
















































work has always been oppositional, yet 
here personal predilection seems to 
override political disposition. His mood 
seems to be one of conciliation, reach­
ing across chasms of time, place, race 
and culture to reclaim both the cher­
ished and the forgotten dead. History is 
re-opened, remarked, so that it makes 
sense to-makes room for-the artist 
and those he loves. 

Chinaman's Peak: Walking the 
Mountain was originally conceived as a 
broadcast and performance piece during 
Wong's 1992 summer residency at the 
Banff Centre, in a programme entitled 
"Race and the Body Politic." During his 
term, Wong intuitively assembled ele­
ments which lodged his own grief, loss 
and remembrance in the historical mo­
ment and geographical matrix of a local 
mountain, enigmatically named "China­
man's Peak." The dead whom Wong 
chose to honour-his father, Hoy Ming 
Wong, who died in 1968 when the artist 
was a young boy, and the artist's friends 
and creative collaborators, Ken Fletcher 
and Paul Speed, who died in 1978 and 
1991 respectively-are the three most 
significant deceased men within the per­
sonal sphere of his life. But the place, 
the time, the mountain, the programme, 
the politics of difference, the dynamics 
of identity construction, must have de­
manded ideological engagement beyond 
personal assuagement. Wong's video 
search for the origins of the mountain's 
name allusively but ineluctably reveals 
an appalling history of racist exploitation 
of Chinese labourers (miners and railway 
workers) in the Canadian Rockies during 
the twentieth century. And so a fourth 
dead man is metaphorically honoured: 

• an anonymous Chinese immigrant 
whose very anonymity is symbol and 
function of his dehumanization, in life 
and in death. Wong places a funerary 
urn for an unnamed man who died alone 
and unrecorded in the Rocky Mountains, 
someone who was known to his employ­
ers only as the "Chinaman" or "Chink," 
someone whose bones were never col­
lected by his family for honourable burial 
at home, someone whose restless spirit 

has had no food, comfort or appease­
ment through the long cold century 
since his death. 

Larissa Lai's sensitive and illumi­
nating catalogue essay explains the ritu­
al of haang san, or "walking the moun­
tain," which is the crux of Wong's piece, 
as performed in Banff and in Vancouver. 
As seen on video in his Contemporary 
Art Gallery installation, Walking the 
Mountain is a performance that poses 
aspects of Chinese ancestral worship 
and funerary ritual amongst the light, 
bright, coniferous woods of the Rocky 
Mountains. White clothes are worn, 
gongs and clappers are sounded, food 
is shared, garments and money are con­
veyed to the dead by fire and smoke, 
firecrackers are exploded, incense is 
burned. We witness an apparent ex­
humation, the recovery of bones into a 
ceramic urn (the urn we've seen being 
thrown and fired), this vessel then mate­
rially reappearing within the gallery, part 
of Wong's installation. The installation 
suggests a temple, which is also a view­
ing room, a quiet and dark place fur­
nished with accessories of contempla­
tion, worship and remembrance. Walls 
are painted brilliant lacquer red outside, 
solemn sooty black inside; a red "cof­
fin" is placed in front of a shrine; white 
banners, painted with Chinese charac­
ters (phrases of encouragement to the 
dead: "You are a good spirit," "Your spir­
it will always be remembered") hang lu­
minous as ghosts in the subtle gloom. 
Brass gleams, smoke drifts and twines. 
Two etched mirrors reflect each other 
to infinity. 

In her essay, Lai expresses concern 
about the possibility of "exotification" 
that may occur through the abstracting 
of Chinese ritual out of its cultural and 
religious context and its enactment with­
in the context of Western fine art prac­
tice. How can one protect the living and 
the dead from this kind of seculariza­
tion, from misappropriation by an igno­
rant audience? How can one protect 
them from supercilious, Eurocentric 
judgement and displacement? Perhaps 
the access and understanding that 
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Wong's show and Lai's essay so gener­
ously provide work to undermine the 
negative possibilities. 

