
























































Michael Dudeck WITCHDOCTOR, Amygdala, Photo by:
Karen Asher. Courtesy of: The Artist and Pari Nadimi Gallery.
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WALLA WALLA BING BANG: MICHAEL DUDECK’S
AMYGDALA

Aceartinc

January 15 — February 14, 201

BY STEVEN LEYDEN COCHRANE

It’s difficult to know how to best find meaning or coherence in the work of an artist who, in
all apparent seriousness, refers to himself as “Michael Dudeck WITCHDOCTOR.” In the
case of Amygdala, Dudeck’s exhibition and “ritual” performance at Winnipeg’s Aceartinc.,
the second work in what is ominously described as “a 10-year project,” any attempt to do so

raises only further doubt.

Like his moniker, Dudeck’s practice and persona trade in a kind of blue-eyed pseudo-shaman-
ism that suggests old colonialist attitudes and a fetish for “primitive” culture, and this seems

at first to demand accounting for. After consideration, though, the figure that emerges in
Amygdala, a sloppy, self-serious affair lacking sufficient purpose to elevate it beyond its myriad
clichés, does not really resemble the racist huckster that one expects to encounter in the role
of New-Age plastic shaman that Dudeck performs. Rather, he gives the impression only of

being both convinced of his own subversive genius and astonishingly tone-deaf — the kind

of oblivious Euro-North-American who not
only calls himself “witchdoctor” but presents

the name all in capital letters.

Dudeck’s Religion (the aforementioned
10-year project) centers around an invented
mythology that, we're informed, “radically
reimagines the nature of human origins”
along lines of queer sexuality. In a lengthy
introduction to the opening-night “ritual,”
we learn that the world’s human population
has, in Dudeck’s scheme, divided into male
and female “tribes” destined for an apocalyp-
tic military showdown. Glossing over ques-
tions of why prehistoric homosexual gender
war might be a productive or even an inter-
esting scenario to consider, this exhibition
promises a voyeuristic look into the spiritual
life of Dudeck’s clan of warrior-women (the
Amygdala, actually one of two small regions
in the brain tasked with processing emotion
and memory, is also the “sacred text of the
female religion,” a reading from which con-

stitutes the performance’s second half).

If the work’s framing suggests a primary
focus on Dudeck’s sizeable cast of female
performers, that promise goes unfulfilled.
Nude save for body paint, combat boots, and
gasmasks, they slowly and stompily wheel a
supine (and similarly naked) gentleman on
the gallery’s movable scaffolding from the
center of the exhibition space to the rear. He
is presented to their “goddess,” a question-
ably typecast fertility figure who sits atop a
pedestal and whose primary duties seem to
be scowling at the crowd and manning the
smoke machines. The other women raise
knives and bits of antler above their heads,
prostrate themselves, and then retreat, victim
in tow, back to where they found him, as-
suming bored poses on the floor in front of
a makeshift stage. The goddess, for her part,
remains marooned and motionless on her
plinth, and the audience mostly ignores her.
At this point, the artist himself emerges to
mount the stage, and one begins to sus-

pect that the practitioners of the “female
religion” were cast mainly as set pieces for
Dudeck’s own turn in the limelight. Also

naked, though equipped with three pairs

of prosthetic breasts, he comfortably domi-

nates the scene and the audience’s attention,
literally towering above the immobile cast of
seated women. In his bestial drag, Dudeck
sings unintelligibly into his gasmask (this is
the “reading,” allegedly given in a language
of his own construction), fondles his fake
breasts and actual genitals, undulates a bit, and
then collapses predictably into a fetal position.
Throughout this second act, the only other
active player (and only participant permitted
street clothing) is Dudeck’s collaborator, com-
poser and sound artist Andy Rudolph, who
pieces together an engrossing but ultimately
conventional soundscape from live samples
and feedback loops. The ritual over, the bar
is reopened; the audience resumes its chatter,
and the performers spend the rest of the night

reprising their roles as statuary.

If women, Amygdala’s ostensible focus, play
second fiddle to Dudeck’s posturing in the
performance, they are less present still in

the objects that make up the exhibition.
The bulk of these are hasty-looking collage
drawings, many featuring photos of Dudeck
himself or else magazine cutouts of male
models, most emblazoned with heavy-hand-
ed, nonsensical pronouncements on violence
and religion and shot through with spelling
errors (“WEAPONRY IS THE ARTI-
FICIAL PHALLUS WE CONSTRUCT

[.] IT IS REGALIA OF A UTERIS [sic.]
SHAMANISM,” is one representative
passage.) The remaining imagery — guns,
knives, bullseyes, and nipples — are such

familiar shorthand for “edginess” as to recede

from thought completely. Also on view are
a pair of plastic skulls, positioned as to invite
comparison: one is perhaps a wolf; the other
an elongated human cranium. Frightful
though head-binding may seem, the confla-
tion here of cultures that practice it with
animals, much like Dudeck’s woman/bitch
prostheses, demonstrates questionable judg-
ment and contributes little.

