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editorial 
Alarm bells have been ringing for some time now about 

the potentially devastating effects of government 

cutbacks on arts and cultural activities in Canada. As 

the harsh reality of these cuts has unfolded over the 

last year; ·some of the most dire predictions have come 

true. Coach House Press, one of the country's leading 

alternative publishers for the last twenty years, 

collapsed when the Ontario government slashed its 

grant. Subsequently, the Ontario Arts Council gutted 

operating grants to a broad range of visual arts organi­

zations, putting the future of vital venues like Mercer 

Union, YYZ, Public Access and A Space in serious jeop­

ardy. These provincial cuts are only the first volley of 

economic tactics in what is shaping up as a much 

broader, ongoing culture war. 

Artists and the organizational framework we 

have developed over the last twenty years are left in a 

position of dangerous vulnerability to the vicious-and 

seductive for some of the short-sighted among us­

corporate agenda of monopoly stranglehold, global 

mega-profit, and elimination of diversity and opposi­

tion. Coach House Press has been summarily offed 

while transnational moralist and print mogul Conrad 

Black sucks the remains of every other text-based 

endeavour into his ideological empire. Alternative 

strategies of resistance and defiance in cultural produc­

tion and critique are required if we are to win the 

culture wars. 

As FUSE celebrates its twentieth year of 

publication with wary optimism, we offer an issue that 

encompasses a range of highly relevant and innovative 

perspectives on power and resistance. Feature articles 

by Judith Doyle and Deborah Root approach questions 

of history and representation from different positions; 

Doyle has adapted her web-sit history of self-funded art 

production in Toronto for print to expose a range of 

defiant, broad-based cultural survival practices, while 

Root explores representations of power and magic in 

relation to the state of the individual in recent Mexican 

films and performance. In conjunction with the equally 

incisive columns, interviews and art reviews, these 

feature articles continue FUS E's evolving twenty-year 

commitment to trenchant issues in art and society. 

FUS E's future is no more secure than any 

other artists' organization, even as the surrounding 

political-economic context makes it more crucial than 

ever that the diversity of voices and practices 

expressed in FUSE be disseminated and heard. We 

invite you to join us in an ongoing act of resistance by 

subscribing to FUSE, and by writing to us with your 

thoughts and comments. 

erratum 
Robin Curtis' name was misspelled in vol. 19, no. 4. 

FUSE apologizes for the error. 
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BREAKTHROUGH 

C 

BREAKTHROUGH 
SHAKING AND SPEAKING 

Braving the Storm 

THE CANADA COUNCIL, THE NEA AND THE CORPORATE HURRICANE 

by Heidi McKenzie 

We are living in a society where political agenda is 

blurred with corporate agenda. On both sides of the 

border governments are embracing conservative tactics 

regardless of historical partisan connotation. And 

politicians and civil servants alike are mirroring Wall 

Street-Bay Street culture. The cultural sector has not 

been immune from this corporate environment, as is 

evidenced by the fate of each country's premier cultural 

agency: the Canada Council and the National 

Endowment for the Arts (NEA). But is this a viable 

strategy? 

Each country's formative history has created a 

distinct institution, but one that artists nonetheless 

tend to rely upon in very similar ways. Their basic 

functions are similar: the delivery of public money in 

the form of grants to artists and arts organizations. 

However, in context with our particular cultural, politi­

cal and economic developments, there are crucial 

differences in each agency's legislative beginning and 

mandate. 

With its Parliamentary birth in 1957, the Canada 

Council is eight years older than the NEA. Its mandate 

instructs Council to "foster and promote the study and 

enjoyment of, and the production of, works in the arts." 

Furthermore, the guiding principles espouse autonomous 

arm's-length status, in addition to peer evaluation, as 

vital to artistic decision making. The criteria for such 

decisions have always been, and continue to be, based 

on "excellence or comparative artistic merit," with a 

focus on "professional" artistic activity. 1 

The EA was officially formed in 1965, with a 

mission to "foster excellence, diversity and vitality of the 

arts in the United States"; and to "help broaden the 

availability and appreciation of that excellence, diversity 

and vitality." In addition, the Endowment must exercise 

care to "preserve and improve the environment in which 

the arts have flourished." It must not, under any circum­

stances, "impose a single esthetic standard" or "attempt 

to direct artistic content." Yet paradoxically, NEA legisla­

tions Section 954 (d) I. defines the criteria by which 

applications are judged as "taking into consideration 

general standards of decency and respect for the diverse 

beliefs and values of the American public." This is clearly 

the same conservative ideology of "family values" that is 

behind a Republican call for the complete dismantling of 

the NEA by 1998. Passed by Congress in 1995, the bill 

has since been vetoed by President Clinton. 

One glaring difference in these mandates is the 

apparently elitist, and arguably British Imperialist, 

subtext regarding the promotion of "high art" and 

"excellence above all" at the Canada Council. Another 

is the notion of arm's length: at the Council, the chair, 

director and board are all political appointments, but 

funds are granted by peer juries independent of the 

Crown's intervention; the NEA's mission statement 

carries a utilitarian "serve the people, reflect the people" 

connotation, yet grants are subject to Congressional 

approval. Apart from the obvious issue of censorship, 

one example of how these principles are played out is 

the fact that the NEA funds jazz, whereas the Canada 

Council has never been able to reconcile such grass­

roots, non-Eurocentric art into its mandate. Indeed, 

Canada's nafional cultural institutions invest a great 

deal of effort into limiting the flow of American popular 

culture into its mythically pristine cultural oasis. 

There is a common notion that American artists 

and arts organizations are better at private fundraising 

-the NEA manages a budget of approximately 

$100-120 million, whereas the Canada Council's 

grants budget is nearly $90 million for a population 

f USE Volume 19 Number 5 FALL 1996 



TATSUO MIYAJIMA 
Time House and Thousand Road 

September 7 to November 3, 1996 

Gairloch Gallery and Centennial Gallery 

© Opening: Friday, September 6, 7 - 8 p.m. 
Time Ho.use was curated by Marnie Fleming. ~ 
Thousand Road was organized and circulated by the National Gallery of Canada. 
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November 16, 1996 to January 12, 1997, Gairloch Gallery 

Opening: Sunday, November 24, 3 - 5 p.m. 
Curated by Marnie Fleming. 

BLUE REPUBLIC 
November 23, 1996 to January 19, 1997, Centennial Gallery 

Opening: Sunday, November 24, 3 - 5 p.m. 
Curated by Richard Rhodes. CENTENNIAL GALLER.Y 

120 Navy Street 

GAIR.LOCH GALLERY 

1306 Lakeshore Road East 

I oakville galleries I 
OFFICES 

1306 Lakeshore Road East 
Oakville, Ontario 
Canada. L6J 1L6 

Tel (905) 844-4402 

Fax (905) 844-7968 

David Burkes, B. Com, C.A. 
Chartered Accountant 

30 Wertheim Court, Unit 14, Richmond Hill, Ontario L4B 1B9 
Telephone: (905) 882-0497 • Fax: (905) 882-0499 

AKAU FRAMING & ART 

742 Queen St. W 
Toronto, Ont. 

M6J 1E9 
Telephone: 504 - 5999 

Fernanda Faria 

Houre: Tuee. - Sat. 10 - 6 pm 

roughly one-tenth in size. It is undeniable that 

Canadian artists receive relatively more government 

funding than their American cousins, (US cultural 

spending per capita runs at around four dollars, 

Canadian at nearly thirty dollars); it is disputable, 

however, whether or not the Americans are truly supe­

rior on the private patronage front. 

The recently published findings of the Genovese, 

Vanderhoof & Associates' report on private arts funding 

of not-for-profit performing arts organizations, An 
Economic Case for Government Support, 2 dispel the myth that 

Canadian arts organizations feed on public monies in 

contrast to their American counterparts. On the 

contrary, the report tells us that Canadians are superior 

at raising private funds, at generating earned income, 

and their cities offer much richer cultural menus than 

do American cities of similar size. If we are already 

doing such a great job of raising private funds for the 

arts, then the belief that private monies will step in 

where public funding disappears is unfounded. In fact, 

public money has traditionally provided a catalyst for 

private donations, and our corporate and individual 

patrons will likely follow the governments' lead by 

withdrawing support. The bottom line is that there 

may never be enough "no-strings-attached" private 

money to sustain a healthy not-for-profit arts ecosys­

tem in either Canada or the United States. 

The effects of government cutbacks in the face of 

escalating deficits, and in light of an increasingly 

corporate conservatism, are all too real. From May 

1995 to April 1996, the Canada Council, following the 

edicts of then-Minister of Canadian Heritage, Michel 

Dupuy, pared down its administrative work force from 

238 positions to 162, terminating over seventy-five 

positions. This includes the nine positions that disap­

peared with the dismantling of the Art Bank; downsiz­

ing from ten arts sections to seven; the collapse iri 

programme numbers from one hundred to fifty; re­

disbursement of the Explorations Programme; and the 

disappearance of assistance for arts service organiza­

tions. 3 On the other hand, the emergence of a hori­

zontally structured Strategic Initiatives Unit, which 

comprises Touring, Equity and First Peoples, and the 

Media Arts Programme, has risen from the ashes. The 

noble gesture on the part of the Council is that, in 

order to keep grants at 1994-1995 levels, Council has 

made a commitment to absorb the nearly 50 percent 

funding cuts over three years on the administrative and 

programme delivery planes. This means lopping off 

nearly$ IO million by 1998. 

To complicate matters, for a variety of reasons, more 

staff have left than were asked to, and new recruits are 

filling the ranks of officers and administrators in Ottawa. 

Now we have a tough-playing Board of Directors, hard­

ened by the last year and a half of "mass public" and 

"political Public" scrutiny, and a relatively new and/or 

alienated staff trying to pick up the pieces and force the 

implementation of The Canada Council: A Design for the 
Future. This "blue book," which forms the blueprint for 

change, restructuring, downsizing and surviving, was the 

fall-out from the 1995 community soundings performed 

across the country by chair Donna Scott and director 

Roch Carrier. One of the big changes is Council's 

supposedly heightened commitment to its role in advo­

cacy on behalf of Canada's artists. The obvious question 

is whether or not this newly emphasized role is timely or 

redundant-the Canadian Conference of the Arts 

already functions as the national lobbying and advocacy 

agency for Canadian artists. 

State-side, various options for the NEA's path into 

the twenty-first century have been bandied about since 

the late 1980s, culminating in the bipartisan 

Independent Commission on the NEA in 1990 which 

recommended, among other things, public advisory 

committees to compliment artist peer panels. The 

rationale is to incorporate "community opinion" and 

"public interests" into grantsmanship, clearing the path 

for corporate strategies in order to more obediently 

mirror the Republican agenda. ln April 1996, Congress 

and the President passed another bill "restricting 

subgranting, seasonal support and grants to individuals 

except for literature and honorifics and the Uesse] 

Helms language regarding grants that may involve 

'denigration of religious ... beliefs ... ' etc., and 'sexual and 

excretory activities.'" 

