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An Introduction by Lisa Steele
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This year the Curatorial Incubator (round II) took a different
path - a comparison between Canadian and international video
art. It started a couple of years ago when Vtape Managing
Director Wanda Vanderstoop noted that, while Vtape is
primarily known to represent Canadian artists, few curators,
educators and general public users knew about the work of
international artists available at Vtape.

The result is the Curatorial Incubator, round II. In May
2004, we did an open call to young artists, curators and
artist/curators for proposals to construct programmes that
paired the work of Canadian video artists with international
artists.

We received over 70 submissions. These were juried by Ben
Portis, Curator of Contemporary Art at the Art Gallery of
Ontario, Orla La-Wayne-Garriques, Vtape Board member and
independent curator, and Lisa Steele, Vtape Creative Director.
It was a strong field of candidates. We arrived at 5 young
curators and artist/curators who were invited to participate.
They came with amazing experience and interests, diverse
and particular to their immediate circumstances. Some came
directly from under-grad programmes in visual art or art
history: others came from post-grad programmes in curatorial
studies; some had organized festivals; some had organized
exhibitions. All evidenced intense focus in the media arts.

Over the summer, we offered 3 workshops for the Curatorial
Incubator, round 11 participants to acquaint them with
various curatorial strategies. A1l the workshop presenters
had experience with programming the work of Canadian artists
in relation to international artists. They were: Ben Portis,
AGO curator; Chris Gehman, former programmer for the Images
Festival in Toronto; and Anne Golden, festival programmer
from Montreal.

Each of the 5 selected participants did extensive research.
Each arrived at intriguing pairings of works that opened
up their specific fields of inquiry. Each is unique and
individual. Each is highly personal. And, most important,
each is surely accessible to the public. In addressing the
matter at hand, each participant opened up her/his own
(highly individual, highly personal, sometimes specifically
personal) field of interest to the scrutiny of the public.

We are grateful for their honesty.

Their selections made, each participant produced a substantial
essay on their choices. The resulting written works were
edited by AGO curators Ben Portis and Michelle Jacques, and
Lillian Allen, award-winning dub poet and educator.

Vtape is ?roud to present the curatorial series of the
Curatorial Incubator, round II. Each programme is focused
on the particular issues - be they formal, content-oriented,
or personal - of importance to the curator; each is specific
to the artist, the curator, the artist/curator's dreams.
We are proud to enter into this dreamscape. It is, we
believe, the future.



The Ties That Bind: Motherhood in Performance
Videos by Ulrike Rosenbach and Mirha-Soleil Ross
MEREDITH DAULT

At the edges of the Pacific Ocean, the Golden Gate Bridge
looming postcard-like in the background, a woman frolics
in the waves. She is the picture of radiant happiness.
Caught in the light, carefree place where, sea water lapping
at the toes, women slip back to girlhood, she skips and
twirls and laughs her way along the beach in slow-motion,
hair and dress streaming out behind her. She appears
pregnant: enjoying what might be the Tast few weeks of
freedom before the demands of motherhood shackle her to
responsibility. The woman smiles with warmth and familiarity
at the person behind the camera-perhaps the father of the
child-and it's clear that she is enjoying her performance.
Indeed, the woman seems conscious of the perfection of the
setting and the fact that she is starring in the paragon
of family film footage, giving the kind of woman-with-child
performance that her grandchildren will one day watch fondly,
the beauteous moment embellished in family history.

Only there won't be any grandchildren, because there is no
baby. The woman is Toronto-based performance artist Mirha-
Soleil Ross and she is, in her own words, “performing
pregnancy”. Ross, a transsexual, appeared pregnant every
time she was in gub]ic from May 2001 to February 2002, the
normal nine-month hurin gestation period. The Pregnancy
Project, a performa' .e art cycle, was conceived to explore
transsexual women's lationships to motherhood and reproductive
technologies. Created together with her life partner Mark
Karbusicky, ALLO PERFORMANCE! is the thirteen-minute beach-
frolicking video piece that was produced to be part of it.
The voice of the artist's mother supplies the soundtrack.
Over the course of the performance. she describes, in a
deliciously unsophisticated French Canadian 1ilt, what it
was like to be pregnant and to give birth to Mirha-Soleil.