Significantly, the overall impact of 
the installation is one of considerable 
grace and elegance. These qualities may 
seem surprising because of the artist's 
quite conscious use of elements of "Ch_i­
natown" kitsch. Glowing red electric 
"candles" and "incense sticks" inside 
the gallery, and stereotypical figurines 
and souvenirs in the building's front win­
dow seem to signify the commodification 
of Western notions of "the Oriental." 
Somehow, though, the lavishness of the 
installation's scale, the refined beauty 
of its other components (urns, chests, 
chairs, tables, carpet, and the shrine it­
self), the high degree of finish and care­
ful attention paid to both surface and 
form create a fine and honourable place 
for living and dead, East and West 
to meet. 

Discrimination, enslavement, ex­
ploitation, otherness, and the racist 
omissions of history are certainly sub­
themes to death and remembrance 
here. The discourses on marginalization, 
orientalism, and the politics of differ­
ence, and the creative processes of re­
covering place and reinscribing history, 
all engage us through Wong's evoca­
tions of his beloved dead, his images of 
ancestral worship, and his metaphors of 
transformation and continuity. Wong 
challenges the political, cultural and so­
cial conditions that have, until now, re­
fused to name Chinese people in Cana­
dian histories. And yet, as I have sug­
gested, the transcultural and transfor­
mative elements of Chinaman ·s Peak: 
Walking the Mountain create a state of 
"beyond-ness." Wong's art reaches be­
yond blank didacticism, beyond ac­
cusatory confrontation, beyond ideologi­
cal closure. He weaves a complex and 
subtle fabric between the loose threads 
of which meaning, memory and reconcili­
ation arise, shift and mingle like the 
smoke of a thousand joss sticks. 

Robin Laurence is a freelance writer, crit­
ic and curator, based in Vancouver. 

Joe Sarahan 
"Curse" of the "Homo" 

Pitt Gallery, Vancouver 

February 5 - 27, 1993 

Our culture has always twinned death 
and desire as if desire and sex could 
lead us to the brink of the netherworld 
and allow us to become so consumed in 
the process that we lose ourselves and, 
for a few brief seconds, cease to exist. 
Since the advent of AIDS this largely po­
etic truth has been unpoetically brought 
home. Desire has and does kill, and 
small decisions bear great conse­
quences. In no other way has this been 
so gravely inscribed as by AIDS. And 
nowhere has this been so gravely driven 
home as in gay communities. For the 
last ten years it has been a resounding 
truth as we watch the losses mount, the 
memorials continue and the quilt gets 
larger and larger and larger. 

Desire has taken on a whole new 
tone, darker, surely, and more sinister. 
Its ancient twin has never been closer, 
and with it has come those ghastly 
metaphors opening the door for homo­
phobia to become another plague prey­
ing on our communities, laying its mor­
tal blows on the queer body and on its 
desire. 

But this is an old story ... 

Upon venturing into Joe Sarahan's in­
stallation "Curse" of the "Homo," the 
blackened gallery with flickering video 
monitors and industrial soundtrack 
cause an immediate tension in your 
chest. The first element encountered is 
white hand-painted text reading 
"Anonymity and Silence is Loss" and in 
this installation Sarahan ·attempts to de­
fine and identify a community as well as 
to articulate its loss. "Curse" is a com­
plex exploration of some of the forces at 
work on that community, namely AIDS 
and homophobia and their effects on 
the state of desire. But Sarahan is as 
critical of desire as he is of the condi­
tions _it must endure. 

The installation consists of three 
video monitors and a number of other el-

still from Adam/Adam, Joe Sarahan, video, 1993 

ements including a sealed glory hole, a 
silver cock-ring and an altar. The altar in­
corporates a form of Jacob's Ladder, a 
six-inch cathode-ray monitor displaying a 
flickering candle, a slide projection of a 
young man and, on a plinth, a triple light 
socket holding two small red lights and 
one longer one. Although the combina­
tion of elements is dizzying and one 
wonders where to place emphasis, after 
giving the work time, all falls into place. 