At present, the NEA is digesting a 40 percent cut to 

its 1996 budget. (There are no forecasts on the cuts 

over the following two years to compare with Canada 

Council figures.) It has undergone an "agency reinven­

tion" that crippled grants to individual artists and 

melded seventeen distinct arts programmes irreversibly 

into four categorical funding pots: Heritage and 

Preservation; Creation and Presentation; Education & 

Access; Planning & Stabilization. All grant applications 

must be project-based, and no organization may apply 

to more than one category, and then only once per 

fiscal year. As with the Canada Council, the NEA's 

administrative staff took a beating with ninety lay-offs, 

trimming its size to 148. This extreme simplification in 

the administration of grants reAects a defensive move­

making do with what little resources the agency has left. 

Since the early 1980s, arts activists and cultural 

workers ha~e been turning to economic arguments for 

the arts when plea bargaining with politicians over 

funding. Today's corporate political climate, perhaps 

more than ever before, seems to encourage these 

economic arguments. The problem, however, is that 

corporate oriented governments will inevitably take the 

arts communities' economic arguments and stack them 

against any number of other industries to compare 
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investment dollars versus 

dividends. The not-for-profit 

arts sector, (regardless of The 

Economic Case for the Arts' claim 

that governments earn far 

more from the arts in 

economic spin-offs than they 

spend in supporting the arts 

directly), cannot hope to 

compete with mines, agricul­

ture, energy or even 

commercially driven arts. 

A revamped rendition of 

the federal government's role 

vis-a-vis arts funding is 

urgently required as the new 

millennium looms. Three 

patterns simultaneously call 

into question the perpetuity 

of national public funding of 

the arts: firstly, conservative 

corporate jargon positions 

public patronage and public subsidy to the arts as 

nothing less than outdated paradigms; secondly, the 

cultural sector now ceases to resist this corporate 

jargon; hence lastly, the building of national 

COLUMNS 

infrastructure in both Canada and the United States 

becomes tired and old as justification for further fund­

ing-Bay Street and Wall Street don't want to hear it 

anymore. Soon grant applications will "Let's cut a 

deal," with lines such as "estimated gross return on 

investment" par for the course. 

An effect of the possible elimination of the govern­

ment support for the arts will be the contraction of all 

other donors. American statistics show that the NEA 

has functioned as a venture capitalist by stimulating 

private sector philanthropy. As a justification for 

continued funding, the notion of the not-for-profit arts 

sector's function as an incubator for the private 

sector/commercial arts is ineffectual at best. If the 

current trend runs its course, the funding structures 

will collapse over the next decade, and we will be left 

with Cats and The Phantom in every other city centre 

around the continent, and around the world. 

One cannot help but imagine the worst, that 

Canada will take back its comfortable role of following 

in the footsteps of its big cousin with fewer cultural 

offerings on every front and politicians clamoring to 

limit arts funding to the image-boosting big cultural 

institutions. It is difficult not to end on a down beat. 

The swing of the pendulum towards the Right has only 

just begun. The survival of both the NEA and the 

Canada Council-along with many social welfare 

aspects of the state-now seems tenuous as these two 

cultural infrastructures brave the storm and weather 

the corporate hurricane. 

Heidi McKenzie is a free-lance cultural policy analyst and arts 

administrator, on the Board of Directors of YYZ Artists' Outlet, 

and on the Steering Committee of ARTSVOTE. 

Notes 

I. In 1991, in response to recommendations regarding 

systemic racism, Council revised its definition of profession­

alism to include the following components: specialized train­

ing in the field (not necessarily in academic institutions); 

recognition by one's peers (artists who work in the same artis­

tic tradition); a history of public presentation (not necessarily 

in Council-sanctioned venues); and a commitment to devote 

more time to one's artistic activity if this could be financially 

feasible. See Reco111111endatio11s of the Advisory Committee to the 

Canada Council for Racial Eq11ality i11 the Arts and the Response of the 

Canada Council, Canada Council publication, January, 1992, p. 

8. 

2. Genovese, Vanderhoof & Associates, Centre for 

Cultural Management (University of Waterloo) and the 

Association of Canadian Orchestras, An Econo111ic Case for 

Goven1111ent Support, December, 1995. 

3. The Canada Council, Tl,e Renewal of the Canada CounciL 

A Message fro111 Director Roch Carrier 011 the I111ple111entation of the 

Strategic Plan, January, 1996. 

Pop Goes the GRRRL 

by Kyo Maclear 

Lee's Palace in Toronto was teeming with shiny happy 

people. Hello Kitty lunch boxes were toted and candy­

shaped barrettes worn as accessory by the club crowd. 

Witty punsters Cibo Matto captivated the packed 

room for two hours with a surreal looping of '40s 

swing, bossa nova, mutated jazz and trip hop. 

Sampling master Yuka Honda played Captain Alchemy 

with New York-based Miho Hattori on the mike. 

Cibo Matto are among a handful of female 

Japanese musicians who are hyping bilingual tuneage 

on the North American club scene. Sonically accessi­

ble and experimental, Cibo Matto have joined 

Pizzicato Five and Shonen Knife in spreading trans­

national wackiness with their atonal parodies of pop 

culture and commodity consumption. 

A stream of adoring reviewers have touted these 

predominantly grrrl bands as ultra-hip. Cibo Matto 

were voted Best Unsigned Artists of the Year at the 

reputable 1994 CM) Music Marathon_, before signing 

on with Warner Brothers and releasing their debut CD 

Viua! La Woman. Shonen Knife earned jubilant praise 

from late grunger Kurt Cobain for their LCD (lowest 

common denominator) recordings. Now signed by 

Virgin Records, they still muster a large off-track 

following with their cult-pleasing blend of punk, ska 

and pop. On the swanker side, Pizzicato Five have 

jaunted their cocktail mixes and dance jams with huge 

success on the big screen with P5's "Happy Sad" spun 

as the theme song to Unzipped, Miramax's 1995 biopic 

on fashion designer Isaac Mizrahi. Having reigned on 

Top-40 music charts in Japan for close to a decade 

Pizzicato Five have recently club-crashed into North 

America with their spacey disco sound. If pop music 

can be heard as a stereographic index of social change, 

then things appear to be changing. Japanese girl bands 

JAPANESE BANDS GO GLOBAL 

in North America are collecting fans like bar coasters. 

Alongside the possibilities for cultural de-stream­

ing heralded by access to digital information and elec­

tronic samplers, there is another related phenomena 

that has helped shape the context for a Japanese pop 

surge in North.America. Shifting social formations 

resulting from Japan's economic ascendancy in the 

New World Order have contributed to collapsing 

certain borders in culture trading. Comparably popu­

lar Japanese bands like Happii Endo and the Pink 

Ladies didn't garner North American audiences in the 

'70s and early '80s when the gulf between Japan and 

The West was imagined wide-with only occasional 

televisual peeps into this "other" world afforded to 
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North Americans by "Shogun" re-runs and, well, 

"Shogun" re-runs. 

Today the gulf between East and West is being 

challenged by Japanese musicians deracinating them­

selves from the idea of discrete national cultures. Most 

of these bands do not use their cultural ethnicity as a 

primary or explicit signifier in their work. Cibo Matto, 

who have chosen to market themselves as down-home 

East Villagers rather than Japanese expats, emphatically 

resist being seen as playing "Japanese" music. They 

know that these labels stick. When asked by a New 

Music interviewer how they related to P5, Shonen 

Knife and other successful Japanese pop bands, Yuka 

Honda retorted impatiently: "That's like comparing 

Lou Reed to Hootie, just because they're all American." 

Cibo Matto are making it harder to sort cultural 

origins. Conveying Yuka Honda's ambient sound-play 

requires a bounty of descriptors. My friend flirts with a 

case of adjectivitis when she describes them: "Yah, 

well, it's kinda like bossa nova-thrash-bluesy-jazz." 

Cibo Matto, with their eclectic mixes, see themselves 

as joining the Dream Warriors in rapping "multiverse." 

Cars whizz by in the East Village with stereos blaring 

the sounds of a new cosmopolitan internationalism and 

Cibo Matto revel at the intersections. 

Whether or not Cibo Matto and other diasporic 

Japanese bands can imagine something beyond the 

unicall of corporate globalization, whether or not they 

can sound new meanings for Japanese diasporic iden­

tity remains to be seen-and heard. The challenge 

COLUMNS 

' 
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involves finding new ways of hearing those soundings 

and sounders that dash out of the field of common 

frequency, challenging the ordinary run of stereotypes. 

COOLING JAPAN 

The globalization of culture-streamlined through a 

worldwide web of cafes and clubs-has allegedly 

democratized our taste buds. Those of us craving some­

thing different are being encouraged to indulge our 

appetites on a bountiful table of borderless delights. 

But the idea of edible difference rests on this basic 

assumption: people want to eat what's on offer. Call it a 

pedagogy of cultural gastronomies, our consumer 

desires are constituted in large part by changing social 

trends and relations. In the case of Japan, there have 

been previous pop flirtations that may lend context to 

shifts on the North American music scene. 

For example, in the 1980s, Japan enjoyed flash-in­

the-pan attention in the "West." By then, Japan was 

turning heads, having grown to an economic power 

that could rival countries in Europe and North 

America. Those Western countries, which had served 

as a virtual pantheon for Japanese admiration and 

emulation since the Meiji Restoration were now taking 

note of Japanese trends in fashion, design, and archi­

tecture. Pop musicians such as Boy George, David 

Sylvian, and the Vapours were among those tipping 

their hats eastward. The video for Boy George's "In the 

Church of the Poison Mind" had caricaturish Japanese 

people scurrying around with cameras and a Culture 

Club band member sporting a headband emblazoned 

with an image of the rising sun. David Sylvian's "Life in 

Tokyo" hit the charts and Sylvian became associated in 

the popular imaginary with "Japan" through his band of 

that name and later for singing on the soundtrack to 

Oshima's Merry Christmas Mr. Lawrence ( 1983). While 

musicians such as David Bowie had lent prior signifi­

cance to Japan as a place vested with exotic allure and 

sensuality, it had long been considered a mark of 

eccentricism or out of the ordinary-in this instance, a 

mark of "bisexuality"-to be a Japanophile. 

What's changed? If Culture Club saluted "Japan" in 

the '80s, it's club culture that spreads the grove in the 

'90s. If the "Japanese" were stuck as stereotyped refer­

ents for pop play in the '80s, they are now taking their 

turn at signifyin'. 