Thirty years earlier, in 1972, ground-breaking German video
artist Ulrike Rosenbach sat down in front of a camera and
performed her own testament to motherhood, Wrapping with
Julia (Einwicklung mit Julia). Nestling her young daughter
in her laF-Ju]ia looks to be four or five years old-self-
consciously facing the camera, Rosenbach proceeds, over the
course of five minutes, to bind their bodies together with
what looks like a large fabric bandage. Because of the
position of the child on her mother's lap, Rosenbach seems
to be reattaching the girl to her body. Every time her
mother encircles their bodies with the bandage, young Julia
is required to 1ift her arms up in front of her, allowing
the fabric to pass without constricting them. The performance
is eerie and rhythmic and is accompanied by the sound of
exaggerated breathing, timed perfectly to coincide with
Julia's arm movements. Once bound., Rosenbach shifts in her
seat, turning the pair towards the audience and allowing

a side view of the reattached mother and child.

In the brief existence of video art, thirty years is a
yawning historical chasm separated by huge social and
technological distances, yet Ulrike Rosenbach's binding
rite, and Mirha-Soleil Ross's pregnancy performance play
out a remarkably ageless theme. There are, naturally, the
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Ulrike Rosenbach - Wrapping with Julia (Einwicklung mit Julia), 1972



obvious connections. Most significantly, both videos document
artists performing for the camera, both investigating notions
of staged pregnancy, be it in Mirha-Soleil Ross's obvious
wearing of the mother-to-be costume, or in Rosenbach's more
subtle and suggestive re-binding of child to body. We see
issues relating to motherhood-particularly the bonds between
mothers and their children - being investigated in both
pieces on a number of levels. The two videos even speak to
one another through their use of rhythm and visual treatment.

Mother-daughter relationships have been the subject of
literature, film, and therapy sessions for countless years.
There is something inherently fascinating in the notion of
the woman and her female offspring, the child being a kind
of physical embodiment of the mother's own youth, the
negative associations roaring to life as the child ages,
when she ultimately morphs drearily into her mother. A
daughter's growing up is also the ultimate signifier of a
mother's own slow creeping towards death.

Watching a mother symbolically unite her growing daughter's
torso to her own then, as Ulrike Rosenbach does in Wrapping
with Julia, is both goignant and disturbing. Is she trying
to stop the hands of time, binding her developing daughter
Tike the feet of aristocratic women in Ancient China? It's
as if, having watched her daughter grow to her current age
and size, the mother is now saying symbolically, “That's
enough. I'm going to keep you here™. Ultimately, Rosenbach
says something about the nature and power of the mother-
daughter relationship. With her daughter seated on her lap,
Rosenbach is a kind of tongue-in-cheek Madonna, the definitive,
iconic mother figure.

Although Wrapping with Julia may be based in a more direct
emotional investigation of motherhood, the result is decidedly
clinical. Cold and calculated, the five-minute segment has
the methodical pace of a science experiment. One cannot
help but be struck by the minimalism of the exchange, by
the hypnotic manner in which the wrapping unfurls. The
viewer detects little rapport between mother and daughter.
There's a self-consciousness to the action - the performers
clearly watching themselves, the child fidgeting - as the
wrapping takes place. It may well be in part due to the
nature of early video work. One imagines that for Rosenbach,
the act of binding her daughter to herself - in performing
the ritual - may have been more important at the time than
the aesthetics of the piece. Ulrike Rosenbach was, after
all, one of the first German artists to experiment with
video technology, not only for documenting purposes, but
also for making art using electronic images and sounds.
Wrapping with Julia was one of her early pieces. Rosenbach,
who studied with Joseph Beuys in Dusseldorf in the 1960s,
went on to make dozens of other video works, as well as to
enact a vast number of performances, many of them documented
on tape.

