tlustrany,
1s carried out in a spirit of generosity that enables the artst to pro
own subjective experiences while offering a vehicle for viewers si
neously to explore theirs.

a book thick of veeany 1993, for example, exists as an ob
mourning for the death of Maestro’s Nany, her heart mother. Irisa
five-hundred page, hand-bound book placed on an oak rable. Eac
opens to an identical photograph of the ocean. The image is take
an angle that renders the ocean boundless ver close enough ro co
ablyslip into. This is a highly meditative work that involves the pl
interaction of the viewer to carefully rurn each page and mentally
the accumulation of cach image. Although the idea and presen:
appear uncomplicated, the impact is remarkably powerful. The s
tion of the same image counters our knowledge ot it, and instead v
asense of unknowing, an endless drifring, and opens up a vastsp.

our \lllW]L‘C[l\'C CNEARCMent.
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Imagery of the ocean is also emploved in dreain of the other, 1998.

Using a slide dissolve projection and digical manipulation, two children
floating on the surface of the ocean disappear and reappear in a slow-
motton cinematic simulation. As in a book thick of ocean, the image of
the ocean is the same with or without the children. and the slide dissolve
creates an unsettling rhythmic and spatial experience. In an adjacent
room. empty of images but full of sound, is an audio of waves. Again,
Maestro invokes a meditative ambience thar alludes to memory, the
cphemeral, and the passage of time. In Maestro’s work memory func-
rtons as a form of retaining identitv tha is both personal and collective,
butit also implies that nothing stavs the same. and that part of our exis-
ence comprises loss.

Ron Terada was born in Vancouver and makes paintings that combine
references to the monochrome with those of ¢ oneeprual art. He emplovs
@svseemarte methodology: a painted ground paired with an appropri-

ated text. Wich the tormal decision-making process m place, thar s, the

problem of what to pant already determined. he then takes his cues from
arusts such as On Kawara i the use of repetition and formula, and Laur-
nee Wener 1o the use of text as visual expression. Yer the physical pres-
ave ot his pamnngs as highly acsthericised obyects is evidence of a
sommuanent 1o the sensual properties of paine, They are the product ot

dozens of lavers of precisely applied pigment that result in surfaces so
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meticulous, so consistent, they seem ro defy the ract that thev are hand-
cratred.

The textual components in Teradas painrings have in recent vears
incorporated ‘voices”. In the Grey Paintings. executed during 1996 and
1997, each painting 1s finished in a different rone of grevand the texts are
derived from his high-school graduation vearbook. The voices are
named - Trung Pham. Tom Tavlor, Jatinder Dhaliwal - and exempline a
broad cthnic representation. This is nota gesture of clusion, butindica-
tive of a generation where such a mixis the norm. As voices that are rep-
resented by words, thev funcrion like portrares. Bur one becomes
painfullv aware of how individuals ar the threshold of entry into adul:-
hood choose to project themselves, The earnest and INECNUOUS TNy
protfered by these voices collide with the sophisticated history char
inhabits the language of the monochrome. a historythar has attempred re
ofter the ultimate trurh of what constitures o paintng.

Thenaive wisdom of teenagers has been replaced by more acidic refa-
vonship in the feopardy Paintings, 1995-99. Here, Terada pits the crass
reality of 24 television gameshow quiz against the oot idealism i
transcendence of the pamred monochrome. In these pamnomgs, two kinds
ot knowledge meet head-on: a kind of “trivial pursaic thar daily capor-
vates huge populations who are gratificd by guick knowledpe cained

through facts; and an intellectual discourse of panting thar exises wirthin

71



ngnt. YOKO
TAKASHIMA, Brushism,
1994, wdec, audi,

esy {ontempocary

Galiery, Vancouver,
teiows Islands Burning,
1998 wides, auns

72

the hermetic purity of art. As heroic paintings they have been spoiled b
references 1o the evervday, and the convergence ot idea and rechnigue. o
abstraction and narrative, lend these seemmely restrained works of a
their tension.

Yoko Takashima. a native of Japan, moved to Canada m 1988 ane
now lives in Victoria. Devising video instatiations that range trom th
modest to the monumental, she focuses on some of the most mundan
aspects of our existence. The inital encounter with Takashima’s work
however, is extremely disorientung. Daily routines and simple actions ar
transtormed into hypnortic, compelling rituals through repetinion. clos
cropping. and distorted scale. n Brashism, 1994 something as ordinar
as brushing one’s teeth is tumed into a strange and alien specracle. Th
inability immediarelv 1o ascertain what onc is secing plavs ito the imay
ination and the deepest subliminal recesses. When recogninon of th
image does occur, one detects a wit that has led us into psvehologicall
unsettling territory.

In the installation As If. 1996. a small oval screenis embedded direct!
into the wall and exhibits a slow repetitious action alluding to somethin
that borders on the libidinous. The difficulty of identifying this action s
exacerbated by the accompanving audio of gigghng girls. The wor
makes allusions to voveurism, with the viewer caught peeping at some
thing that perhaps should not be witnessed. But this is a set-up. Allis pe:
fectly innocent; the video is simply the artist licking cream cheese from
glass surface, documented from underneath. What at first seemed like as
indeterminate rhyvthm of flesh and viscera declares itself as lips, reeth
and a tongue engaged in simple sensual pleasure.