Audiences will either find Amygdala cultur-
ally insensitive or they will not — Dudeck’s
past work has cribbed explicitly from indig-
enous cultures, and this is mostly, mercifully
not the case here — just as they will or will
not suspect an underlying misogyny. What
remains is the fact that, in times of upheaval,
white people have retreated into erotic fanta-
sies of non-industrialized cultures for longer
than anyone can remember: 19th-century
Post-Impressionists, World-War-I-era Dada-
ists, the hippies and neo-avant-gardists of the
1960s — all extensively mapped territory
that Dudeck behaves as though he’s just dis-
covered. He finds himself late to the trend’s
most recent incarnation, growing since 9/11
throughout the West, which has, for better
or worse, been championed by artists pos-
sessing far greater self-awareness and humor.
Even exhausted tropes may be repackaged
compellingly: Amygdala, leveraging all of its
pretensions, its nudity and built-in contro-
versies, manages to be at best uncomfortable

viewing, at worst merely boring.
STEVEN LEYDEN COCHRANE is an emerg-

ing artist and educator from Tampa, Florida.
He currently lives and works in Winnipeg.
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Sinéad Bhreathnach-Cashell, You Can Be A Diamond, 2010. Photographer: Jordan Hutchings.

BRIDGING CONTEXTS
Crossings/Traversée Ottawa to Belfast, 2010.
REVIEW BY JULIE FIALA

Described as a “Performance Art Exchange,” [1] Crossings/Traversées unfolded in two instal-
ments: the first, in Ottawa, hosted by Galerie SAW Gallery from 17 — 20 June 2010; the
second, in Belfast, hosted by the artist collective Bbeyond from 28 — 30 October 2010. Bbe-
yond supports performance art in Northern Ireland and creates opportunities for international

projects such as this one. [2]

Curated by Christine Conley, Crossings covered a program of performance art and discussion,
which included a workshop component in Ottawa. The program sought to bring artists from
Belfast together with First Nations artists. The core artists were Bbeyond members Alastair
MacLennan, Sandra Johnston and Sinéad Bhreathnach-Cashell, representing three generations
of artists based in Belfast, and Aboriginal artists Jackson 2bears (Kanien’kehaka (Mohawk)),
Maria Hupfield (Anishnaabe (Ojibway)) and Skeena Reece (Tsimshian/Gitksan and Cree). In
Belfast, the program was expanded to include Bbeyond artists Chrissie Cadman, Elvira Santa-
maria, and the duo of Paul Stapleton and Caroline Pugh. Both installments included contribu-

tions by Aboriginal sociologist of art, Guy Sioui Durand.

As conveyed by Conley in the project booklet, the program’s curatorial premise was to
provide a framework to explore issues relating to “the legacies of colonialism” and “political
conflict.” A peripatetic Canadian now living in Belfast, I was fortunate to participate in the

two-day workshop and to have attended the parallel program in both countries.

In Canada, the last major violent crisis between Aboriginal peoples and the State could
arguably be Oka, just over 20 years ago, which saw a summer of armed conflict between the
Mohawks and Québec and Canadian police forces. In Northern Ireland, the period known

as the Troubles (1968-1998) has had lingering effects and continued impact on the country’s
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socio-political landscape. The tension and
violence are very real and continue to pose
an immediate threat to everyday peace and
the coexistence of identities drawn (although
imperfectly) along Unionist (Protestant) /
Nationalist (Catholic) lines. It manifestly
affects lives on the streets today in the form
of bombs like those defused on the Antrim
Road in North Belfast in late January 2010.

This immediate sense of violence is most
poignantly felt in Bbeyond’s Sandra John-
ston’s second performance, which took place
within the basement vault in Arts Court,
Ottawa. Johnston held a fist full of wooden
drumsticks in either hand, and the work
culminated when she repeatedly struck her
thighs with brutal and intensifying force.