In ALLO PERFORMANCE! motherhood p]ays out both in the artist's
performance and in her mother's voice-over, wherein she
muses about the trials of being pregnant with, and ultimately
raising the very ?erson we are watching onscreen, Mirha-
Soleil Ross, a well known transsexual activist and performer,
was born male into a working class, French Canadian family.
ALLO PERFORMANCE! is a highly personal video. Using
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documentary-style storytelling and a light, witty touch,
the thirteen-minute piece takes us on a mother's journey,
documenting her experiences of pregnancy and the bearing
of her child, to watching that child grow up. But there is
more to it than that-though her commentary is entertaining
in the unceremonious view it takes on childbearing and
childrearing, it is initially little more than benign
storytelling, amusing chitchat. We laugh right along with
her as she tells stories of her banana cravings while
pregnant or her husband's beer-soaked glee at becoming a
father. We laugh because the stories are funny. But we're
also laughing at her delivery-at her blue-collar, French
Canadian twang, and at her uncouth language. The storytelling
ultimately takes on a deeper emotional engagement when Ross's
mother starts to describe her boy-child's love of dolls,
his feminine face, his girlish mannerisms: “I tried all
kinds of clothes on your back but you looked Tike a girl,
you never looked Tike a boy. People would ask , ‘Are you
a little boy or a little girl?’ cause you had a high-pitched
voice and the postures of a girl.” At this point, if we
haven't realized it already, it starts to become clear that
this mother is speaking frankly about the boy who was and
the woman now onscreen before us. It is also at this point
that the piece becomes subtly political, raising questions
about nature vs. nurture and gender fluidity.

The story is so successful because it deals with something
few have experienced. It tells us, in language we can
understand and relax with, about raising a child while
watching it wrestle with questions of gender. Mirha-Soleil
Ross's mother, though an undereducated, working class woman,
makes it clear that her child didn't make the decision to
become female; it was predestined: “What do you want me to
tell you! It's destiny. Our destiny is traced in advance
and that's it, that's all. There's nothing we can do about
it. You didn't ask to be that way either.” She also makes
it quite clear that she accepts that fate, embracing her
child's new life and identity, speaking warmly about her
male partner. This is a refreshingly open-minded attitude
that dispels easy stereotypes of working class ignorance
and bigotry.

0f course there is a poignancy in the fact that Mirha-Soleil
Ross, a transsexual woman, will never bear her own biological
children. Near the end of the tape, her own mother speaks,
laughingly though with an underlying sadness, about her
daughter's pregnancy performances, which she doesn't entirely
understand. At the same time, she contemplates that she
will never have grandchildren either: “Of course, we sometimes
think about it when we see someone who's just become a
grandmother or when someone asks: 'what? You still aren't
a grandmother?' So we answer that no, that our daughter
is not able to have children. What else can we say? For
sure it hurts a little not being a grandmother but destiny
is destiny. We can't change anything.”

Both ALLO PERFORMANCE! and Wrapping with Julia are solidly
grounded in visual rhythm, though to different effect. What
makes Wrapping with Julia so unsettling is that although it
is based in a strong mother-daughter union, the video, when
looked at in a certain light, does not soothe. Indeed,
there's something quite unsettling about the whole piece.
Rosenbach may even be perceived as aggressive in her actions.
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Mirha-Soleil Ross - ALLO PERFORMANCE!, 2002



Instead of freeing her child, she binds Julia, holding her
daughter prisoner to her own needs. Suddenly, mother stops
being a comforter and starts to become a threat. The Toud
rhythmic sighing/breathing of the soundtrack becomes a sort
of Tullaby turned on its head, calming yet disturbing.

One imagines the sound of someone trying to breathe through
a plastic bag, desperate to get enough air into the lungs.

In ALLO PERFORMANCE!, breathing manifests itself in the
rolling waves, sighing onto the shoreline, superimposed so
they appear to flow into the scene from all sides, flooding
then receding. Although we don't always hear them, they
imbue the scene with a distinctive atmosphere and visual
pace. Of course waves have been classically associated with
women, the tides intrinsically linked to the waxing and
waning of the moon and thus to the menstrual cycle, female
fluids even compared to the saltiness of the sea and its
rocking, lulling waters.

