My Culture Includes My Scene

Identity — our sense of self — is a complex issue that cannot be fully expressed through the isolated categories of ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or occupation alone. It is defined and communicated through a combination of these things, as well as a wide range of other subjective variables, including personal values, tastes and interests; and its fluid, dynamic and ever-changing nature is demonstrated by our capacity to engage in a large number and variety of cultural practices. Answering the question, “Where are you from?” is no longer enough to explain who we are; it probably never was.

My Culture Includes My Scene examines the construction and communication of self in a way that understands ethnicity as only one part of the identity equation. It also draws attention to interdisciplinarity, hybridization, re-mixing and appropriation, not just as forms of artistic practice, but as strategies used by individuals in constructing personal identity. Although some individuals may approach it more deliberately and self-consciously than others, the process of taking and re-contextualizing ideas and imagery from the world remains the same. This exhibition explores the wide range of sources for such ideas and imagery, as well as the process through which we locate ourselves within culture at large.

Almost anything and everything can be said to constitute our “scenes”: the environment that surrounds us by default, and the ones we seek out or create. This includes the mediascapes we navigate, the ideological differences we negotiate, the social networks we establish, and our lifestyles – both the ones we learn and the ones we create for ourselves. Our scenes contribute to our ongoing self-development by providing the material that we adopt, revise and project as part of our individual character. The artists featured in this exhibition explore the concepts of “culture” and “subculture” using a cross-cultural and multi-disciplinary approach, acknowledging the significant influence of popular and consumer culture, as well as politics and technology, upon how we present our values and interests to others.

The term “subculture” is generally understood to mean a milieu within which a range of cultural practices takes place. "Subcultures" are composed of diverse individuals who come together out of a shared desire to belong, express certain values, seek entertainment, or do any other number of things that warrant the construction of a community. Youth "subcultures" tend to be social networks initiated by groups of musicians, artists and/or designers. They are communicated through alternative media (such as zines, blogs, and newsgroups), and are often supported by an infrastructure of independent entrepreneurs who sell space where social interaction can occur, or music and clothing that represents the tastes and values of the individuals interested in that scene.

When these activities and consumer goods reach a peak of popularity, they are often co-opted by corporate manufacturers who interpret, remix, and disseminate them in revised form. That is, they do what individuals do, but on a larger scale. For example, the fashion industry often borrows styles from subcultures and re-contextualizes them as trends for widespread consumption. These products take their place on store shelves alongside various other offerings, and the cycle continues as individual consumers pick and choose, combining items in new ways.
According to psychologist, Anit Somech, the self is a negotiation of personal behaviours with the outside world that is expressed through physical appearance, personality traits, preferences, and aspirations.
 How we convey these aspects depends on what we contact on a regular basis, including how we are socialized and what we seek on our own. Thus, identity is something we create and something that is subject to change as we discover new ideas and gain new experiences.
 Openly exploring cultural options and confidently combining and reinterpreting influences as a means of communicating personal values offers another way for us to be creative in our everyday lives.
Mohawk and French-Canadian multidisciplinary artist, Greg Hill, uses humour in his work as a strategy for exploring cultural imperialism and commercialism. His AlieNation – “Ali-in-di-oh!" series comments on the exploitation of First Nations spirituality, traditions and imagery for corporate gain and superficial entertainment, while Cereal Box Canoe enlists a traditional object to illustrate the influence of capitalism and consumerism on Aboriginal ways of life. Hill's work also references the way individuals who identify with a particular ethnic community may also embrace the interests and behaviours of other communities as part of their ongoing mediation between distinct forms of culture.

As a South Asian woman born in East Africa who has lived in New York City, Montreal, and Ottawa, Dipna Horra considers herself a hybrid Canadian. Her artistic practice reflects this hybridity through multidisciplinarity, combing various media including architectural installation, video, audio and performance to restructure sterile space into a personal, reflective environment. Horra regularly strives to locate her identity amid complicated and multiple layers of culture and gender. In her work, Between the Folds, she explores identity as something that can be mediated between traditional and "subcultural" clothing and style. More specifically, Horra portrays the hybrid nature of cultural experience through the fabric of a sari and its place in her “scene” by joining South Asian imagery with elements representative of her punk affiliations.

Howie Tsui’s artistic practice captures the experience of many twentysomethings who live in cultural environments that can be described as postmodern, image-saturated, “supermarkets of style.” Tsui immigrated to Thunder Bay from Hong Kong at a young age, and his work demonstrates an ethnic hybridity that he calls the “mongrelization” of Eastern and Western cultures.
. Beyond this, Tsui's amalgamation of graphic design and fine arts with inspiration from underground youth culture, mainstream media, consumer culture and art history creates a multi-faceted body of work about the nature of being in our complicated world, which is at once a playful and a violent place.
Born in Caracas, Venezuela, Juan Carlos Noria lived in Ottawa for many years before recently moving to Barcelona, Spain. His paintings, both in public spaces and on canvas, reflect his strong social conscience, addressing such issues as political oppression, racism, unfair labour practices, insufficient environmental policies, rampant consumerism, and the ever-growing pervasiveness of mass media and advertising. Noria’s diverse range of imagery and techniques acknowledges the influence upon him of the outside world, which to him is not just a source of curiosity, but an elaborate reflection of the people who produced it. In the painting Que Pasa?, Noria laments the threat to ethnic culture around the world by Western cultural and corporate imperialism.