Another work. Islands Burning, 1998, consists of a sound and vide:
installation that focuses on a woman’s chest arec
Her breasts are being fondied by a pair of hand
that morph back and forth between those of .
woman and those of a man, while the audio pro
jects the sound of heavy breathing. The wav cadi
gender interacts with the breasts is clearly differ
ent, a relationship that is awkward at best. Anc
while it is evident that the woman’s hands are he
own, it is unclear who the man’s might belong e
which raises questions about power and submis
sion. As in much of Takashima’s work, the idea o
gender identity arises as an underlving theme, ane
within it she manages to take confident possession
of her disposition towards sexuality and sensuat
ity. Viewers also come to apprehend this, but no:
before negotiating thetr own subjective inclina
tions.

Germaine Koh was born in Malavsia, moved to
Canada as a child, and currently lives in Ottawa
She also explores ordinary daily details, but she
enters the space of identiry through svstems o

exchange and processes of circulation. Her work

is diverse in materials and scale, ranging fron
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small bronze objects placed temporarily in the possession
of other people, to a monumental knicted “blanker” made
from wused sweaters that have been unravetled and re-knie-

ted. Bur each of these projects is linked through Koh's

methodology and her interest in the relationship between
artand hived experience. She appropriates icons of the per-
sonal and the inamate — business cards and found snap-
shots. forexample —and gives them a publictife. Aside from
the blanket, these projects possess a sense of contingency.
Alrhough they exist as art, they can just as casily slip into
the context of the real world and conceivably end up where
some began, as detritus on the sereer.

This is evident in Sightings, an ongoing project initiated

One of two photographs found
2 December 1994, Dalhousie
Street at George Street, Ottawa
Verso marked "Kodak PAPER”
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in 1992 counsisting of found snapshorts thar Koh has made
nto postcards. Most of the images include people, and on
the back of cach she has placed the date, location, circum-
stance of find, and her address. Like souvenir postcards,
these 1images are sold in various locations and circulared
through the mail system. Yer, in the context of a postcard
they are ironic. Postcards purportedly depict memorable
places and events, but these tmages, possibly discarded
because of awkward framing or for being off-focus, have
been rejected or lost by those who generared them. Simi-
larly, Momentos, 1995~96, consisting of found wallet-
sized studio portraits reproduced, framed and identified only by a brass
plaque noting a date and location, present portraits whose original con-
text is missing. Through Koh's process of rescue and redefinition, these
orphans have found new life as amorphous identities thar float through
the world and whose true circumstances are lett open to imaginative
interpretation.

Koh's Personal Messages, ongoing since 1993, consists of an abbrevi-
ated diary of dav-to-day activities periodically placed in the personal
messages column of a newspaper. Although these notes are personal to
Koh, she 1s notidentitied, and thev are general enough to be read as any-
one’s lite. But they are also ditferent enough from the kinds of messages
lett in such columns that they read as a distiner identiry: they assume a
personality. With projects such as these, Koh plavs a deft game with both
the public realm and the art world. The personals. in particular, are easily
unnoticed by the art world unless itis one’s habit to seek them out. Para-
doxically. however, itis only within the art world that they are publicly
discussed.

Uhese tive artists are among those who recognise thar identiey is nei-
ther simple, fixed. nor necessarily authentic to a preseribed formula.
I'hey produce work that has nothing detintave o redl us, bur racher pro-
vides an open terram for consideration of our subjective engagement
with the world around us. And while their arework does nor directly
retlect anv nanonalist tendencies, the ideas conveved are not so distant
tronm those thar preoccupy many Canadians: that the boundaries of iden-
ary are contmually shifting and expanding, and thac s irresolution can

be productive
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The presence of Asians in Canada, especiaiiy mowestern Co notnew. A san-

icant population of Chinese, recruited as cheap Tabour, hoed o British Columpia
during earlv non-native sertlement, although chey were seurczared rrom and diserim-
mared agamst by European settlers, Unofthe md - 19205 imancranon of the Chinese
required aherty rax. Berween 1923 and 1947 Chinese imee cr o was hanned ai
together.

The usage of French-Canadian i not popular in the provines o Quebes where the

majority ot the French-speakong populanon fives, They are cos sermously courn

the iden ora sovereign naton werhin Canada aod refer ro o Les s ‘\1«'1%\ VeI,

3o fobn O Brian, "White Paine, Hoarfrost, ard the Cold e o0
Nivooka, Vancouver, BCOArtspeak Gallers Or Guadlerv, 1ot o

o Yellow Pomi Reconsidered was curated by Paul Wonw ana et 2
toriabcollecnve On Edee and roured aoross C anada, Seit S- i

Henry Taang and Lorraine Chan and was prosented i the t e

non-artinsatucon. Paul Wong and Henry Faang are sise o000
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