Seen in the context of "global cooling," the emerg­

ing popularity of bands like Cibo Matto and Pizzicato 

Five, may be pushing North Americans beyond 

national caricatures and stereotypes of Japan and the 

"Japanese." On the other hand, we've seen the rampant 

com modification of rap and hip-hop, the parading of 

diasporic cultures as stylin' and fresh on the street can 

also be co-opted into another occasion to aggrandize 

whiteness, by providing white people with new fetish 

objects to bolster their claims to hipness. 

At its shallowest, the "global" is a specious love-in. 

A love-in that sees potentially insurgent signifiers 

sucked dry of subversive meanings: circulated by 

predominantly white First World scenesters in various 

incarnations as cute, fresh, and phat. Instead of mean­

ingful gestures of international solidarity, we see so 

many stylized individuals, bedecked in the latest 

"global" fashions, on quests for unfettered-meaning­

less pleasure. 
Which raises the question: Wherein lies the power 

to consume meaning? Some rappers and hip-hoppers 

recognizing that white middle-class youth make up a 

large portion of their audience in cash terms have paid 

heed to how their music gets recoded. Caveat emptors 

abound, with De La Soul (on "Buhloone Mind State") 

waxing ironic about the "white folks" who be "crossing 

over" and "buying this album." 

YUMMY YUMMY 
I'VE GOT JAPAN IN MY TUMMY 

How can we come to understand the appeal of· 

Japanese pop-play in North America? How does this 

music get circulated and consumed amidst often hostile 

US-Japanese trade relations? When does parody 

become a re-hashing of gendered and raced stereo­

types? These related questions suggest that social 

context can play a greater hand than lyrical intent in 

determining the meanings and identities ascribed to 

these musicians and their music. 

For example, most articles and reviews encourage 

us to treat the food theme of Cibo Matto's Viva! La 

Woman as a cutesy gimmick, rather than as a metaphor 

that might, for example, allow Honda and Hattori to 

sonically explore the theme of everyday pleasures and 

pain. No doubt, Cibo Matto pride themselves on 

stringing together nonsense: "My weight is 300 

pounds-My favourite is beef jerky-I'm a vagabond, 

I'm a vagabond-My mom says, 'You are kinky!'-Who 

cares? l don't care-A horse's ass is better than yours." 

But even non-sense can be coded differently. Their 

lyrics may be taken as a melange of trendy and vapid 

twenty-somethingisms, a symptom of free-associating 

netspeak, or simply place them on the margins of (a 

racially gendered) common-sense. 

In a similar vein, what are we to make of the food 

glut on these CDs? Other bands have paid tribute to 

the edible. We have heard the Beach Boy's paying 

homage to "vegetables" and Bananarama wanting 

"candy." Yet, Shonen Knife's "choco bars," Pizzicato 

Five's "tomato-based stew," and Cibo Matto's "white 

pepper ice cream," take consumption to parodic dimen­

sions. The gastronomic war between the West/East 

could be considered adjourned with Tokyo salary-men 

ducking out of their offices for take-out McDonald's. 

Yet the war continues, hostilities are fanned, with Japan 

mocked and disparaged for consumer excess. "Almost 

the same/yet not quite," as Homi Bhabha would have 

it, Japan (unlike America?) becomes associated in the 

North American popular imaginary with greed and 

over-the-top consumption. 

Even in the absence of stereotypically "Japanese" 

signifiers, there are ways of reproducing relations of 

othering. Shonen Knife provides a case in point. You 

won't find oriental flava on most of their CDs. What 

you're more apt to find on first listening is pop lite. 

Shonen Knife-comprised of three women sporting 

colourfully matched outfits-are best known for their 

fluffy punk sound. The image conjured here is one of 

garage walls lined with powder pink terry cloth. Sweet 

sing song voices are overlaid on top of reverbed riffs; 

sentimental sound mixes are pumped up and valve­

compressed. If their sound appears underproduced, it's 

intentional, even studied. All three band members have 

marketed thel]lselves as self-made basement musicians. 

Their rapid journey from Osaka-bound secretaries' 

desks to the world stage has been mythologized by 

their followers in North America. Nirvana paid 

homage to them and in 1994 a crew of musicians 

released a tribute album titled Everyone Has a Shonen Knife 

That Loves Them. Stroke for stroke, Shonen Knife has 

also paid tribute to such North American bands as the 

Carpenters and the Beach Boys. 
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In concert, with Hello Kitty as a mentoring stage 

presence, Shonen Knife have gained a reputation for 

parading the virtues of play and fun. During their 

debut at Toronto's Lee's Palace in 1993, band members 

brought Mattel Barbie dolls on stage. The crowd, 

predominantly white Torontonians, went wild. Parody 

aside, there appears to be Freudian fascination in the 

image of lollipop sucking, toy-brandishing Japanese. 

Opportunities to infantilize are augmented by the fact 

that Japanese pop-grrrls are usually very young. In 

Japan, charm points for marketing pop talent include 

doll-like faces and small immature bodies. These are 

the innocents fetishized for their "cuteness" and for 

dumbing-down into perpetual childhood. 

While Shonen Knife may have dumped a little grit 

in the sugar bowl, scoring grunge affiliations along the 

way, they haven't completely spurned the superficiali­

ties associated with "cute" and "banal" Japanese teeny­

boppers. Those looking for deep seated subversive 

messages would do better to play with their secret 

decoder rings. Shonen Knife's discography, which 

includes Let's Knife, Pretty Little Baka Guy, and The Birds and 
the B-sides, all feature songs that remarkably manage to 

say practically euerything about nothing. Those looking 

for social bite are left with this to chew on: "Let's send 

out for some pizza or something ... and then we'll get, 

you know, like world peace, you dig?" 

Perhaps it's the sense of na"ivete surrounding 

Shonen Knife, their ingenue status, that-has 

contributed to their appeal. Having just picked up 

guitars and "gone electric"-it's like they're a metaphor 

for Japan, a country still imagined as having ';usl 
joined" the modern age-and lo and behold, they're 

fairly proficient. But the idea that pop and Japan are 

new friends is misleading if we consider the relatively 

long and fettered history of pop music in Japan. (But 
that's another story.) 

Suffice to say Japanese musicians are still generally 

seen as dupes of trend-setters in North America: 

they've ingested too many issues of Spin and Rolling 
Stone, they've watched too many MTV videos, sung too 

many karaoke covers. And if we see Japanese musi­

cians and artists as punch-drunk on Americana-even 

as we choose to overlook the many exceptions-why 

should we expect them to be self-reflexive or critically 
cool? 

POMO GRRRLS 

The postmodern blonde grrrl is a complex, layered 

sign. Courtney Love, Liz Phair, Madonna, Lady Kier, 

can reappropriate signs of gendered femininity and 

wed them to raunch. Be they kinder-whores, bisexual 

voguers or trippy ravers, these grrrls are rocking 
subversively. 
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Despite shifts in international economics, the post­

modern Asian grrrl may still be a sign of overdeter­

mined significance. A sign of other exotic worlds, a 

symptom of powerlessness, supine passivity, and hospi­

tality. The idea that Asian women make interesting 

objects of consumption has a long history. 

But what happens when signifiers are re-wired by 

globalization? What are we to make of Pizzicato Five's 

Maki Nomiya, the Asian blonde? Nomiya can be seen 

refashioning cultural borders, cruising down the 

runway with Western supermodels in a feat of 

computer transgression in the P5 video for "Happy 

Sad." She is Barbarella one minute and Audrey 

Hepburn the next. Not unlike Dee-lite, Pizzicato Five 

flaunts their uber-fashionable lead vocalist, playing up 

their 1960s retro-futurism theme. 

P5's recent CD Made in USA, a tongue-in-cheek 

spin on "Made in Japan," toys with preconceptions 

ci 
u 

.2 
0 

0 
..c: 
C. 

"' C 
0 

"<5 
E 
0 a: 

that exist of Japan and Japanese people. In the video 

for "Twiggy Twiggy," Maki Nomiya hams it up as a 

cross-dressed Twiggy to the borrowed tune of 

"Hawaii Five-O." This play of Western-coded cultural 

signifiers laces the "Buy Japanese" text, which later 

appears on screen, with an ironic "twist," a jab 

directed, no doubt, at anti-Japanes trade protection­

ists in the U.S 
Through such occasionally provocative and 

border-challenging performances, P5 may be seen to 

test the limits of free-flowing cultural commerce. Or 

not. "Or not," because however campy and parodic 

these grrrls be, stereotypical fantasies of Asian women 

crop up in ways that can quickly encode their music in 

racially gendered ways. Ambient becomes mystical; 

irony is sweet play; and everything is simply oh-so­

cute. The transnational spinnings of Japanese male 

musician Towa Tei, former DJ for Dee-lite, are similarly 

reduced to such stereotypical attributes as "techno­

wizardry." In all these cases, packaged versions of trans­

gression easily get stopped at the discursive border of a 

racially gendered East/West. Small wonder that Cibo 

Matto's photo in The Village Voice Uanuary 23, 1996) is 

emphatically captioned, "Something more than 'cute'." 

ZIPPITY DOODAH 

P5's Maki Nomiya may be seen to "unzip" the West's 

penchant for fashioning "Japan" in antiquated, even 

corseted, terms. But one wonders if the world of pop­

fashion is the best site for intervention. The fashion 

world already prides itself on marketing the transna­

tional, and parading global colours on the runway. 

Needless to say, there are moments (beyond the 

moments earlier mentioned) when listeners get 

snagged on P5's free-flowing "magic carpet ride." 

Nomiya's Eihongo or "Japlish" patters, at times defi­

antly, through her tracks. Her scatterings of transna­

tional cultural signs-Max Factor, Coco Chanel, raw 

food, tulips, Meiji shrine, Barbie dolls, hard work­

register something about globalization. But P5's 

subtleties, consumer redundancies, and globalized 

inevitabilities are nothing when compared to Frank 

Chickens' frank politics. Frank Chickens is a British­

based Japanese pop group whose creative leader 

Kazuko Hohki has been on the music scene since the 

mid- I 980s. With eerily buoyant and hyper-synthesized 

songs about the bombing of Hiroshima and Japanese 

sex-tourism in Asia included in their repertoire, it is not 

surprising that they've been relegated to alternative 

and college radio-play. Hohki tackles the limits of 

globalization, and more specifically, Western antago­

nisms toward Japan, stereophonically. So for example, 

with a refrain from Disney's "Zippity Doodah" prancing 

in the background, Hohki sings, 

I was in the Rockefeller Center 

Say we got a new yellow owner 

When I heard a lonesome cry 

Someone in a hat'n bowtie .. 