The work of Stéphanie Brodeur and Darsha Hewitt, Jason St‑Laurent, Stefan St‑Laurent, and Tungda Browne also contains an intriguing political tenor. While studying together at the University of Ottawa, Brodeur and Hewitt created the Magnetic Information Liberation Front (M.I.L.F.), a tongue-in-cheek way of locating the self in our fast-paced, economy-driven world. Brodeur's individual practice often explores the boundaries between art and technology, while Hewitt is primarily interested in critiquing the language and symbols of consumerism. By re-interpreting open-source computing code and applying it to a contraption assembled from an array of spare parts, including an old audio speaker and a magnetic card reader, Brodeur and Hewitt produced an apparatus that can free individuals from the sensation of meaningless that comes with being identified according to series of numbers. Accompanying M.I.L.F. is an infomercial that satirizes the conventions of television intended to sell solutions for better living.

Jason St‑Laurent’s work about monuments in public space is motivated by his desire to encourage discussion about their meaning in relation to collective memory and the representation of communities. St‑Laurent considers himself deeply influenced by the world around him, so The Camouflage Series may be read as his effort to locate himself within the forms and symbols used in public sculpture around the world. Art made for public spaces usually communicates the heroic, idealistic, or academic values of whatever group was wealthy enough to commission the piece. These grand sculptures, which appear so far removed from daily life, are supposed to represent our shared culture, and yet it is very difficult to pinpoint our individual selves within them.

Stefan St‑Laurent's artistic practice often explores social injustice and alienation. In his video-performance, I Want You to Need Me, he communicates the horrific experience of being gaybashed through a re-contextualization of Celine Dion's saccharine pop ballad of the same name. By disrupting the romantic intent of Dion’s lyrics through the presentation of a disturbing image (which refers to an even more disturbing event), St‑Laurent infuses them with more profound emotional and political relevance. His individual desire for acceptance is no longer isolated, but expressed through layered and poignant terms to which we can all relate.

Tungda Browne is a group of visual artists and musicians — Shaun Elie on guitar and lead vocals, Colin James Gibson on bass guitar and vocals, and Stephen Roy Weir on drums — who seek to corrupt the austerity of the white cube with the downright dirty disposition of rock and roll. Keenly aware of the capacity of music and style to convey personal values, they produce work that is not merely entertaining, but aims to blur the distinction between so-called “high culture” and real life. Their sound is a conflation of rockabilly, punk and reggae; their lyrics reflect the realities of politics and the mass media; and their performances are engaging scenarios that invite members of the audience to contribute to the experience of the event. When not on stage, they work in the studio in a range of media. Tungda Browne: Band in a Suitcase pays homage to art historical canons, such as Marcel Duchamp's Boîte en Valise, while Fuckin' Psshaww!!! parodies behavioural and aesthetic codes of conduct. In both, the artists take inspiration from the outside world and inject it with a vibrant and independent sense of self.

The work of Team Tekki Techy (Tiffany Beaudin and Firuz Daud) and Ryan Stec explores the influence of and reaction to the outside world. In Genes, memes and scenes, Team Tekki Techy looks at the various layers that make us who we are: biology, zeitgeist, and ethnic, political or cultural scenes. These things represent our predisposed behaviours, all the things happening in culture at large, and all the things happening within the circle of people we engage with on a closer level. If we swap one of these elements with another, we may turn out totally different. In other words, we can change our lives by changing how we interact with our surroundings. To emphasize the impact of scenes, Team Tekki Techy employs an aesthetic inspired by the duo’s interests — the video games they play and the television programs they enjoy — as well as the music that surrounds them. Their work typically combines live action and 3D animation, another demonstration of hybridity within their thinking and creative practice.

Ryan Stec's film and video practice spans a wide variety of genres and styles. The Itch is an experimental work that highlights the contemporary importance of sampling and remixing as a creative response to the barrage of images from the outside world. Generally speaking, DJ-ing and VJ-ing are widely popular activities because it is becoming somewhat easier to learn the basics and to access the necessary equipment to get started. Stec's video challenges the status of VJ work that is limited to a display of technical skill without delivering any meaningful or intelligent content. As an interpretation of the scene, it also exposes the sometimes-compulsive way artists seek to produce and communicate something that is their own. 
For My Culture Includes My Scene, Tibi Tibi Neuspiel and Hazel Meyer have produced work about belonging and presenting the self. In On Romantic and Democratic Revolutions, Neuspiel shares his struggle to find himself as an artist — an experience that can be expanded metaphorically to include anyone trying to find him/herself in the world at large. Determined to define how his interests fit into the spectrum of possibilities for contemporary artists, Neuspiel negotiates two opposing strategies: objective renderings of the existing world, and didactic works intended to communicate specific points of view. Presented in the form of a science fair project, his work evokes the elements of this common North American junior high school experience: considering a topic, determining a way of presenting one’s findings, and speaking in front of the class. In real life, our strategies to find and present ourselves are complex. When we become overly conscious of our presentation, it can turn out completely awkward and equally artificial.

Hazel Meyer is interested in producing what she terms “thoughtful disruptions.”
 Using textiles, costumes, other garments and embellishments as primary tools, Meyer’s artistic practice encourages bystanders to engage in performance-based happenings that draw attention to the permeable boundaries between the self and community. In her multi-part performance and installation Deer Heads, Meyer creates a “flash” community of individuals connected by their desire to wear a papier maché deer head. Like a badge, brand, or ball cap, Deer Heads draws attention to the nature and role of visual identifiers that are intended to reinforce cohesion and communicate values.
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