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FIRST
VISIONS

INDIGENOUS ART 15 ENJOYING A RENAISSANCE,
AND TORONTO |5 AT THE COLORFUL EPICENTER.
HERE, WE MEET THE FIRST NATIONS PEOPLE
AT THE FOREFRONT OF THE MOVEMENT

Words ALEC JACOBSON

EARLY 500 YEARS AGD, EXPLORER
NJH.-L'q'J.u:l Cartier sailed ap the 5L
Lawrence River to what is now
Quebers City and put the Havdenosaunes
[Troquols) word for village, hanata, on & map to
claim the area for France, At that time, 500
miles southwest, the site of Toronio was
already a lively center of indigenous trade, the
home, over the centuries, to various indige-
nous tribes, Including the Chippews, the
Wendat and the Mississaugas of the Credir.
Today, when you walk inio Toronto's Art
Gallery of Untario, you are confronted with
indigenous artist Hent Monkman's wvivid
yit haunting painting, The Academy, which
depicis natve and colonial artists sitting in
& wigwem studving and painting ideslized
Greclan flgures entwined with large ser-
penis. The contemporary piece is enblematic
of Monkman's provocative work and hints at

the long, eomplex and often teagic history of
European influenoe on his Cree ancestors.

Monkman is already one of Canada's most
well-known living artiste—the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York recently commis-
siomed one of his works to hang in the foyer
But there iz now & growing cadre of native
artists producing siriking pieces and making
Toronto the gravitational center of the con-
termporary indigenous art warld.

All this comes at & time when western cul-
ture 16 reexemining its historles—Prime
Minister Justin Trodeau has recently commiilt-
ted to reconciliation between the Canadian
government and First Nations, and similar
topics have become a focus of indernational
dialogoe,

Here, we meet some of Toronto's indipe-
mous creptors bringing thelr polnt of view toa

global stage. »
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THE VOICE

JEREMY DUTCHER

EREMY DUTUHER WALKSE INTUD ALLAN
' CGardens, & quiet park in the center of
downtown Tor carrying & bushel
made of cedar strips on his back. “It's a Gddle-
hoad basket,” he says, noting my curiows loake,
and goes on te explain that his brother made it
g & tradidon of thelr
re whi Lived In what is
rick, and ecarried such bas-
.1:r.=|.:. to harvest the tender young ferns. 1 wse
it Fl.-r my laptop,” ke laughs.
lassically tralned tenor bt
his work, so far entirely in his native lan-
guspge, blurs the lines of musical categories
with his rich, operatic vocals set to pop beats
and moady g'n:u:u:l ;|.|:|n'|.|.r melodies. His frst
album, T Lintuwahonmwa,
wiorn honmors AL the 2010 Junio
Awards, Canads’s aquivalent to the
Grammys, and the Pelarls MMu
Prize as Canada’s most musically
impressive album of 20i8. The proj-
E L:u'l:'.u:r:dun 4 st af 100

YK S0, ]'I‘IH-]'H'

were thought to
have been lost to  his-
tary. Duteher mixes
the historic wvolces with
his own goaring arias
and jazzy plano riff: EEEMm
pulled fram the foture.

Un stage, Duicher’s out-
fits can be similarly arresting
and iransgressive—when per-
forming at the Juno Awsrds
he wore B r-length cape
embraidered with wild Jowers,

he Ripped off mid-per-
wee to reveal a diapha-
s hlack legtard with  frilly

“T think it's foolish to think a
tradition is fixed in the past®™
he says of his visual and musi-
cal mélange. As & child growing
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up in rural New Brunswick on the Tobigue
Reserve, just over the border from morth-
ern Maine, he was immersed in songs that

I en carried r:ln.-uh:l |.,-1r.-1rﬂ.r|'1r.f- o pre-

led him o
Dalhouasie
irained as

alen met Maggie Paul a Waolastoq song car-
rier '.'l.'h.-u poimted }'.Lm o & cache of archival
nd &t the Canadisn
-I.J:r'um of [-[mr.m'_'.'. After gradusating In 2012,
Dutchar traveled to Ousws and spent five
years painstakingly researching., organising
and transeribing the songs preserved on the
wax cylinders, hearing some that he knew
but mostly lyrics he had n-:m:r hﬂrﬂ b
He was determined to r
for his community and  marrying his
research as an ethnomusicologist with his art-
istry as a composer.
“Une generation agn, wi
was not possible,” he says. His m
rced o attend A residentlal
where she was beaten for speaking
Wholastog, but now there are videos anline
of children danci to Dotcher’s album
and the Wolastog v have been heard