Sorry Rockefeller, Sayonara Rockefeller ... 

Tell me who is haunting who? 

In another heavily digitized tune, "Robot Love," we 

hear the synthetic repetition of tinkling taiko chimes 

and clicking bachi. The song hails us to consider what 

and how we're hearing: 

The ancient robot is making her way 

With the sweets and teas on her lacquer tray 

Have you any order she should obey? 

Or do you just want that wooden tongue to say 

I love you forever 

Whatever you do and whoever you are 

blah blah blah 

Kazuko Hohki knows that however nation-less, even 

inter-natiqnal, the Asian grrrl becomes, she still signifies 

the "East." Only now, she is also seen to embody the 

pleasurable riffs and routes of global capitalism. Still asso­

ciated with comfort and leisure, she can be seen playing 

seasoned hostess and acting mascot for international ad 

campaigns for Four Seasons Hotels one moment; and 

sashaying down the fashion runway the next. 

Kyo Mac/ear is a Toronto-based writer and uisual artist. 
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Practices 
by Deborah Root 

Let's say l love you from afar, so l visit a magician who 

places our photographs in a bowl with (perhaps) pieces of 

paper with our names written on them and several spoon­

fuls of honey. Candles are lit, words are said, and it is 

done. You and I are together in a bowl, cemented with 

sticky sweetness. At the level of appearance, we are 
together, even if events in the world have yet to catch up 

with events in the bowl. In this sense the desired effect 

has already happened: the appearance of our union has 
been made to exist in the world and l have witnessed the 

materiality of the ritual that brought us together. 

Or another scenario: let's say there's a bad political 

situation, and arts grants are being cut right and left. 
Bureaucrats gather together in a room, and certain names 

are written on a piece of paper and placed in a file. The 
names represent the people who will lose their funding. 

The same day, the government erects billboards with the 

image of its leader, and arranges rallies where its support­

ers can be photographed. ls this magic? Both the magi­
cian and the bad government are attempting to construct 

a map of real life, and both are manipulating appearances 

to create effects in the world. Both are ritualizing their 
actions, explicitly so in the first example. The difference 

is that government councils think that their actions only 
happen in this world, whereas by creating another world 

in the bowl the magician recognizes that different reali­

ties can coexist simultaneously. One system of thought is 

static, the other flexible. 
Why turn to magic instead of dealing with power head 

on? ls magic, as is claimed in social science textbooks, 

the last refuge of the dispossessed, a consolation for 
people who can't make things happen in the real world? 
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I would argue that magic is about transforma­
tion, and if I were to generalize, I would say 
that magical practices are concerned with the 
permeability of borders, of collapsing the 
boundaries between fixed categories of "now" 
and "later;" life and 
death, male and female, 
animal and human. 
Rather than insisting 
on a firm distinction 
between the real and 
the unreal (and where 
do you draw the line?), 
magic reminds us that 
there are different 
planes of the real, each 
of which produces its 
own effects, each of 
which has materiality. 
For example, ritual art 
tends to show how 
something is able to 
become something 
else, or is something 
other than itappea~ 
on the surface. This is 
based on a particular 
understanding of real­
ity; the boundaries 
between phenomena 
exist for the sake of 
convenience, in that 
they make description 
easier, but they do 
break down once you 
look closely at things 
What is powerful about 
magic is its ability to 
disrupt categories of 
thought. 

express. How come "they" got the magic and "we" got the art? It seems like a 
raw deal. Is it part of an operation of containment, a mechanism of capitalism 
that makes things that cannot be easily explained more manageable and, in the 

end, more saleable? 

Guillermo G6mez-Peiia in the video/performance work Border Brujo, 

Magic can make 
people uneasy because 
it utilizes what is for Guillermo G6mez-Peiia and Isaac Artenstein, 1991, 52 min. Photo: Max Aguilera-Hellweg. 

For many, magic is 
conflated with irrational­
ity. Gomez-Pena's border 
between magic and art 
reminds us that the tech­
nological north has been 
designated as the space of 
reason and the south as 
disorder, violence, 
romance and, most impor­
tantly, irrationality. These 
are longstanding tropes of 
colonialism, but also have 
to do with how the West 
has imagined its own 
margins. Within the 
Western tradition, most of 
the books about magic 
written in the last two 
hundred years or so insist 
that magic is ultimately 
delusional, a refuge for the 
weak-minded and supersti­
tious; many of the books 
written in the preceding 
centuries recognize its 
existence, but claim that it 
is the devil's work and 
must be rigorously 
suppressed. Although the 
Church clearly has its own 
ritual practices, institution­
alized religion has been 
very careful to distinguish 
these from magic. This is 
the intellectual training 
many of us have inherited, 

many an unfamiliar 
conceptual language. Accordingly, magic (or 
practices explicitly named as such) is not yet 
integrated into urban life in late-twentieth­
century North America. We have art instead. 
In the performance piece Border Brujo ( 1991 ), 
Guillermo G6mez-Pefia speaks of the border 
as the place where brujos become perfor­
mance artists, but what is the border? He is 
referring to the border between the United 
States and Mexico, but also to the different 
histories and symbolic systems these entities 
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and the weight of this 
tradition makes it difficult to know how to approach magic. In everyday life, 
there are strict lines of cause and effect that we are supposed to acknowledge as 
"real," in which there is a denial that the manipulation of objects in a ritual 
context can produce concrete effects in the world. (It's true that magic doesn't 
always "work," but that doesn't mean it doesn't have effects. And science doesn't 
always "work" either). When scientific explanations of reality took over from 
the religious discourses of the Church, magic was increasingly displaced. Yet 
the suppression of magic by science shared many assumptions of earlier reli­
gious discourses: both insisted that it is not the community that will decide 

what truth is and both claimed that to reject the truths of experts is to manifest 
' 

a profound and ultimately anti-social ignorance. 
Something has happened at the end of the twentieth century to return us 

to magic. While various forms of organized religion have experienced a 
revival (for example, the charismatic evangelism of the New Right), in the 
cities of the north one can also find occult shops, botanicas, New Age semi­
nars and different kinds of curers and seers. At HMV and Tower records we 
can buy CDs of trance music; we can visit expensive shops to purchase magi­
cal healing candles from Vermont. To some extent, this is an outgrowth of 
the mixing of cultural traditions in an age of globalization: old borders are 
breaking down, and different peoples and cultural traditions are coming into 
contact with one another. The questioning of colonial histories and inclusion 
of different perspectives means that the possibility exists for approaching 
other traditions and realities more openly. But this does not explain why so 
many schooled in Western rationalism are turning to the supposedly "irra­
tional" symbolic systems of magic. What do people want? It seems too simple 
to say that they are seeking "meaning", but people do seem to desire a world 
that makes sense. As Einstein's critiques of cause and effect seep into popular 
consciousness, and chaos theory appears in blockbuster films like Jurassic Park, 
old certainties have been called into question. I think the last straw has been 
the seemingly inevitable ecological disasters: increasing numbers of people in 
the West have ceased to trust the grand promises of science and progress. As 
the old maps seem less and less relevant to daily life, other approaches to the 
world become increasingly attractive. 

Modernist Projections 
Although most people in the North American art world tend not to explicitly 
engage in magical practices, today we can see traces of magic everywhere, 
one step removed: Santeria altars are set up in art galleries, performance 
pieces are described as ritual, and bits of hair and bone turn up in installation 
work. The idea that the artist is a kind of magician runs through the twenti­
eth century avant-garde from the Surrealists' fascination with dreams and 
sorcery to the shamanistic performance work of the 1970s. How did the 
magician become the artist or, to put it another way, how is magic trans­
formed when it enters a market economy? 

The rationalist legacy of the West insists on a distinction between art and 
ceremony. An assemblage of objects used in one context is art, in another 
ritual. At one level this is true: "art" is created to be looked at, ritual is created 
for a particular set of social and political purposes. Certainly, the distinction 
between art and ritual proved convenient when, for example, the ceremonial 
assemblages of other cultures were seized and brought to Western museums 
and renamed "art." The ritual qualities of the work tended to be ignored by 
formalist connoisseurs, or accorded the status of amusing stories. This has 
been the subject of considerable debate in recent years, particularly around 
the return of cultural objects to their original communities and the question 
of whether spiritual material should be in museums at all. 

This is where we need to be very clear on the effects of colonialism. 
Although we can never escape our position in history, we can open our cate­
gories of analysis to question, and begin to understand how history structures 
our perception of art, culture, and magic. Western artists' fascination with magic 

had in part to do with how the spiritual prac­
tices and cultural objects of colonized people 
came under the purview of Western art. 

The modernist avant-garde did attempt to 
grapple with issues of spirituality, up to a 
point. Surrealist artists were very interested in 
the transformative qualities of spirituality; for 
instance, whereas the early avant-garde such 
as the Cubists saw masks and other ceremo­
nial objects as constructing a transitory sense 
of the real, the Surrealists saw masks as a veil 
for the Freudian unconscious and as a way to 
access a more primordial knowledge that 
moved beyond the "real." For instance, Andre 
Breton said Oceanic and Northwest coast art 
abolished the dualism of perception and 
representation and manifested a return to 
original unity. Masks in particular were seen 
as a gateway to a reality that was privileged 
above Western rationality, and to a realm of 
intuition and dreams. Thus masks and other 
ceremonial objects became a kind of raw 
material for Western artists, a vehicle for 
locating an outside to reason. 

The problem with their understanding of 
ritual was that after centuries of repression of 
Western magical traditions it was difficult for 
urban artists and writers to grasp the commu­
nity base of indigenous magic, and the way 
this is linked to the practical concerns of the 
community, such as farming or medicine. It 
was also difficult for them to abandon the 
notion of the individual, who exists sepa­
rately from the larger society and is equated 
with personal freedom and agency. This 
raises the question of where we are taught to 
locate margins, and with the idea that there 
is an outside that can be easily accessed and 
recognized in advance. Do we look for magic 
some place else, that is conveniently far, far 
away, or is it right here all along, if only we 
can look in the right way? 

It is important to recognize the legacy of 
modernism as we in North America attempt 
to come to terms with magic today. The art 
world is only one site where magic is being 
integrated into understandings of reality, 
and despite claims that post-modernism has 
undermined old certainties, modernist 
conceptions of the relation between art and 
magic can continue to structure how magic 
is approached. Modernism has left us with 
two enormous blind spots: first, that magic is 
a practice that is abstracted from the 
community in which it is practised, and has 

FUSE Volume 19 Number 5 FALL 1996 17 



to do with individual power; second, that 
the magic of other cultures can be easily 
recognized by its apparent strangeness or 
exoticism. Both encourage us to think of 
magic as something separate from everyday 
life, that can be safely tamed by transforma­
tion into an art object, which is one reason 
that "magic" continues to be ensconced in 
art galleries. 