In the central video image, 
Adam/Adam, a young man looks out 
longingly from a pastel vortex, arm out­
stretched towards the viewer. The hand 
recalls the Sistine Chapel fresco of 
Adam reaching toward God. He seems 
to be moving away from us even as he 
strains to touch us. It is as if we could 
save him, if he could only reach. 

The other two videos are more in­
tense. Boxers spar in the second, with a 
young man's voiceover describing cruis­
ing a peep show, recounting incidents of 
unsafe sex, and with texts that read, "la­
bels my body with their morality," "aren't 
you just dying to know?" and "this 
plague rules my thoughts." The boxers' 
punches are emphasized by animated 
sequences reminiscent of the 196Os 
camp Batman television series. 

But it is the final video segment 
that is the most disturbing. Excerpted 
from Sarahan's unfinished video West 
Coast Homo Love Story, it is based on 
Kenneth Anger's Fireworks. A lone sailor 
(the artist) is surrounded by bikers hurl-

ing catcalls at·him. They dismount and 
continue to taunt him, beating him with 
chains. The point of view of the audi­
ence coincides with that of the sailor. 
The chains hit with a resounding thud. 
The bashers then don rubber gloves and 
proceed to dissect the body, removing 
internal organs and passing them 
around. While the tape begins as a terri­
fying gay-bashing, by the time the body 
is cut open it is reminiscent of SM porn, 
perverse, frightening and fascinating. 

This section is the most difficult to 
watch and interpret. The gallery reported 
that some victims of gay-bashing 
couldn't remain in the installation be­
cause it brought bc!ck all the suffering. 
Sarahan likens the bashing to SM prac­
tices in that it deals with consuming and 
expending. One thinks of pre-Stonewall 
gay representations where the protago­
nist must pay for his desire with his free­
dom or his life. It speaks of internalized 
homophobia, of seeing ourselves as 
they see us. Gay man as sinner. 

These themes continue at the altar. 
The lights on the plinth recall Priapus, a 
homage to the penis. On the floor is the 
same combination of lights lying in 
spent desire. The slide image reflects a 
young man through a mirror like Narcis­
sus entranced by his own image in the 
pool. On the wall the "Jacob's Ladder" 
takes the form of an electrically charged 
glass tube, with a flashing neon light 
that burns like lightning up the tube, 
breaking with a loud static crackle at the 
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top. You watch energy die, be spent. Yet 
on the small cathode-ray monitor a lone 
tired candle flickers and keeps burning, 
recalling AIDS memorial services with 
their candles and despair. In "Curse," 
Sarahan tells us it is not enough just 
to grieve. 

While Sarahan's installation deals 
very much with the present, there are 
many references to mythological figures 
such as Priapus and Narcissus, and to 
the gladiators of the boxing ring. One 
senses that he is trying to find other 
terms to use in dealing with this disease 
and its effects, and that he is unwilling 
to fall back upon the already overused 
memorial imagery. Save for the lone 
flickering candle on the six-inch disem­
bodied screen, one gets the impression 
that Sarahan is not really interested in 
the dead. In fact, the gay Vancouver pa­
per Angles quotes him as stating that 
the effect of efforts like the AIDS quilt is 
like that of saying "shut up and sit down 
and sew." 

Sarahan is more interested in map­
ping the effects of AIDS on the queer 
body, on what it has done to desire. In 
this instance he doesn't mince words or 
images. Heading straight for the nihilism 
that has been linked to our sexuality he 
reduces it to its most stereotypic form: 
priapic narcissism as "size queens" 
looking for their own image. The work ac­
knowledges how AIDS has brought us 
back to the '6Os representations of ho­
mosexuality, The-Boys-in-the-Band-style 
"show me a happy homosexual and I'll 
show you a dead queer," and Sarahan 
questions our complicity in this. 