As the blows intensified, Johnston could no
longer hold onto the sticks, which gradually
fell from her grasp, bringing the performance
to a close. As Johnston explained during the
closing round-table discussion, held in Bel-
fast, she inflicted the pain onto her body as a
punishment for not being at home when the
results of the Saville Report were delivered
on 15 June 2010. It unequivocally blamed
the British army for the Bloody Sunday mas-
sacre. Although this is an extreme example,
Johnston’s performance is indicative of the
physicality of presence in many of Bbeyond’s
performances. In my mind, this is not as
evident in the performances by the featured
Aboriginal artists, whose temporal relation-

ship to conflict is different.

In both Club Saw in Ottawa and Catalyst
Arts in Belfast, Jackson 2bears successfully
used scratch video performance to remix and
deconstruct media and film stereotyping “the
Indian” as a means of reclaiming the repre-
sentations. Archival footage of cowboys and
Indians is interrupted by current examples
of Native self-representation (including clips
of the hip-hop group War Party and of anti-
Olympic protest). On an expanse of grass

in front of the War Museum in Ottawa and
at the Cornmarket in Belfast’s city centre,
Maria Hupfield emerged from a pod in a
silver spacesuit as lady moonrider, which,

as she explained in the Belfast round-table,

defies ideas of native woman as desired In-
dian princess or desexualised squaw. Skeena
Reece’s Prayer for Arrival incorporated song,
séance, prayer and native ritual. The work
began in Ottawa at an Irish Pub, D’Arcy
McGee’s, and migrated to a room at the
Chateau Laurier, to finish in October at the
Belfast Harbour Office, near the docklands
where the Titanic was built. As part of the
performance, Reece explained that she is
retracing (although in reverse) the voyage of
Charles Melville Hays, who died on the Ti-
tanic en route to Ottawa for the opening of
the Chateau Laurier, which he had commis-
sioned. As the President of the Grand Trunk
Pacific Railway, Hays had a keen interest in
developing a railroad from Prince Rupert,

the home of Reece’s people.

These Aboriginal artists addressed the psy-
chic violence caused by historical amnesia,
positing alternative narratives and decon-
structing historical myths that propagate
discrimination. Could this contrast to
Bbeyond’s physicality of presence relate to
a temporal and generational distancing from
experiences of immediate conflict? 2bears,
Hupfield and Reece, who were born in the
mid-1970s and are now in their 30s, likely
re-member (and “piece together”) the deep
historical violence through their parents,
grandparents or elders, who, for example,
were the last generations to be subjected to
the atrocities of the residential school system.
Johnston (who, now in her 40s, has spent
most of her life in Northern Ireland) and
MacLennan (who moved to Belfast in 1975
in his 30s to teach at Ulster Polytechnic)
would have witnessed, as adults, the intense

violence of the Troubles.

Jean-Luc Nancy’s rethinking of the workings
of community as “inoperative,” highlights
how the concept of community itself is il-
lusionary insofar as it presupposes a coher-
ence that is essentialist. [3] As a conceptual
framework, even though Crossings could be
deemed to invoke such a coherence — as a
community conceptualized along colonial/
conflict lines — what I find interesting is

how the actual performances could be con-

Skeena Reece, Prayer for Arrival, 2010. Photographer: Jordan Hutchings.

sidered to expose the limits of community,
because we are confronted with as many dis-

junctions as we are with points of similitude.

However, I would argue that the two-day
workshop led by Alastair MacLennan was a

critical part of Crossings because it presented
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opportunities for being together, a “crossing
into others” beyond the conceptual limits
of community. The workshop encouraged
the participants, 13 local performance artists
(which unfortunately did not include 2bears,
Hupfield, Reece or Bbeyond’s Johnston
and Bhreathnach-Cashell), to mind the
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Maria Hupfield, Lady Moonrider: Time Traveler, 2010. Photographer: Jordan Hutchings.

discrepancy between the conceptual and the actual. As important
(and necessary) as the careful crafting of our performances might

be, MacLennan suggests that what is crucial is our ability to adapt

to the actual performance situation with all its contingencies. (The
responsiveness to context can be witnessed throughout Bbeyond’s
work.) This is also a call to be fully present: an invitation for us as
performers to recognise our selves in continual transition — from
the subtle movements of our bodies to the wanderings of our minds.
In recognising this transitioning, we gain a self-awareness that brings
us closer to being fully human, fully actualized. As MacLennan has
explained, “It’s a question of how integrated the individual seems

to be with the action and the activity, so that you lose a sense of
whether the person is doing the action or whether the action is do-
ing the person.” [4] On the final day, the group actualized

these principles through a performance at Confederation Park in
Ottawa. Blindfolded, we moved together as a single organism, con-
nected by bamboo sticks that required us to communicate through
subtle shifts of pressure. This was a poetic, shared experience of

actualizing community.
Crossings was meant to create a bridge for cross-cultural and

-contextual exchange. It succeeded in enabling a shared platform

and some parallels between the artists’ relationships to conflict and
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Alastair MacLennan, STUD DUST, 2010. Photographer: Jordan Hutchings.

colonialism across distinct geo-temporal-political contexts. In many
ways, the workshop (like the round-table discussions and social gath-
erings outside the main program) may have provided opportunities
for a type of collaborative exchange that did not happen in the main
body of the program. For example, what would it have meant for
the performers to work responsively with one another in an attempt

to share more than a thematic framework?

