Subject(ive) Aesthetics explores the work of five artists whose practices are marked by a desire to communicate social concerns through the incorporation of influences derived from their individual life experiences.  These artists recognize that they are the products of their own histories and have harnessed this fact through the development of unique aesthetic vocabularies that offer multiple points of entry to prospective audiences.  Through their personalized adaptation of ethnographic styles and imagery, and their infusion of autobiographical narrative, these artists create works that present them as individuals seeking to share personal concerns, provoke critical thinking, and encourage discussion.


In this exhibition, the artists are each drawing attention to economic, political, and/or religious ideological systems that lead to the commodification and control of female sexuality. It is significant that five artists with different cultural backgrounds, and each employing different media and aesthetic approaches, have produced artwork about similar issues.  However, what is more interesting is their use of a similar strategy: an appeal to viewers’ personal memory and experience as a way of positioning political messages in both intellectual and emotional realms. 

Miriam Bohemia produces subversive art as an alternative to commercial media. Based in Vancouver, Bohemia is a half-Czech, half-Slovak-Canadian artist concerned with the theme of women’s sexuality and desires, particularly in relation to women of post-communist Eastern/Central Europe. A graduate of the University of Ottawa’s visual arts program (1993), Bohemia’s painting filters traditional issues and aesthetics through a lens of postmodern theory. Bohemia’s iconography is drawn from her childhood memories and coloured by Communism and Cold War tensions, yet brought to the present through juxtaposition with contemporary symbols. She purposefully sets real life – in this exhibition, the sex trade in former Soviet bloc countries – on a collision course with the flat folk art appearance of “Czech Grotesque” to produce an aggressive variety of politically self-aware kitsch. Her work sometimes features humorous content or titles, but this is intended to evoke questions on the part of the viewers.


Farheen HaQ is currently living in Toronto while pursuing her Master of Fine Arts degree at York University. HaQ’s body is often the site of her artistic explorations, captured through photography, video, performance, and sculpture. Primarily seeking to exert her agency as a means of resisting oppressive systems, HaQ explores the struggle of gender and, more specifically, the tension between religion and its prescribed expectations concerning femininity within her own South Asian culture. HaQ’s blurring of religion and female sexuality are subtle to inexperienced eyes, but nonetheless deeply provocative. The artist often incorporates gestures from religious rituals into her artwork in ways that alter their meanings or put them into alternative contexts. Her appearance in her own artwork is significant – by performing gender, she asserts her female subjectivity in relation to religious rituals where women’s bodies are usually rendered invisible. Because of her upbringing in Canada as a second-generation immigrant, HaQ is particularly interested in the effects of, and parallels to, traditional practices within contemporary, urban settings. It is not HaQ’s intention to overtly criticize, but to raise viewers’ consciousness of how directly female sexuality and religion are believed to contradict.


Since her graduation from the MFA program at the Graduate School of Ewha Women’s University, Seoul (1987), Elly Lee’s sculpture and installations have focused on the literal and metaphorical states of the female body. If Lee had cast female bodies 20 years ago in Korea, she would have risked repercussions for producing obscenities. Lee feels that living in Canada has afforded her freedom as an artist and the motivation to contemplate her position in the world as an Asian woman.  Lee merges Eastern and Western values in her work, but it is her interpretation of symbols, themes, and images adapted from Korean culture that establishes the work’s distinctive effect. For example, Lee includes traditional women’s shoes in her artwork as a metaphor for the painful road women have travelled through history. Likewise, her use of historical political references explores the status of Korean women within the context of the divisive ideological and economic policies between North and South Korea. Nevertheless, Lee does perceive a hopeful future in which the social status of Korean women is improved. Her use of Saeck-Dong – an array of colours that has been used to represent happiness and hope for the past 1,000 years – is but one example.


Jennifer Linton’s artwork explores issues that resonate with her on a deep personal level such as female sexuality, child abuse, and, most recently, pregnancy and motherhood. Linton – who has widened her practice from drawing to printmaking since her graduation from the University of Toronto and Sheridan College in the early 1990s – has always been fascinated by stained glass, despite growing up in austere Protestant-church environments. When she first embraced colour in her work as a professional artist, even her method of pencil drawing was influenced by this traditional craft: figures were heavily outlined to resemble leading, and only the most brilliant of tones were used to fill the two-dimensional shapes. Over the years, Linton has explored a range of subject matter as vehicles for her thematic interests, all of which reflect her various interests in Judeo-Christian mysticism and practice. From the lives of female saints, to the lives of uniformed Catholic schoolgirls (who are stereotyped as being anything but saints), Linton’s work raises questions about innocence, struggle, transformation, justice, and heroism. Linton believes that she “traverses both political and personal territory [as it pertains to] societal angst surrounding female sexuality.”


Fariba Samsami’s work is distinguished by a provocative darkness that reflects her disapproving view of the restrictions experienced by women in Iran. She is deeply “critical of the social prohibition and restriction that results from conventions or traditions [that] encourage women to be passive, voiceless, and submissive,”
 so she creates installations that are highly confrontational. A graduate of the College of Decorative Arts in Tehran, Iran (1980), and the fine arts program at Concordia University (1993), Samsami is amply aware of the extraordinary potency materials from everyday life can have when transferred to alternate contexts. Her materials of choice are those considered taboo according to her cultural ethos owing to the connections they hold to women’s bodies and scent.  When Samsami transforms very private and symbolically charged objects, such as chadors and veils, she resists them as tools of oppression. She challenges the power of taboo and its capacity to cultivate feelings of shame through her descriptions of the body via its absence and her transformation of neutral traces into haunting memories. 


By revealing their subjective status as individual beings through the inclusion of personal narratives and culturally charged imagery, these artists offer the potential for diverse audiences to encounter multiple points of entry.  In finding inspiration from their own histories, they extend those parts of themselves to viewers who might share common experiences or be intrigued by immediate differences. This enables their political messages to resonate intellectually and emotionally, fostering deeper engagement. These artists have consciously intersected feminist critical theory with the discourse of gender, sexuality, and multiculturalism. Ultimately, their goals are to communicate personal concerns, but in doing so they have emphatically reinforced the inextricable link between matters that are personal and political in nature.
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