Sorcery and Power: 
Another Side of the Problem 

If we believe that magic is the province of 
fools and irrational cultures, something that 
takes place "there" and not "here", then we 
will be unable to see how capital and the 
state use sorcery to further its agendas in our 
everyday lives. Power itself is a kind of 
magic, in that it involves the manipulation 
of appearances. Societies that maintain 
magical practices understand the potential 
for magic to be usurped by structures of 
power, and tell cautionary tales of what can 
happen when any kind of power gets out of 
hand. There are differences between state 
magic and community ritual; both bring 
together specified objects and people and 
speak certain magical words, but the state 
tends to dress up the process with spectacle, 
which can dazzle and disguise unpleasant 
truths. For a long time the word "glamour" 
meant enchantment, and to "cast the glam­
our" was to perform a magical spell. 

However, if we are willing to cross 
borders, it is possible to hear other stories, 
and other understandings of the relation of 
magic to community. For example, two 
Mexican films reAect the rethinking of 
history at the time of the 500-year anniver­
sary of the European invasion of the 
Americas, but offer very different readings of 
magic and transformation. In one sense, 
these films reAect the battle lines that have 
been drawn around the question: was 
European domination a good thing or has it 
been a disaster? The answer has implications 
for how magic, especially indigenous forms 
of knowledge, can be approached. Return to 
Aztldn Uuan Mora Catlett, Mexico, 1990), 
shows how magic can be implicated in struc­
tures of state power and offers a cautionary 
tale about the ability of power to dazzle and 
enchant. Cabeza de Vaca (Nicolas Echevarria, 
Mexico, 1990) tells the story of a conquista-
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dor who (supposedly) becomes a shaman, but frames his experience within a 
modernist narrative of the transformation of the individual through his 
encounter with another culture. 

In Return to Aztldn, Juan Mora Catlett offers a twentieth-century reading of 
fifteenth-century Mexico in order to make a point about how the state usurps 
sorcery to further its ends. While First Nations spiritual traditions in Canada 
have been systematically suppressed, and erased in many non-Native 
discourses of national identity, indigenous knowledge is a site of contestation 
in Mexico. Large segments of the population remain connected to land-based 
symbolic systems, and most urban Mexicans tend to be familiar with indige­
nous spiritual and aesthetic systems. Although Mexican elites tend to look to 
Europe and the United States as sources of art and culture, the political party 
that has ruled Mexico since the 1920's has consistently privileged the imperial 
Aztecs as the exemplar of Mexican identity. In Return to Aztldn Catlett distin­
guishes between the community rituals of ordinary people subject to the 
agenda of the Aztec state (and by extension, the contemporary Mexican 
state) and the glamorous sorcery of imperial power. 

Return to Aztldn tells the story of a great drought that occurred in Mexico 
about fifty years before the Spaniards arrived. The Aztec leadership became 
concerned that the common people were turning away from the kings and 
priests of the empire, and sent sorcerers to locate the place of origin and offer 
tribute to Coatlicue, the mother goddess. The film presents this as a power 
struggle between the sorcerer-priests and the imperial high command. But 
despite the internal squabbling, both the state and the sorcerers collude in 
their use of knowledge and spectacle to maintain control of the common 
people. In so doing, Return to Aztldn distinguishes between the ritual practices 
of the common people, who seek to transform the drought-ridden landscape 
into one of abundance, and the cynical practices of both the state and the 
sorcerer-priests. Because magic is about the manipulation of matter, it has 
always attracted people obsessed with power, from the jewel-encrusted 
Moctezuma I to the dark suited bureaucrats of today. This is why the state 
has always had its magicians, and why if magic is separated from a commu­
nity practice, it has the potential to function as a tool of oppression. 

In the film the sorcerers of the Aztec state have the interesting clothes, 
the music, the elaborate ritual, as they move through the land seizing people 
and property at will. The common people can become momentarily 
distracted by the glittering displays that confront them and demand their 
attention, but this does not mean that they don't understand the way the 
sorcery of power contributes to their own oppression. The fine clothes and 
other accoutrements of Moctezuma's emissaries manipulate the appearance of 
glamour in order to make it look like it is the sorcerers who have the power, 
whether they actually do or not. Just as corporate images are designed to 
incite desire, the elaborate imagery of the state causes us to trust authority in 
advance, and to privilege the enticing displays that authority offers us. 

While Return to Aztldn addresses the issue of state power, Nicolas 
Echevarria's film Cabeza de Vaca frames magic as a question of individual will 
and individual power. Cabeza de Vaca is a good example of how both 
modernist tropes and colonial histories are reworked to produce a personal 
story of transformation, framed within the modernist dream of high adven­
ture in colonized space. The film is based on a "true" story. Alvar Nunez 
Cabeza de Vaca was a Spanish conquistador who was shipwrecked off Florida 

in 1527. After nearly 
dying of starvation, 
Cabeza de Vaca and 
three other survivors 
wandered through the 
American southwest for 
eight years before return­
ing to Mexico City in 
I 5 36. During their 
sojourn, the survivors 
lived among several 
different nations and 
experienced different 
roles, from slave to 
merchant to healer. 
Cabeza eventually 
became governor of 
Paraguay and finished his 
days on a royal pension 
in Spain. 

people seem to continue to want 
it both ways: the European 
remains in charge, the colonial 
project is not seriously chal­
lenged, but the Western individ­
ual can access another reality 
through an encounter with 
another culture. 

The insistence that Cabeza de 
Vaca questioned the constraints of 
his culture becomes even stranger 
when we read what he actually 
had to say about his magical abili­
ties. In Naufragios he writes: 

Cabeza de Vaca 
wrote about his experi­
ences in Naufragios (first 
published in 1542), 
which took the form of a 
personal letter to the 
king of Spain, as required 
of commanders by 
Spanish law. Although 
Cabeza de Vaca was Still from Cabeza de Vaca, Nicolas Echevarria, Mexico, 1990, 35mm, 112 min. 

The islanders wanted to make 

physicians of us without 

examination or a review of 

diplomas. Their method of 

cure is to blow on the sick, the 
breath and the laying on of 

hands supposedly casting out 

the infirmity. They insisted we 

should do this too and be of 

some use to them .. they with­

held food from us until we 

complied ... Our method, 
however, was to bless the sick, 

breathe upon them, recite a 

Pater nosier and Ave Maria, and 

pray earnestly to Cod our 
Lord for their recovery. When 

we concluded with the sign of both slave and healer, Courtesy the Toronto International Film Festival, Film Reference Library. 
the film centres on his 
role as a healer, and suggests that he underwent a transforma­
tion in which he discovered himself to be a shaman: his 
encounter with another culture allowed him to come into his 
magical power. Cabeza de Vaca's power as a magician comes 
from some mysterious place that is never clear to the viewer; 
his will was not involved, and in the film the quivering hands 
that represent his power seem completely beyond his control. 
At the same time his access to magic is totally individualized, 
not part of any community practice or shared symbolic 
system. 

Cabeza de Vaca implies that the European can be trans­
formed from a conquistador to a shaman by undergoing hard­
ship in a strange place and, by extension, that the Americas 
had the potential to change European culture. But why make 
a conquistador into a sign of transformation and shamanism 
at all? The film is not the only place where this occurs; most 
critical work on Naufragios approvingly views Cabeza de Vaca 
as a sign of cultural transformation, a "good European" who 
called into question the certainties of his own culture. Many 

From Retomo a Aztldn, Juan Mora Catlett, 1990, Mexico, 35mm, 90 min. 
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Stills from Viko Ndute [Water Celebration], 

Emigdio Julian Caballero, Mexico, 1995, video, 21 min. 

Stills courtesy of A Space. 

the cross, He willed that our patients should 

directly spread the news that they had been 

restored to health. 1 

The fact is, Cabeza de Vaca had a real 

problem. He had to explain what he had been 

doing in those eight years he was outside the 
purview of the institutional authority of 

Christian Spain, and he had to be extremely 

clear that in no way had he gone over to the 

other side. Apostasy was a capital offence. The 

healing practices he describes are wholly artic­

ulated within orthodox Christian doctrine, 

something Cabeza de Vaca would have had to 

negotiate extremely carefully to allay any 

suspicion of heterodoxy or idolatry. Except for 

the sentence in the long quotation above, 

there is no description of Native healing prac­
tices. Moreover, later in the text he sheds light 

on his motives for healing: "now this cure so 

inflated our fame all over the region that we 
could control whatever the inhabitants cherished." This sentence suggests 

that the colonial "magic" embodied by the Paternoster will win the Spaniards 
the goods and territories they covet. 

There is no way of knowing what really happened with the historical 

Cabeza de Vaca, but what is interesting is the way he has been celebrated as a 

shaman whose skills are completely individualized. Echoing the narratives of 

Western modernism, Native cultures in Cabeza 
de Vaca function as raw material, backdrop and 

vehicle for the conquistador's personal story. In 

every instance European magic is presented as 
being more powerful than Native magic, and 

Cabeza de Vaca appears as a much better healer 

than Native medicine people. The community 
disappears, the long training of medicine 

people disappears, and what is reinforced is the 

twentieth-century idea that magic is a matter of 

individual power and individual transformation. 

Where Brujos Become 
Performance Artists 
As I prepare to go out, 1 spill coffee all over my 

clean clothes. Running out the door, I just miss 
the streetcar. By reading these signs, I recog­

nize that today will not be a good day. We all 

read omens as individuals, whether we name it 

as such or not. Everyone has personal rituals, a 

friend of mine places all rejection letters in the 
cat litter box; another wears the same pair of 

earrings each time she gives a talk. In explicitly 

magical thought, the "text" of omens and ritual is expanded, and we read not 

just what affects us personally, but the path of a bird's flight, or the seemingly 

random arrangement of stones encountered during a walk, events that affect 

the community as a whole. The vocabulary tends to 

have to do with the natural world, but the problem is 

the same, how to read signs and omens, and how to 

connect these to events occurring in the world. 

In cultures that affirm the existence of magical real­

ities, signs and omens are linked to rituals that are in 

turn linked to the earth and the community. Viewing 

Emigdio Julian Caballero's videotape from Oaxaca, 

Viko Ndute ( I 995) 2 at a recent exhibition at A Space 

gallery, I was struck by the way magical practices are 

embedded in the community of San Antonio Hui tepee. 