around the worl ap, each of

us kind of 1 on & limb & litle bit,”
he says of moving indigenous traditions
forward into the future. It's a g res-
gion he welromes. His music, with its
eerle beauty and rivetd pECEndos,
makes the listene ar, “Where
iid that come from?”
And maybe that's
the paint
Duteher
SA¥E  he
hopes to help
boild & world
where “all of us valoe sach

other's knowledge fully.” »
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lt=alf," saxs Sage Paul, Stlll, she was sar-

prised how much attention the first
Indigenous Fashion Week Toronto drew in
2018 She'd organized the event to include
indipenous designers from Greenland, the TLS.
and Canads, “In addition to the native commu-
nity, the fashiom community was
vory present, the arts community
carme dut, toa,” Paol says.

Ome Canadian designer, Warren
Steven Scott, who debuted there,
has since been written up in Vogue,
And now, as Paol and her cofound-
ers, Kerry Swanson and Heather
Haynes, prep for the second biennial
IFWTO in May o0, which will
alao include indigenous deslgners
from the Phillpplnes and Ausiralia,
they're looking to bring their mes-
saghe o a broader audience.

The show oomes at a phvotal time,
s the world of fashiom wrestles
with cultural appropriation. Eim
Kardeshians line of kimono shape-
wear, Caralina Hercera's unattributed designs
from indigenous Mexican communities and
Kendall Janner's afro have all created social
medin firestorms. Fittingly, the Indigenous
Fashlon Week team is preparing panels to dis-
tuss the issue, and is cager to show indigenous
design in a context that's connected to culture
and heritage “1 don't want to sell oor culture, 1
want o cekebrate it,” Paul says,

3 UET BEING [NDMGENUUE IS POLITICAL IN
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SAGE PAUL

Top: Yariows looks
From Ehe 20718
Irshqrezisn Faphaan
Wesk Toonrin

Born in Toronto, Peul and her
parents moved to an indigenous
housing complex on the outskirts
of the city when she was a tod-
dler. Her father, part of the English
River First Nation, & Dene tribe
in morthern Seskstchewan, wanted

her to grow up around other indig-

enous pepple. Zhe learned to sew
ag she made hersell costumes obr
neighborhood powwows, and her
parents, both artsts, encouraged
her to follow her passion, which
led to studying fashion design at

George Brown College in Tarento.

These days she calls herself an

“urban Dene.”

Right now, Paul is working om
her own highly conceptuosl collac-
tinn, Rations, that she plans to show
in art galleries. The work, she sys,
is an “absiraction of the devasiai-
ing impacts of ratloned food used
a8 & tactic o starve and comired
indipenous peoples,”

Though Indigenous Fashion Week parctic-
ipants are looking for commercial exposure,
for Paul, one of the larger goals 15 to introduce
& naw athic to the industry: sustalnability over
fast fashiom. “Fashion 1= probsbly the most
powerful plathrm of expression,” says Paul,
noting that every one of us has the chance
every day to wear our ethics on our slees, *T
don't need to make another basic white shirt.” »
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HERE WERE ALWAYS PEOPLE
Tma}::m: things," Melissa General
remembers, thinking hack to her child-
hood an the largest indigenous reserve in
Canada, Bix Nations of the Grand Hiver
Territory, a flat and forested area an houar out-
glde Toronto, “Art §s 50 engrained in the cual-
ture, but sometimes people don't think of it as
art,” Her uncle, Davld General, was & sculptor,
chiseling sweeping stone figures and emerg-
ing fram his studio covered in fine dust. With
that vision in her head, Melissa Geneml Left
the Six Nations reserve and enrolled at the
Ontario Collepe of Art and Design Universicy.
‘When she arrived in 1997, thers were fiow
other indigenous people on campus. °1 think
when [ came to OCAD, there was one indige-
nous faculty member,” she explains But there
was A small group of indigenous stwdents and,
ghe remembars, “I think the stodents did &
gaad job of supporting each other.”