JULIE FIALA is an artist and PhD candidate in Art History at
Queen’s University, Canada. She is currently a visiting student at
Trinity College Dublin in Belfast.

Notes:

[1] Exhibition booklet. Christine Conley, Crossings / Traversées (Ot-
tawa: Gallerie SAW Gallery, 2010).

[2] For more on Bbeyond see the catalogue PANI: Performance Art
Northern Ireland (Belfast: Bbeyond, 2010).

[3] Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, ed. by Peter Con-
nor, trans. by Peter Connor, Lisa Garbus, Michael Holland, and Si-
mona Sawhney (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991).
[4] Alastair MacLennan interviewed by Robert Ayers, Nothing Is —
listening to Alastair MacLennan, Live Art Letters 5, Feb 2000, p. 4.
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PLUG

February 17 - March 26
Kristie MacDonald
Home and Away

March 31 - April 30

IN INSTITUTE OF CONTEMPORARY ART

Unit 1 - 460 Portage Avenue
Winnipeg, MB, R3C O0E8
+1(204)942-1043 | www.plugin.org

Close Encounters: The Next 500 Years
January 22, 2011 - May 8, 2011

David Eustace Venues: Plug In Institute of

Project for Calendar Studies

May 5 - June 11
Caitlin Erskine-Smith & Joy Walker
Visiting Artist Exhibitions

June 16 - July 23
Meredith Setser & Jennie Suddick
Visiting Artist Exhibitions

Contemporary Art, 109 Pacific Avenue,
Winnipeg Art Gallery, Manitoba Hydro
and the Manitoba Planetarium
www.artsforall.ca

Frontrunners

May 28 #2011 = July 17, 2011

Open Studio
401 Richmond Street W. Suite 104 Toronto M5V 3A8
tel/fax 416-504-8238 office@openstudio.on.ca

Image: Meredith Setser, Barrier Modular Home (detail), etching on Hahnemiihle copperplate paper, 10'x 52", 2010,
created under the auspices of the of the Open Studio Visiting Artists Program 2010 - 2011

UPCOMING ARTISTS
Jean-René Leblanc Matthew Mark
lers Ruth|Cutha ia Myre
ha E. Barinon
Ziemann
Heather Close
Soft Turns David Bynoe

Peter Horvath

®®® STRIDE

403.262.8507

www.stride.ab.ca

TRUCK

Contemporary Art in Calgary

403.261.7702

www.truck.ca

Curated by Cathy Mattes
Co-organized with Urban Shaman

Heather Passmore

Paul, Tyler Los-Jone
iggelers
Natalie Ball

The New Gallery

403.233.2399
www.thenewgallery.org




Carol Wainio
The Book

At the Varley Art Gallery of Markham until 8 May, 2011

Curated by Diana Nemiroff
Organized and circulated by Carleton
University Art Gallery, Ottawa

UPCOMING PROGRAMMING
Exhibition tour
Sunday 10 April,1to 2pm

Panel Discussion: Painting Today

Sunday 10 April, 2 to 4 Pm

Carol Wainio, Monica Tap and Shirley Wiitasalo.
Moderated by Sarah Milroy. Bus from Toronto
departing Wynick/Tuck Gallery at 12 pm

UPCOMING EXHIBITION

Cul-de-sac

21 May to 28 August 201

Organized by York University graduate students
Maria Coates, Karie Liao and Fiona Wright

VarleﬁaArt Gallery of Markham
W varleygallery ca’www.visitthevarley.ca 905.477. 9511

VP‘M Var 1Cy % ONTARIO ARTS COUNCIL o
/ ‘MCK&Y CONSEIL DES ARTS DE L'ONTARIO

GE: CAROL WAINIO, JAGK/AND THE CORNSTALK (DETAIL), 2008, ACRY
ANVAS, COLLECTION HE ARTIST, PHOTO: RICHARD"MAX TREMBLAY
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