A farmer had a problem with a magical rock in his 

field, and had to figure out what to do about it, in other 

words, how to read the signs that the rock offers to 

Guillermo Gomez-Pena's Border Brujo 
(Guillermo Gomez-Pena and Isaac 

Artenstein, I 99 I) constructs a space where 

magical possibilities can be imagined, and 

returns us to the politicized, community 

him personally and to the community as a whole. He 

consults a friend, who has had a dream about a solution 

to the problem, and various members of the farming 

community act together to perform a ritual that will 

make the rock happy. An accident caused by lightning 

was the event that set things into motion, and this 

event is understood to be connected to dreams, ances­

tor stories and community rituals, all of which refer to 

the natural world. Like everyday life itself, magic can 

Temple, Rebecca Belmore, 1996, detail. Photo: Cheryl O'Brian, courtesy The Power Plant. 

present us with annoying demands, the farmer says, "I had no idea that damn 

rock had special powers." (Watching a tape like this in Toronto can illustrate 

the prejudices of the north; when the farmers sacrificed a goat to feed the 

earth, the people sitting next to me flinched and murmured disapprovingly). 

The point is that magic and ritual exist simultaneously in this world and in 

another world, and to recognize this entails responsibilities that at times are 

onerous. 
For the farmers of San Antonio Huitepec, magic is part of everyday life. 

However, with the meeting of cultures it is also possible to be a witness to the 

intersection of art, magic, and the everyday here. We encounter a different kind 

of everyday in Rebecca Belmore's installation work on view at the Power Plant, 

Temple, 3 we encounter that basic substance of life: water. Belmore has brought 

together water in different forms, first in plastic bags stacked against a pyramid­

like structure. This shows us that even the most natural elements of life can be 

subject to the forces of power and spectacle. Water then appears in the form of 

a public drinking fountain, which reminds us that civil society mediates our 

access to the natural world. Finally, the spectator climbs a staircase to view Lake 

Ontario through a periscope. The natural world is out there, and our task is to 

recognize the extent to which our perception of it is veiled by the culture in 

which we live. Although Temple does not explicitly address spirituality; by 

combining the different appearances of a natural element in such a way to make 

us question the everyday reality we inhabit, Belmore has created ritual space 

and offered us a map through the mediations that many of us take for granted. 

In effect, Belmore reads the signs and omens of a dying earth and, like the magi­

cian, brings different elements together to show us the path to another world. 

base of ceremonial practices. If one of the 

legacies of modernism is a desire for the 

exotic, Gomez-Pena shows us the error in 
how many of us look for difference by call­

ing the glamour of the exotic into question. 

Gomez-Pena disrupts the rigidity of 
stereotypical images of the shaman by manip­

ulating the objects that represent Mexican 

"irrationality." In Border Brujo he lights candles 

in front of a magical altar, but the artist's body 
itself becomes a kind of altar, loaded down 

with the ritual objects of the colonial imagi­

nary, including a banana necklace, pearl neck­

lace, skeleton earrings, bandanna, sombrero, 
sunglasses, bullet bandolier, and a boa made 

of pink ostrich feathers. This reminds us that 

the magician's body is marked by colonial 

history, and that to encounter magical reality 
requires a willingness to confront the every­

day lived experience of this history. By using 

objects that represent com modified images of 

Mexican spirituality, he is able both to under­

mine the power of these stereotypes, and to 
expose the yearning for magical reality expe­

rienced by so many alienated intellectuals in 

the twentieth century. For Gomez-Pena, the 

problem is not the fact that many living in the 
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cities of the technological north long for 
magic, but the way this need has been 
com modified in a neo-colonial market econ­
omy. Gomez-Pena makes this explicit when 
he tells his audience: "I need dollars, you need 
magic: a perfect transaction." 

In his book, Warrior for Grlngostrolka, 
Gomez-Pena speaks of his encounters with 
shamans and medicine people: 

Far from being austere and contemplative, 

they were courageously engaged in social 

reality, and their ritual practices took 

place in specific political contexts, such as 

the struggles for land or human rights. 

They were also rowdy, quite theatrical, 

and didn't regard mass culture as a threat 

to their "authenticity." 4 

If one of the errors of the modernist under­
standing of magic is to look for it in the 
strange and exotic, this passage reminds us 
that magic isn't about individual transforma­
tion and individual power, or the strange and 
grotesque. It doesn't occur some place else. 
For magic to be more than an alluring 
abstraction, it must be part of our lives, 
including our social and political experiences. 
By abandoning expectations of strangeness, 
we can see the magical possibilities in art that 
transforms appearances in order to offer us 
access to another reality and tell us some­
thing unexpected about our everyday relation 
to the natural world. Contemporary work 
such as that of Gomez-Pena and Belmore can 
reveal to us the links between magic, art, and 
history, but it is up to us to find the path out 
of the isolation and despair that is the conse­
quence of an absence of spiritual practice. 
Belmore's Temple was successful precisely 
because it did not call itself magic, yet as a 
work of art it did many of the things that 
magical ritual does. Similarly, Gomez-Pena 
recognizes that magic is a political practice 
linked to everyday life, and refuses to claim 
an equivalence between art and magic. 

In Belmore and Gomez-Pena's work, art 
and magic are constituted in relation to 
everyday reality. At the same time, it is 
important to remember that the art gallery 
does not precisely constitute this "everyday 
reality," but exists as a privileged space that 
is part of the market economy and is linked 
to what can be a cynical and unpleasant 
scale of values. The point of art would seem 
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to be to express something that cannot quite be said in language, to generate 
another way of looking at things, another reality, but it is not quite ritual, 
most importantly because it is abstracted from a community that shares both 
culture and a magical symbolic system. 

The art language deployed by Belmore and Gomez-Pena makes their 
work accessible to the North American viewer, but because their understand­
ing of culture is historically and politically grounded, they are able to create a 
space beyond static, commodified images of difference. A potential problem 
with explicitly magical art is that it can be a way of containing magic in the 

art gallery, and in so doing render it passive. For example, I can attend an art 
exhibition that utilizes images of, say, Haitian voudun but chances are I lack 
the vocabulary and cultural context to make voudun part of my everyday life. 
This means I will tend to have a passive relation to the magical reality 
embodied by the work, and there is a risk that such work will end up being a 
mere representation of another world rather than something that creates that 
world. In attempting to think through the relation between magic and art, 
works such as Temple and Border Brujo make it possible to open up conceptions 
of what magic is. That for many of us our only encounter with magic is in an 
urban art gallery does not negate the ability of both art and magic to 
construct another reality, but the gallery work should provide the viewer with 
a map of that reality, as does the work of Gomez-Pena and Belmore. 

A Possible Ritual 
I imagine another part of town, and a magician who gathers together objects 
that represent the meanspirited government under which we live, smashes 
them with a hammer and cuts them into small pieces and removes them from 
sight. She then takes objects that represent positive action and puts them on a 
table with flowers and food and images of people working together. We can 
see these objects, and we can see that it is done. Does this change anything? 
Does the government suddenly start funding artists? Probably not, but those 
of us viewing the objects are able to perceive in a very concrete way what a 
different configuration of power would look like, which has the effect of 
breaking the stasis of fear and hopelessness. We gaze at the assemblage of 
objects on the table and remember that it is always rigidity that works against 
the enemy. Political magic disrupts this rigidity, turns it against itself, and 
causes a shift, if only in the way we react to the inflexibility we face around us. 

Deborah Root is the author of Cannibal Culture: Art. Appropriation and 
the Commodification of Difference (Boulder, Colorado: Westview, 1996)­
This project was completed with the support of the Ontario Arts Council 
Arts Writing Program. 

Notes 

I Cabeza de Vaca, Adventures in the Unknown Interior of America, trans. Cyclone Covey 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, I 986), p. 64. 

2. Viko Ndute was part of the "New Video from Chiapas and Oaxaca" show at A Space 

gallery in Toronto ( 11 -29 June, 1996), curated by Ian Reid. 

3. Temple was part of the "Liaisons" show at The Power Plant Callery in Toronto ( 19 April 

-I 6 June, 1996), curated by Louise Dompierre. 

4. Guillermo Gomez-Pena, Warrior for Gringostroika (St. PauL Craywolf Press, 1993), p. 18. 

life life support system,s 
zines, nets & outle.ts by artists--

the late '70s & some now 

by Judith doyle 

preface.archive 
The old 

worehouse 

burned 

furiously. 

And with it my 

matches. 
- Patti Smith & 

Tom Verlaine, 

The Night, 

Aloes Books 

1976, London. 

In a dark space made close 
by the crush of people, 
reading after performance 
after art band took stage; in 
between were film strips­
scratched castoffs from the 
trim bin of pop cinema, spun 
by Martin Heath, the archivist 
film DJ par excellence, on his 
rattling 16mm projector. It 
was a hot night in May 1979, 
at 466 Bathurst St., one of 
the potent array of self­
funded venues and publica­
tions set up in Toronto in the 
late '70s. They formed brief 
allegiances and working 

Martin Heath in the projection booth at the 317 Spadina Ave. Rear CineCycle, June 1991. The front 

wall of the booth had not yet been built, allowing a full view of his projectors. Photo: John Porter. 

crews, using borrowed office 
machines and low or no-rent 
spaces to create telecommu­
nications networks, storefront 
window exhibits, film and 

performance venues, 
programs in bars, photo­
copied publications and distri­
bution networks for books, 
films and videos. Now, these 
working methods proliferate 
again in an environment of 
cutbacks and constraints. 

This network of short 
texts-reminiscences, 

quotes, opinions-taps into 
this rich vein of Toronto 
history and activity, as a start 
for a longer project. It is also 
the first stage of a website I 
am developing. I hope it will 
be accessed as an archive 
and rendezvous point, not an 
artifact that "makes us 
histbry" through selective 
closure. But the reality of 
using the web is less like 
surfing than wading-up to 
your eyeballs-in a sea of 
junk mail. The good stuff is 

buried deep in cybersilt. At 
best, the hypercommercial­
ized Internet is an adjunct to 
our local, embodied contexts 
-word-of-mouth 
grapevines, rented buildings 
and small-run printed matter. 
Perhaps we can use the 
web, critically, as a cross­
referencing tool, one among 
many circulation systems 
linking people, ideas, 
images, forgotten and out-of­
print texts, anecdotes and 
forwarding addresses. 
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foreword.grants 
It seems improbable that we suffer from a "lack of history." Perhaps, instead, we 

suffer from a lack of articulated histories, any history which is not constructed from 

within the narrow confines of an "art" discourse, within the confines of state­

funded documentation and promotion. Perhaps it is not the history we lack, but an 

acknowledgment and interest in art practices and art politics that stray too far 

from the cultural mandate of the status quo. 

- Dot Tuer, "The CEAC was Banned in Canada," C Magazine, 1986. 