"Curse" of the "Homo" affirms that 
it is not enough to protest for rights and 
go to memorial services. It insists we 
must reclaim our sexuality as a positive 
force in our lives. Sarahan is aware of 
the difficulties inherent in the exercise 
of reclamation. How does one exorcise 
the spectre of AIDS from our desire 
when it feeds so easily upon the ancient 
coupling of sex and death? 

By referring to ancient mythology 
Sarahan attempts to go to the core of 
those myths and mythological figures 

which endure today, Narcissus, Priapus, 
the centurion, the gladiator and the 
satyr. And Dionysus, the Greek god of in­
spiration and drunkenness. Dionysus 
was born of Zeus' thigh. He and his fe­
male followers came out of the East to 
perform the rites of spring. Although 
there are variations in the different ver­
sions of the myth, the ending is always 
the same. Dionysus is torn apart by his 
followers driven by these rites into an or­
giastic frenzy. The god is sacrificed in 
view to a successful spring planting 

The Christians modelled their Christ 
after the Dionysian myth, although death 
by crucifixion was much more suited to 
a Christian sensibility than was the rip­
ping apart of a body. Communion, the 
symbolic eating of the body of Christ and 
drinking of his blood, is directly linked to 
this earlier myth. Sarahan's installation 
refers to these ancient myths of destruc­
tion and renewal. In West Coast Homo 
Love Story the sailor's body is cut open 
and the organs removed. In the 
Dionysian myth it is significant that he is 
ripped apart. torn in a frenzy by bare 
hands. In this installation those same 
hands are found everywhere: Adam 
reaches for us, the boxers pound us, 
and the bikers cut us apart. 

In "Curse" of the "Homo" Sarahan 
demonstrates that it will take more than 
platitudes to reclaim our desire. Sara­
han's quest goes to the core of Western 
cultural myths, bringing back representa­
tions that relate to current situations. 
Those myths inhabit a dark place not un­
like the darkness that surrounds our de­
sire and there's no reaching it by staying 
in the light. Since the Renaissance, 
many artists have used these same 
myths to interpret their own contempo­
rary situations. These myths are at the 
core of Western culture. And Sarahan 
should go back to them because it is 
right to go back into the dark and start 
the work of reclamation. 

Glenn A/teen is a curator, writer, artist 
and is currently the Director of grunt 
gallery in Vancouver. 
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Portrait: 

Cla 
Clamorous Intentions is a lesbigay cura­
torial collective comprising Claire Sykes, 
Sharon Switzer, and Frederick Peters. 
Like other curatorial groups operating 
without the permanent support of an es­
tablished institution they are also deeply 
involved in fundraising and organizing. 
The trio amalgamated in late 1991 when 
Canadian artist/curator Robert Windrum 

. approached Switzer for assistance in co­
ordinating the Toronto component of the 
New York-based Electric Blanket AIDS 
Proj~ction Project. This relatively suc­
cessful creation of a space for mourning 
and memorial (on December 1, 1991) 
prompted Clamorous Intentions to ex­
pand upon this initial momentum. Clam­
orous Intentions' subsequent projects 
have included: The Memorial Project at A 
Space and the Euclid Theatre in the fall 
of 1992, and Re:Dressing the Body at 
Garnet Press Gallery during the summer 
of 1992. 

The organizational energy the trio 
devoted to the realization of Electric 
Blanket led artists James MacSwain and 
Andy Fabo, who had been planning an 
exhibition around mourning, memorial­
ization, and activism in the wake of 
AIDS, to retain Clamorous Intentions as 
curators for an exhibition intended to co­
incide with last year's Day Without Art, 
or World AIDS Day. A lack of focus in 
terms of how to acknowledge World 
AIDS Day within the various parallel or 
commercial galleries in Toronto had be­
come frustrating to many artists. In re­
sponse to this situation, Clamorous In­
tentions initially conceived of a gallery 
exhibition entitled Gathering which would 
be complimented by In Absentia, two 

our 
evenings of time-based works (film, 
video, performance, and music) prese t­
ed in a theatrical space rather than an 
art institution. 