AL OCAD, General honed her artistic prac-
tice, focusing on blending photos, videos
and sudio recordings into works that have
been shown In gallerles around Canada, In
2018, the Oniarle Arts Counecl]l named her an
Emerging Artist lavreate and her work was
part of the Flanet Indigenlls show this sum-
mer al Toronto's Harbourfront Centre, Since
gradusting, she has bullt & body of mualtime-
dis pleces that is focused on her uncle’s land,
where she often returns to reconnect with
nature and her familys history. In Kelpdiorak,
from 2016, General dons moccasing on the
banks of the Grand Hiver and wades waist
deep into the gentle flow to collect water in
mason jars. Throughouwt, she intersperses
audio recordings she made of herself tak-
ing a medicine bath, eveking the sounds she
remembers from childbhood under the water
in the tub, When she has fllled her collection
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MELISSA GEMERAL

of seven jars, she gingerly carries them ot of
ihe frame, taking a plece of the landscape with
har.

“Tt's good o go home and be on the land,” she
says, smiling, and explains that making this
kind of work is an act of “sharing my story:
sharing a piece of home and an experience.”

We =it in front of & student coop across the
street from OCAD, where General manages
the new Indigenous Students Centra, There
are now 11 indigenous, full-time facolty at the
unirersity and the number of First Nations
students has risen drarmatically. (reneral has
halped build a space in the city that feels Hke
home for many of these stwdents, including
Philip Cote, who in 2015 completed & master's
degres at DCAD (see fallowing profile)

Though the land that she grew op on is
gtill home for her, the indigenous commu-
nity in Toronto, the larpest in Omtarlo, is mak-
ing the clty feel more and more like not only 8
friendly place, but ane where a mix of native
artists are feeding off cach other, pushing
each other forward. General waves at a pass-
ing colleague and muses, “It's besutiful to see
s0 many indigenous artlsts in one place.” »
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HEN FHILIF COTE WAS GROWING
up in Toronto in the *Gos, he argoed
with his teachers. The history

books that they read focused cn European fur
traders and rarely lined wp with the histories
that he'd learned from the elders in his Moose
Deer Point First Nation community on
the rurel shores of Lake Huron, Hslf &
century later, the city of Toronto
has commissioned him to paint
the stories of his people in public
gpaces, “I'm allowed to have & voice
now,” he reflects a8 we gRZe Upon
the tail feathers of a van-sised
myythical thunderbird he's Bnishing
on the side of a pontoon boat in
Lake Ontario,

Over his long career, Cote has
worked in many medis, carving wood, bead-
ing bison shkulls and creating stencils aof
moccasing that are spray-painted on the
strepdts around Toronto. But his best-known
murals are raw and graphic, with colorful
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PHILIP COTE

figures strikingly outlined in black. It's a style
that Cote traces back to sketches he made
in his school books as a child, but alse ane
that he honed studying the [amous works
of Morval Morrissean, the “Plecasso af the
Morth,” 8z some call him. Morresesn broughi
the vivid Woodland art genre, with lts paint-
ings of legends and origln storles handed
down through generations on birch
bark scoolls, to a global audience in
the 'Hos. In that style, Cote saw an
opportanity to share his tribal learn-
Ing with & broad awdience,
Ar wa talk, Cote's assistant, Nelly
Torossian, and [fFiend De. Duke
Redbird, paint in details on both the
thunderbird (ereator of all things|
and an ofter, who the storles say
taught all knowledge to native people.

When the paintings are done, the installation,
called Wigeaem Chi-Chemung, will be a hub for
indigienious learning on the waterfront Cote, a
young elder, and Redbird, an elder, will tale
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groups on boat tours to engage with the water-
fromit through the lens of indigenous history.

“I'm not a palitician, but my work is polit-
ical,” he explains. “It takes on the systemic
racism built inte our couniry.” Seeing his
murals stlck out agsinst the backdrop of
madern Toronto skyscrapers 15 both beawti-
ful and jarring. “A lot of people ask gquestions,”
says Code, and that gives him a chanee to share
his side of hisbory.

Though Cote started going to sweat lodge
ceremonies in his 208, soaking in knowledpe
from elders, he laments that “& lot of our Foung
peaple [today| don't participate in those kinds
af rituals. They re just trying to fit in. So, to fit
in means o aveid being indigenoos. ™ He hopes
that he and his art can reach those kids and
assure them that its OK to be indigenous,
while also sparking thought within the
broader public. *I love being an Indian,” Cote
chuckles, “its beesn a hard road, but it's been a
gift to Be an indigenous person in
this momemnt,” aw
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