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Curating Laiwan: 
'Rebuilding' The Terminal City 

 
Vancouver-based Laiwan's three and a half decades career as a multimedia 
and public artist both intersects with and diverges from the recent 
development of the city and its institutions for visual culture. Few artists on 
the West Coast have had such an extended period of production, exhibiting, 
activism, and teaching. But in contrast to her cohorts, (ECCAD Lawrence 
Paul Yuxweluptun and Douglas Coupland all 1982, ECCAD 1981: Stan 
Douglas, and simultaneously at SFU: Ken Lum), Laiwan's practices and 
works have not been subjects of mid-career, retrospective, or large 
exhibitions. None of Laiwan's exhibitions have involved more than ten 
works and most less than five. And Laiwan has rarely exhibited away from 
the West Coast. 
 
My interest in curating exhibitions and catalogues on Laiwan has emerged 
after enjoying her work for well over two decades. As a scholar and 
practitioner of environmental planning and design, my work, and the field 
more generally, has increasingly recognized the importance of the roles of 
both artist institutions and public art in 'community development'. 
 
The ideas that I bring to this workshop today are based on ten hours of 
interviews over the last three years, mostly in cafes along The Drive, along 
with review of on-line documentation of her works.  
 
Problematically, the majority of her multimedia works have only been 
partially preserved. The online documentation has effectively 'flattened' 
information on these works to jpegs and text. So today, I still have more 
information on her intensions and reflections on the public presentation of 
her favourite and most memorable works -- than a full sense of the totality of 
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the exhibited works themselves. But, I have visited more of her exhibitions 
than most other artists, researchers and curators. 
 
To illustrate the tasks of curating work that spans four decades, another 
example is Laiwan’s 1987 “She who has a flower that scans the world” that 
recently stated is the single work that will have the most impact.  Some of 
that material is 30 years old and may be difficult to re-assemble. And her 
work on this project  is ongoing. 
 
In her nexus of artistic and institutional practices, as well as actual visual 
works, I have increasingly come to see how much Laiwan's practices, 
activist and institutional engagements, and her actual works (when they can 
be located!) can tell us about aesthetic shifts in and cultural and institutional 
development of Vancouver in recent decades. 
 
In particular, my motivations for research, writing on, and curating are 
moved by the following engagements embodied in Laiwan's work: 
 
1. her particular decolonial aesthetic rooted in Southern Africa, armed 
national liberation struggles, Chinese diaspora, migrant / refugee networks, 
and the particular 'multiculturalism' around Vancouver's Commercial Drive 
area in the 1980s and 1990s; 
 
2. her queer aesthetics as a butch dyke of colour and her well-constructed 
vantages as a self-described "outsider"; 
 
3. her increasing turn to interventions in public space;  
 
4. her exceptionally deep institutional engagements spanning being the first 
resident curator actually living at the Or Gallery, in its first months over 
three and a half decades ago, to expanding the Grunt Gallery, and to 
teaching at both ECUAD and Goddard College's Port Townsend MFA 
residency; and 
 
5. her critical relationship to the so-called 'Vancouver School' of the early 
1990s where being a queer woman of colour generated a mixed reception 
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from a small group of male Vancouver photoconceptualists building careers 
linked to the gallery economies of Western Europe. 
 
Two other aspects of Laiwan's work are also significant but are for other 
researchers and curators to fully explore. 
 
a. Laiwan was an early Canadian figure in multimedia and 'inter-arts' easily 
blending two dimensional visual, early video, and site-based practices. On 
the West Coast her exceptionally experimental spirit has been largely taken 
for granted. 
 
b. Early on, Laiwan was producing a body of visual work with concrete text 
clearly influenced by the West Coast concrete poets of the 1970s and 1980s 
and laying the basis for the more conceptual visual school that emerged 
around the early years of Artspeak. Fortunately, some of the more important 
of these concrete text visual works are preserved in the VAG's collection. 
 
So in coming to this curatorial workshop, I am exploring a series of 
questions in hopes others can provide some new insights. 
 
A. How can a curator delve further into the work associated with a 
particularly long and still very much ongoing career -- after initial points of 
exploration through the interviews and review of the on-line documentation? 
 
B. How can descriptions of the trajectory of Laiwan's gradually expanding 
her material engagements, from two-dimensional visual with text in the 
1980s to today's large inter-arts and site-based interventions, be nuanced? 
And I do have a fondness for her larger, more recent works. 
 
C. How can the array of decolonial and queer experience embodied in 
Laiwan's work and informed by an exceptional set of familial and personal 
experiences, often under the threat of violence, be explored through 
curation? Again, it would be easy to be didactic and simplistic. 
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D. How can Laiwan's internationalist perspectives be explored while 
virtually all of her work has been rooted in conversations and actually 
produced just off of Vancouver's Commercial Drive? 
 
E. How can Laiwan's contradictory (almost schizophrenic?) experiences 
within the West Coast Canadian art scene, of investing exceptional personal 
resources in building artist organizations, on one hand, and being targeted 
for 'outsider' status within the so-called 'Vancouver School' (and its 
international representations) on the other hand be explored historically and 
with a sense of humour? 
 
F. And how can conversations generated between artist and researcher / 
curator about making often site-based art in the context of one city and 
region be used to deepen the curatorial process?  
 
In the case of Laiwan and myself (as the major researcher currently 
reviewing her work), we have been having a debate about the use of the 
word 're-building' as part of decolonization in the context of the neocolonial 
present. Art becomes a way of envisioning and making material some 
whispers postcolonial possibilities as disparities in 'The Terminal City' 
continue to intensify.  
 
In other words, if critically explored Laiwan's body of work can illustrate 
better than most the axiom that art can represent the decolonisation and 
reconstruction of a community such as Vancouver and that, in turn, there is 
an 'art' to those decolonial processes that are, in turn, as aesthetic as they are 
political.   
 
 
********** 
graphics in roughly consecutive order 
 
two photographs of Laiwan: when she was roughly 26 and working the the 
OR Gallery and ca2016 
 
photo of the Or Gallery in its first years in the mid-1980s 
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http://vancouversun.com/news/staff-blogs/art-from-the-archive-there-was-
no-either-at-or-gallery 
 
LAIWAN - PDA for your PDA: Public Display of Affection for your 
Personal Digital Assistant 
2009 + ongoing cell phones, projection & monitors, audience participation 
Thursday, March 26, 2009 —  7pm In the Vancouver Art Gallery 
http://www.laiwanette.net/pda/ 
 
 
She recently stated that her most important single work was, 
LAIWAN Distance of Distinct Vision / Point Éloigné de Vision Claire 
1992 exhibition at the Western Front Gallery. 
Curated by Brice Canyon 
Dimensions: 3 sets of texts and images 
"Notes were started in Montréal, 1990, during the events at Oka, and 
finalized in Harare, Zimbabwe, in 1992." 
http://www.laiwanette.net/ddv/ 
 
introduction to Laiwan's website 
http://www.laiwanette.net/ 
 
she who had scanned the flower of the world... 
Images from exhibitions over the years including the Khyber Arts Centre, 
Halifax; Or Gallery and Presentation House Gallery, Vancouver. 
1987  ongoing 
Fresh flower petals placed in glass slide mounts 
LAIWAN 
she who had scanned the flower of the world... 
1987  ongoing 
Fresh flower petals placed in glass slide mounts 
http://www.laiwanette.net/#/she-who-had-scanned-the-flower-of-the-world/ 
 
 
http://www.laiwanette.net/ethos/ 
LAIWAN 1982 
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ETHOS: writing with found objects 
laminated bus transfers 
VAG Collection 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