There is a strange calm as artists watch the immolation of government cultural funding in Ontario 

by the politically ascendant right. Other issues, like past and recent censorship, triggered more 

vocal and coordinated actions. Why hasn't a 

broad-based artists' coalition emerged to 

oppose the cuts yet? In this era of "workfare" 

purges when subeconomic babysitting gigs are 

prosecuted as social assistance fraud, does it 

seem outrageously self-interested to request, 

accept or mount a spirited defense of arts 

grants? Is it shock, guilt feelings, or a "lay low 

and weather the storm" sense of resignation? 

Or have artists have been making do with next 

to nothing for so long, nothing doesn't seem so 

big a stretch. 

In the context of cuts, the Ontario Arts 

Council (OAC) awarded a $75,000 "Venture 

Fund" grant to Bravo!FACT this year for a TV 

series of ad-length minidocumentaries "about" 

art. Most of the jurors who will dole this money 

out to producers will be CHUM-CITY staff. The 

projects will be screened in gaps between 

international flicks that are available for rent in 

any video store. Bravo! will placate CRTC regu­

lators about CAN-CON requirements, and simul­

taneously avoid showing longer, independent 

film and video by Ontario artists. OAC's role in 

this project brings to mind 1980, when the 

Ontario Arts Council gave an indirect "grant" to 

the Ontario Censor Board, to pay censorship 

fees for the Funnel Experimental Film Centre. 

The OAC has, reluctantly or enthusiastically, 

long been in the business of brokering the arts 

through an array of government and corporate 

agendas. Now, as the reigning Conservatives 

and aristocratic benefactors headed by the 

Chalmers family pull out of OAC, artists pause 

before leaping wholesale to the defense of an 

arts bureaucracy that, by any analysis, isn't 

always accountable to artists. 

Recent histories published by artist-run 

centres give scant attention to self-funded 

cultural practice, mostly noting it as a form of 

cultural collateral that registers as "deferral" on 

the line-items of grant applications, used to vali­

date the next round of funding requests. The 

fact that artists are deliberately working outside 
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the subsidized model is minimized at best, 

and frequently dismissed. Except for the 

creatively or administratively impaired, the 

oddballs and sociopaths, self-funded publica-

tions and venues are portrayed as stepping 

stones for young artists and writers on the 

road to stable, subsidized careers and 

programming structures, and as fresh veins of 

cool new blood for the corporate culture 

milieu. This myth echoes through granting 

agencies, that rationalize themselves as social 

service stations en route to full participation in 

the culture industries. It has been internalized 

by even the most non-commercial artists, who 

reference their subsistence and practice in 

terms of civil-service unions, social service 

agencies, and nation-building bureaucracies. 

Arguably, state funding plays a minor, 

though significant, role in the meager finances 

of most artists. The real funding bases for 

marginal and oppositional culture are volun­

teerism, hobbyism and do-it-yourselfism. 

Much of this art circulates through a network 

of microdistribution entities that are localized, 

transitory, embodied, and opposed to vertical 

integration and economies of scale, the 

monopoly mechanisms of corporate culture. 

The artist-run centres have internalizated 

corporate and bureaucratic models, and this 

process has been actively encouraged in 

successive restructurings of cultural funding 

programs, as they adapt to power. Maybe it's 

time to own our self-funded production and 

distribution, and to include it in our cultural 

analysis. 

marketing.colony 
The money [the US 

networks] earn from their 

shows in Canada probably 

wouldn't cover Disney/ ABC 

boss Michael Eisner's 

annual bonus; one post­

Superbowl, 30-second 

commercial for Friends 

earns the US network nearly 

as much as an entire season 

of one sitcom on a 

Canadian network. 

-John Haslett Cuff, 

"Television," The Globe and 

Mail, July 15, 1 996, p. C 1. 

Canada is a small market for corporate 

culture monoliths like SONY, Disney and 

. . . . . 

·•--:-~~ - :,-··- . ------··.····-·•·-._ ~-

Time-Warner. Its importance is ideological. 

The success formulas of cultural conglom­

erates are being promoted. These are 

vertical integration-the corporate struc­

ture that maximizes profit through control 

of all aspects of research, production, 

promotion, distribution and spin-offs-and 

economies of scale-the strategy of maxi­

mizing profits by saturating the market with 

the largest possible number of units of a 

cultural product at once. Although Canada 

isn't a player in this superheavyweight 

Olympiad, our funding agencies haven't 

spearheaded the defense of alternative 

models. Bureaucrats at film funding agen­

cies wear their best business drag while 

meddling in the scripts and all aspects of 

production of local films, supposedly 

championing the commercial viability of 

these "properties." But these are quasi­

moguls; their imitation-corporate overlord­

ing occurs in a another, miniature universe 

from mass-market profit margins, because 

Canadian cultural producers never had 

access to the mass culture distribution 

system, which is controlled in Canada as 

elsewhere by an ever-smaller elite of US­

based monopolies and their Canadian 

print and electronic counterparts, like 

Hollinger, Thompson and TorStar, that are 

openly hostile to state-culture funding and 

protectionism. 

-■-■-■- ■- ■- ■-■-■-■ 

equipment acquisition 

Left & below: 

from a facsimile 

transmission 

series from Judy 

Rifka in NYC to 

Rumour 

Publications in 

Toronto, 1978. 

Artist-run centres have also internalized market-driven 

metaphors to somehow rationalize our continuing existence. 

The money comes and the material purchased 

becomes obsolete (through use) in several years. 

The programme established or furthered by the 

equipment previously purchased is now a form of 

symbolic capital invested by the (centre) and the 

funding agencies. Requests for upgrading go out,. 

emphasizing the invested aspect, pointing out 

changes in technology and outlining how 

technological improvement will enhance the equity 

resident in the documentation and artifacts 

produced by the previous and continuing 

programme. The cycle starts again ... requests, 

funds, obsolescences. 

-William Wood, "This is Free Money?," 

Whispered Art History: Twenty Years at the 

Western Front, ed. Keith Wallace, Arsenal Pulp 

Press, Vancouver 1993, p. 182. 

The reciprocity between cultural funding and the accumulation 

of collateral assets unfolds in the activities and maintenance of 

the artist-run equipment access centres, and in those of the 

cultural agencies. Hardware is the pretext to rationalize the 

continuation of both. The contestable assumption here is that it 

is costly but 

essential for 

artists to have 

access to the 

newest tech­

nology, 

whether it is to 

achieve "indus­

try standard" 

quality, to 

provide low­

cost "R & D" 

services, or to 

critically inhabit 

it before its 

commercial 

purposing is 

completely 

locked. If in 

fact this "critical inhabitation" of technology has lead to social 

change, the effects have been thinly documented. Contrast this 

spiral of upgrades with the dumpster-diving, cast-off collecting, 

borrowing and bricolage that sustains marginal self-funded 

publication and exhibition. Almost all "marginal" producers 

engage in recycling and repurposing obsolete imagery and 

technology. The bad xerox collage is emblematic of this cycle of 

garbage-scoring, tinkering, breakdown, cannibalizing and 

reconfiguring. 

-■ 

FUSE Volume 19 Number 5 FALL 1996 25 



L. to R.: Holly, Gwendolyn, Morgana and Annie at Artefect for a 

screening of their film Out of the Blue, February 28, 1988. 

Kenneth Anger speaking to the audience at CineCycle, April 10, 1992, 
during a retrospective presented by Public Access and the AGO. 

Members of the Shake Well collective at CineCycle, January 14, 1993. 
L. to R.: Zoe Hamilton, Jenny Keith, Kim Kutner, Clare Lawlor. 
Members not present include Joey Myers and Louise Liliefeldt. 

Above photos: John Porter. 
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symptom hall.space 
Symptom Hall is an ex- Lithuanian Hall run since 1993 by a 
group of art students and graduates as a performance venue. It 
is one in a long lineup of self-funded art venues financed, not by 
grants, not by corporate tax write-offs, not by wealthy collectors 
or aristocratic private foundations, but by booze cans and Joe 
jobs. Symptom Hall survives by subletting the space, which was 
originally occupied by Martin Heath's CineCycle, then 
Kensington Carnival, who drew on the services of an anarchist 
plumber to upgrade the building to code. At Symptom Hall, a lot 
has happened in the quest to make $2,700 a month rent for 
almost four years. Sadly, in order to pay the rent, Symptom Hall 
charges nightly rental rates (about $250) that are too rich for 
some self-funded promoters or collectives to break even. 

Symptom Hall was initiated by the performance collectives 
Shaved Monkey, Phredded Phred, Pow Pow Unbound and 
Shake Well. The Shake Well artists share an interest in the 
representation of women's bodies through new technology. 
Shake Well began by organizing performance nights at 
CineCycle. Moderated by the hilarious dyke performer Clare 
Lawlor, long lineups of performers arrived with voice, music, 
sound effects, key lighting, slides and moving-image projection 
requirements in what invariably became a last-minute logistical 
nightmare for the small band of organizers who doubled as the 
tech crew. It is hard to imagine these anarchic groupings of 
unknown artists with their rickety array of complex technical 
setups exhibiting anyplace but CineCycle. It would have taken 
six weeks of paid administrative labour at most artist-run centres 
even to write a grant application for this unwieldy programming. 

In trying to come up with a "rock solid" organizational struc­
ture, the artists recently invited me and several others to an 
"eider's session" to share our stories and survival tips. 
Consulting with "elders" was only one element in Symptom 
Hall's multi-pronged survival plan. Other strategies included 
offering a series of workshops in "Dumpster Diving" and insist­
ing that everyone who attends a meeting bring a 2"x4". We 
discussed problems in attaining organizational stability without 
government or corporate money, and traded gossipy anecdotes 
about takeovers, burnouts, breakdowns and infighting in the 
artworld of yore. 

phoenix.cinecycle 
CineCycle is one of several self-funded spaces that Martin 
Heath has operated and lived in with his bicycle repair business 
over the last twenty years. Repeatedly closing up shop under 
pressure from angry neighbours, he always resurfaces, phoenix­
like, with another programming configuration. Martin Heath 
owns a vast collection of aging projectors and spare parts and 
offers the service of hauling his hefty "portable" 35mm film 
projector to screenings in other venues. For marginal and oppo­
sitional programmers, this is the only reliable access to 35mm 
projection. 