Re:Dressing the Body shares with 
The Memorial Project an ambivalenc 
about the traditionally rationalist space 
of the art gallery or institution, seeing 
such spaces as all too frequently char­
acterized by denials of subjectivity in 
favour of unspecified universalisms. Art 
focusing upon the body, upon identity, 
art concerned with health or life and 
death issues has traditionally been dis­
couraged or even shunned by art institu­
tions-not to mention the laws of the 
market. For Re:Dressing the Body the 
three curators selected artists they felt 
were capable of breaking down false di­
visions between the theoretical or con­
ceptual and the personal. Although 
throughout the history of the art institu­
tion there has been an enduring but ulti­
mately false belief that works in which 
the artist has a personal stake will tend 
to be lacking in both theoretical smarts 
or political savvy, Clamorous Intentions 
are specifically attracted to artists 
whose work eludes such oppositional 
mind/body belief structures. 

Because radical subjectivities tend 
to resist the universalisms employed to 
homogenize differences, many artists 
have of course taken to forming their 
own curatorial collectives: often exhibit­
ing in various public as opposed to art­
institutional locations. While the mem­
bers of Clamorous Intentions all empha­
size that theirs is not strictly a curatorial 
collective, they feel that far too little cre­
ative curatorial activity is taking place 

ANDREW J. PATERSON 

. 

ntions 

within artist-run centres, public, private 
or commercial galleries. At the same 
time as they express an unwillingness to 
submit to a political climate within the 
artist-run centres, which seemed to be 
inherently suspicious of outside cura­
tors, they remain aware of the limited 
options for creative curatorial presence 
within commercial or larger public gal­
leries. In addition, Clamorous Intentions 
are strongly in opposition to curatorial 
practices which minimize the involve­
ment of the artists, feeling doubtful that 
there is much serious curatorial motiva­
tion for many (but not all) group exhibi­
tions beside the need for artists to ex­
hibit. They represent their own position 
on collectivity and independence in the 
following curatorial statement: 

We have come to understand 
curation as the expression of 
aesthetic and intellectual pos­
sibilities through association, 
both in the form of group 
shows, and within the collec­
tive itself. This awareness 
makes us less interested in 
the traditional unilateral au­
thority of the individual curator, 
and more in the expanded pos­
sibilities afforded through col­
laborative efforts. It has thus 
been second nature to include 
the artist in our initial curatori­
al research discussions and in­
vite their input in a continually 
evolving thesis. 

As well as the engagement of the 
artists themselves in a more or less par­
ticipatory manner, the juxtaposition of 
relatively well-known and relatively less­
known or emerging artists is crucial to 
the group's curatorial position. Not only 
does this juxtaposition strategy make 
sense in terms of gallery attendance or 
exposure, the use of the familiar and 
the less familiar are also intended to 
provide context for one another. In The 
Memorial Project for instance, the princi­
ple of juxtaposition paralleled those 
works memorializing specific individuals 
with works acknowledging an inability to 
merely memorialize individuals in the 
face of the magnitude of the AIDS epi­
demic. 

The next project on the horizon for 
Clamorous Intentions will be a collabora­
tion with curator Bill Arning of the White 
Columns Gallery in New York whom they 
will be assisting with a show entitled Op­
timism/Pessimism. This exhibition will 
be undertaken in collaboration with both 
YYZ and Garnet Press-a parallel gallery 
and a private gallery. Optimism and Pes­
simism are two concepts which demand 
each other but remain symbiotically un­
stable. For the curating of this show, it 
is precisely this tension which proves to 
be the attraction for Clamorous Inten­
tions. 

Andrew J. Paterson is a video producer, 
writer, cultural observer and gadfly 
(seemingly permanently) located in 
Toronto. 
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video and, Panel Discussion with 
obscene video/filmmakers, daring activists, & 
great legal minds 2pm - 6pm $5. 
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