Although having been produced thirty years apart, Wrapping
with Julia and ALLO PERFORMANCE! seem to speak to one another
in terms of visual language. Both works, shot in black and
white, share the gray graininess of antiquated home movie
footage. Today, video has become a medium inexorably
connected to the capture and creation of family memories.
Both Ulrike Rosenbach and Mirha-Soleil Ross are telling
their own tales of family, but reassemble the personal into
a work of art that has a very public destination.

So what makes a mother? Both ALLO PERFORMANCE! and Wrapping
with Julia challenge conventional notions as to what motherhood
looks like. These are not the mothers of so many Hallmark
cards, plumged up with pillows, awaiting breakfast in bed
brought in by fair-haired, rosy-faced children. 1In both
videos, we experience a motherhood as performance, falsified
by the very fact that it is being performed. Both feel raw
and accessible-and perhaps that much more real-because they
are propelled along by genuine emotions and ideas, based
in one of the most significant of all human relationships,
the connection between mother and child. Whether it's a
woman engaging with her young daughter in a performance for
the camera, or a mother's voice providing a backdrop to a
transsexual woman's staging of pregnancy, one thing seems
certain: mothers never stop being mothers, even as their
children grow up and away from them, even when their boys
blossom into beautiful women.



Black Beyond Essentialist Stereotypes
REINALDO JORDAN

“In the 18th century slaves like Philip Witley read poems
to prove he was human, to prove that we [black people]
weren't furniture, to prove that we weren't robots, to prove
that we weren't animals”

Kodjo Eshun in The Last Angel of History

Black in relation to a definitive white standard

Assuming an identity partly depends upon our alignment to
socially constructed standards that represent who we ought
to be by way of comparison to the characteristics that they
uphold. These standards can be conceptualized in ways that
are too narrow and homogenous to encompass the constantly
changing and complex lived experiences of individuals and
their community members. Even though the concept of race
and racial superiority is no longer considered to be
scientifically valid, the identity of a black person is
still conditioned by white-supremacist discourses that assert
that black people are a biologically and culturally inferior
race. At the same time, standing at the other end of the
sEectrum there are essentialist Black Nationalist discourses
that react against anti-black racism by asserting that Black
people are a racially superior race whose cultural identity
is founded in accordance to the model of the patriarchal
heterosexual black family.

Both of these stereotypical constructions create simplistic
and homogenous narratives that cannot be useful in defining
individual and collective identities. Under these confining
categorizations, the identity of the black subject is
conditioned by discourses that assert the superiority of
the white race as well as the universality of the patriarchal
heterosexual black family. Both of these imposing discourses
amalgamate rigid and definitive characteristics that confine
the jdentity of an individual to homogenous categorizations.
As a result, they contribute to creating a sense of alienation,
as the individual is not suitably represented by either
subjective definition.

To better illustrate the restrictive characteristics of
stereotypical categorizations, I have chosen two works to
exhibit in Vtape's Video Salon that demonstrate the incompetence
of stereotypes in constructing the identity of black subjects.
Both John Akomfrah's film, The Last Angel of History and Jason
Ebanks' video entitled Home speak up and break the silencing
and excluding character of essentialist narratives. Ghanian-
born, London-based filmmaker Akomfrah's The Last Angel of
History is a documentary essay that analyses how socio-
political factors contribute to the subjective alienation
of the African diaspora. Toronto-based Ebanks’' video documents
responses that describe various black people’s understanding
of home. In this case, home emerges as a reference point
that describes their understandings of origin.

When concepts such as origin and alienation are analyzed
in relation to stereotypical subjective categorizations,
they are able to reveal how unsuitable stereotypes can be
in constructing the identities of black subjects. If
stereotypical racial constructions condition our understanding
of self—our home, who we are - they also contribute to
creating a sense that we inhabit identities that are not



John Akomfrah - The Last Angel of History., 1996