Martin Heath's spaces and programming have been 
sustained by many cohorts and tireless volunteers over the ages, 
who bring some semblance of order to his packrat style of 

operation. Martin is a "thrift score" expert, a yard-sailing pirate, 
node in an underground network of nighthawks who cannibalize 
the growing cinematic scrapyards. His collection of 16mm prints 
includes Cuban and African third cinema, radical documentary, 
go-go music shorts, art films, roaring twenties hard-core porn 
and much more. Teachers and programmers committed to 
presenting activist film in an historical context have relied on 
Martin Heath's collection and projection. Artist-run centres and 

~ 
:::, 

..c: 
-;;; 
O'.l 
-.,:; 
-.,:; ._, 
-;;; 
bl) 
C: 

E 
.2 
w 
C. 
C: 
0 
~ 
~ 
"' c.. 
3:: 
~ 

-0 
C: 
<! 

filmmakers have sublet the CineCycle facility. Marginal program­
ming entities such as the Pleasure Dome and Shake Well inhabit 
CineCycle, especially at the points in their existence when they 
have no money. 

Many "Cinemateque" exhibition venues, festivals and artist­
run centres have been well-funded to mount screenings, make 
archives and build equipment access facilities without providing 
marginal producers with the consistent access available at 
Martin's for decades. Funders and some of the alternative arts 
aristocracy might write off Martin as an obsessive-compulsive 
anomaly and argue that it is structurally impossible to fund his 
spaces, let alone expect that his deviance can or should be repli­
cated in the exhibition infrastructure. As individualistic as Martin 
Heath is, he is not an isolated blip in the matrix of cultural 
production here; he does not operate in a vacuum. Atomizing his 
practice erases a history, for Martin Heath is only one gifted 
member of a legion of cultural producers in this town who for 
years have moved from one volunteer formation to another­
publishing, programming, working on live art venues, in retail 
outlets, participating in committees and cultural working groups. 
This disruptive, nomadic art workforce perennially operates with 
only the most tenuous links to administrative sinecures in stable, 
well-funded art power-bases. 
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ancient futures.the net 
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There are rich historical links between junkyard­
dog equipment stashes and Paleolithic cyborg 
theory and experiments with new communica­
tions technology. This technological work 
explores distribution potential and ramifications, 
rather than superior "grain free" image-
making production capabilities. Early art 
telecommunications experiments in Toronto 
were a product of the self-funded "marginal 
milieu" that published zines and set up perfor­
mances at 466 Bathurst, Martin Heath's space 
in 1978-81 . 

I have a hazy vision of the day 

when we all will have access to a 

computer network containing the 

entire body of known facts. In the 

meantime, we must start to 

construct our own network from our 

own shared needs .... The 

Computerized Arts Network ... is 

now being implemented in two 

geographically displaced 

computing nodes, New York and 

Toronto .... Although CAN facilities 

are now going on line, this network 

is in a primitive developmental 

stage .... 

[Many] aspects of CAN must be 

discussed if we intend to create a 

workable global communications 

network. And if we don't do it, 

others, with their rather than our 

interests at heart, will." 

- Willoughby Shorp, 

"WORLDPOOL: A Call for Global 

Community Communications," 

Only Poper Today, December 

1978, p 9. 

In 1978, less than a block from Symptom 
Hall in a former Ukrainian jewelry shop in a 
seedy, Queen Street west-of-Bathurst loca­
tion, Fred Gaysek, Kim Todd and I opened 
Rumour, a storefront to produce and distribute 
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zine-type publications; two of us lived 

upstairs. The cheap xerox pamphlets 

and artists' books didn't pay for them­

selves and weren't meant to. There 

were no grants. We survived and paid 

the rent by collaboratively writing novel­

izations of horror movies and giving 

workshops on topics like, "How to Not 

Make Money From Your Art." Victor 

Coleman, A Space and Coach House 

Press Founder, published Only Paper 

Today there, after the tabloid was 

ousted from A Space in 1979. Rumour 

published xerox books and pamphlets, 

including the first printing of Kathy Goes 

to Haiti by Kathy Acker, and zine-type 

books and pamphlets by Philip Monk, 

Willoughby Sharp, Judy Rifka, Brian 

Kipping and others, and held rotating 

exhibitions in the window including John 

Greyson's first show which prompted a 

bizarre police interrogation. The local 

Ukrainians were concerned that his 

project, which involved the daily unfurl­

ing of red clothing items from a garbage 

bag, signaled the arrival of a Communist 

sect in the neighbourhood. 

Rumour Publications hosted 

WORLDPOOL, Toronto's first continu­

ous computerized arts network node 

(primitive Internet site). The group met 

weekly and was open to all. Artist and 

Ontario College of Art (OCA) elec­

tronic animateur Norman White was a 

founder and many artists, theoreticians 

and young proto-hackers attended, 

hearing about WORLDPOOL through 

the arts and computer mailboxing 

grapevines. Interactive telenetworking 

by computer mailbox, slow-scan video 

and "facsimile transceivers" (the first 

demo portable fax machines) was 

often accompanied by a meal in these 

"dine on line" evenings. WORLDPOOL 

remained on-line from 1978 until 1981. 

Artists' distributed digital database 

networks of the 1970s are ignored in 

official histories of the Internet, that 

jump from early defense applications to 

the proliferation of modem-linked home 

computers in the mid-eighties. Art on 

the net did not begin with the defense 

department, techno-nerds, the 

McLuhan Institute, the OCA 

"Photo/Electric Arts" Department, the 
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#12 from the series TOP STORIES, 1982. 

Published by Hallwalls, Buffalo, New York. 

Cover artwork by Robert Kushner. 

Rumour Publications, Toronto, 1978. 

Rumour Publications pamphlet series, 

Judy Rifka, Toronto, 1978. 

Art Research Centre (ARC), and 

certainly not the "established" subsi­

dized video art centres and their 

entourages, though all these groupings 

became involved with WORLDPOOL. 

By the beginning of the '80s, 

Rumour, WORLDPOOL and a number of 

other spaces and programming entities 

were sermonizing in print and work­

shops on grant-free do-it-yourself art 

survival tricks. Like rave now, these 

artists twisted business imagery into 

insignia-clip art of telephones, urgent 

memo pads, logos, graphs and charts. 

A performance series was billed with 

the sub-title, "An Anti-Granto 

Production." That many younger and 

punk artists were disenfranchised from 

the grant system was only part of it. The 

attitude was that grant procedures and 

regulations were creatively and politi­

cally compromising. Self-funded venues 

were less subject to "prior approval" 

mechanisms, allowing for more sponta­

neous creation and dissemination of art, 

and a certain dissolving of the barrier 

between artists and audiences, produc­

ers and consumers. The Cabana Room 

was established in 1979 by Susan 

Britton and Robin Wall. Brittan's 1979 

letter of resignation from A Space regis­

ters this anxiety about artists' links to 

government: 

Call me paranoid but, it is my 

opinion that in Canada artists 

are encouraged to pay their 

bureaucratic dues. In fact, it's 

likely that early in his or her 

career a Canadian artist may 

suddenly realize that he or 

she is hanging out with none 

other than agents of the 

federal government! ... My 

suggestion is to loosen the 

obnoxiously close relationship 

between artists and funding 

bodies .... I think artists should 

reinvent the artworld rather 

than just fitting in where they 

can. 

-Susan Britton, letter of 

resignation as A Space's 

"Visual Arts Curator," 

July 24, 1979. 

performance.women's work 
In my files, I found an unpublished story by Kathy Acker wedged in with mater­

ial for a performance night at Martin Heath's, blacks of the smeary typewriting 

so dark and sensuous-there is a sense of obscure violation. 

"The Scorpions": excerpt from Janey's diary 

My friends were just like me. They were desperate-the products 

of broken families, poverty-and they were trying everything to 

escape their misery. Despite the restrictions of school, we did 

exactly what we wanted and it was good. We got drunk. We 

used drugs. 

We fucked. 

We sexually hurt each other as much as we could. The speed, 

emotional overload, and pain every now and then dulled our brains. 

Demented our perceptory apparatus. We knew we couldn't change 

the shit we were living in so we were trying to change ourselves. 

/ 
THE CABANA ROOM 

/ 
/ 

- Kathy Acker, "The Scorpions," draft manuscript, 1978. /in the 

margin, Acker has scrawled, "French girl, fat lady, middle-aged 

shriveled man." These are my parts to read at Martin's) ... 

Much of the history of performance by women in Toronto is buried in the artists' filing 

cabinets. Depending on how you look at it, live art by women either thrives or subsists 

in the self-funded margins. Certainly, many women never get off the "stepping stone" of 

this invisible economy. A 1980 listing in SLATE magazine for the Cabana Room of the 

Spadina Hotel includes art bands (The Lounge Lizards from New York, The 

Government), a video night, and several evenings of performance cabaret. Susan 

Britton and Robin Wall, the Cabana Room producer/programmers, put a spotlight on 

live art by women; some worked as hack writers and arts bureaucrats; others, like 

Margaret Dragu and Electra, worked as strippers. Many of the rants, readings and 

actions deployed the feminist strategy of representing women's work (housewife, strip­

per, typist), in various breeds of "femme drag" attenuated to the registers of neurosis, 

anxiety humour or violence. The Cabana Room stage was puny, tech support minimal, 

and the crowded smoky booze-soaked ambiance fueled lapses and eruptions in the 

levels of audience attention and interaction. Perhaps the Cabana Room's fatal flaw was 

its lack of critical self-awareness around issues of performance, confrontation and 

controls; a performer (Margaret Dragu) was attacked by a "neoist" audience member 

Urstairs at the Spadina Hotel 

Opens July 20th 

RUMOUR 
who argued that his degrading "intervention" that included pulling a tampon out, was an 

art initiative. In retrospect, it is hard to fathom how everybody just stood there-the 

Kathy Acker 

Reading Friday Feb. 23 
9.00p.m, 
466 Bathurst St. 
$2 

artists in the room didn't boot the guy out or make plain that this wasn't their idea of art. 

The art community's ambivalence about the attack and the performer's ensuing court 

case signaled the Cabana Room's demise and underlined the lack of a women's/feminist 

art venue in Toronto, an absence subsequently addressed by the Women's Cultural 

Building Collective. The name here is misleading because, although the collective was 

formed in a doomed attempt to inhabit the dreary and dying Pauline McGibbon Cultural 

Centre, the WCBC lived on as a nomadic programming entity, focusing on feminist 

performance and humour. An ideological formation took shape with the foundation of the 

WCBC in the aftermath of.the Cabana Room debacle: feminist space=safe working envi­

ronment=a place free of drunk punks. One could argue that the emphasis on safety was 

accompanied by a toning-down of content. The stances of punk-laced women's live art 

at the Cabana Room were less in evidence at the WCBC events-satire displaced 

provocative anxiety; mocking critiques of sexist popular culture and family life eclipsed 

noir-ish erotically-charged accounts of addiction, poverty, sexual power and sexual 

violence. Farce replaced in-your-face displays of anger and defiance. 

As a footnote, Kathy Goes To Haiti, written by Kathy Acker and originally 

published in an edition of 1,000 by Rumour Publications in 1979 in Toronto, was 
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