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KAREN TAM 
CELEBRATING THE RESILIENCE  
OF CHINESE CANADIANS
Responding to the recent rise in anti-Asian violence and discrimination,

the Montreal artist explores the challenges and resilience of Chinese  
Canadians since the nineteenth century in ACI’s new online exhibition.

Widely known for her immersive installations recreating  
North American Chinese spaces, Montreal artist Karen 
Tam (b.1977) examines histories of the Chinese diaspora in 
her multimedia practice. In the Art Canada Institute’s new 
online exhibition Autumn Tigers—organized in partnership 

with British Columbia’s Campbell River Art Gallery and 
curated by Jenelle Pasiechnik, Curator of Contemporary Art—

Tam explores the pressures of systemic racism, violence, and 
discrimination, and pays tribute to Chinatowns across the country. The exhibition 
honours the long history of Chinese Canadian communities in this country  
and recognizes strength, bravery, and resilience in the face of past and  
present anti-Asian racism. 
 
Sara Angel 
Founder and Executive Director, Art Canada Institute

CONFRONTING ANTI-ASIAN  
RACISM TODAY

Refuse to eat our bitterness, 2021 (left), and Success to the Revolution, 2021 
(right), are dramatic banners embroidered with rousing political slogans, made 

by Tam in response to recent demonstrations against anti-Asian racism. The first 
references the Chinese idiom “to eat bitterness 吃苦,” which means to endure 
hardship and accept suffering as a part of life. Tam’s work protests this age-old 
attitude, instead encouraging Chinese Canadians to actively reject hate and to 
“spit out the bitterness.” The second, Success to the Revolution, supports calls 
for action, solidarity, and change by Asian Canadian communities. It features  

a winged tiger, a symbol of bravery that first appeared on Chinese military 
banners in the Ming dynasty (1368–1644).  

 
Visit the Online Exhibition

HONOURING CHINESE  
CANADIAN PHOTOGRAPHERS

Karen Tam, C.S. Wing Studio, 2020, Courtesy of the artist and  
Galerie Hugues Charbonneau, Montreal.

In this installation, Tam recreates the interiors of photography studios that 
produced portraits of Chinese individuals in Canada. In the late nineteenth 

century, Chinese photographers in British Columbia included C.D. Hoy (1883–
1973), C.B. Wand, C.S. Wing (b. around 1890), and Yucho Chow (1876–1949). C.S. 
Wing Studio, 2020, incorporates furnishings typically seen in pictures from their 

studios, including drapery, potted plants, fur rugs, and a wooden chair. Today 
there are few records of the many Chinese Canadians who lived in the country 

in the early 1900s: with this interpretation of an historic studio space, Tam brings 
us closer to their experiences, making their lives visible in the present.  

 
Visit the Online Exhibition

LOOKING BACK AT  
THE MODERN MAN

Anonymous, Unidentified Chinese Man Lighting a Cigarette, pre-1929,  
Cumberland Museum and Archives.

This portrait of a Chinese man lighting a cigarette in a studio setting is one 
of many historic photographs that inspired Tam. Wearing a long coat, tie, 

and fedora, the figure presents himself as a modern man in Western dress. It 
was common practice for early immigrants to send photographic portraits of 

themselves to their family back in home in China as a way of demonstrating their 
success abroad, as well as ensuring that they were not forgotten. Whereas such 

portraits typically show the sitter in a frontal pose and looking directly  
at the camera, this unusual photograph captures the man mid-action,  

as if we are seeing a theatre performance. 
 

Visit the Online Exhibition

REMEMBERING THE PAIN  
OF SEPARATION

Karen Tam, the chrysanthemum has opened twelve times (Banner), 2020,  
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Hugues Charbonneau, Montreal.

the chrysanthemum has opened twelve times (Banner), 2020, contains a line from 
a letter written by a wife left behind in China to her husband, who was working 

in British Columbia in the 1930s. In Chinese culture, chrysanthemums, which 
open only once a year, connote the passage of time. The text on the banner 

is the wife’s reminder that it has been twelve years since the couple has seen 
each other. In inscribing this deeply personal sentiment on a banner, Tam draws 

attention to how this family’s story of sacrifice, separation, and longing  
was common among those experiencing political and economic turmoil  

in China who sought a better life abroad. 
 

Visit the Online Exhibition 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMEMORATING  
HISTORIC CHINATOWNS

Tam’s Ruinscape Drawings series, 2020, commemorates Chinatowns that have 
disappeared. Her work on the left is based on a photograph of the aftermath of 
the 1907 anti-Asian riots in Vancouver, an event in which many Chinese-owned 

businesses and homes were badly damaged by white locals. In her drawing 
on the right, Tam revives the history of Toronto’s first Chinatown by depicting 
the businesses that lined its central artery, Elizabeth Street, in 1937. A decade 
later, the City of Toronto embarked on redevelopment efforts that led to the 

expropriation of two-thirds of Chinatown by 1953 to make way for a new City 
Hall and Nathan Phillips Square.  

 
Visit the Online Exhibition

NETWORKS OF TRADE  
AND CULTURE

Karen Tam, From Yiwu to you, 2015–present, collection of the artist.

From Yiwu to you, 2015–present, is an installation of faux Delftware tiles made 
from cyan blue prints. The sheets are meant to resemble European porcelain 

rooms from the 1700s that were inspired by a period of increasing trade 
with China. At that time, wealthy people could indulge themselves by being 
ensconced in rooms entirely decorated in exoticized East Asian motifs. The 

imagery for this work references trade, travel, and consumerism that took and 
still takes place between sites on China’s east coast (such as Yiwu Market,  

the largest small commodities market in the world) and the rest of the world  
via the ancient and modern Silk Roads. 

 
Visit the Online Exhibition

THE HISTORY OF  
ANTI-ASIAN VIOLENCE

Karen Tam, Vancouver, March 30, 2020 Attack, 2020, from the Ruinscape Drawings series, 
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Hugues Charbonneau, Montreal. 

This emotional drawing is based on video surveillance of an assault on a ninety-
two-year-old Asian man with dementia at a convenience store in East Vancouver 

in March 2020. The image shows the elderly figure lying on the ground while 
the much larger perpetrator aggressively stands over his body. Part of Tam’s 

Ruinscape Drawings series, with this work the artist documents a recent incident 
of anti-Asian violence; as well, she processes her own anger and fear. In doing 

so, Tam reflects on how the current prevalence of anti-Asian attacks is part of an 
extensive history of violence and discrimination that began with the arrival  

of the earliest Chinese immigrants to the West Coast. 
 

Visit the Online Exhibition

EARLY CHINESE CANADIAN 
COMMUNITIES IN CANADA

Karen Tam, 金山夢 Gold Mountain Dreams (Flag), 2021, Courtesy of the artist and  
Galerie Hugues Charbonneau, Montreal.

The discovery of gold in the Lower Fraser Valley in British Columbia in 1857 
attracted tens of thousands of miners from China, who called North America 
Gold Mountain, a name referenced in this embroidered and sequin-decorated 

flag. Tam’s creation evokes immigrants’ overseas journeys by borrowing elements 
from the naval imperial ensign of the Qing dynasty (1644–1912), which similarly 

features a lively dragon within a triangular composition. Her use of colourful 
satin and sequins recalls Cantonese Opera, a popular form of entertainment that 

Chinese people brought to Victoria in the late nineteenth century. 
 

Visit the Online Exhibition

A MONUMENT TO CULTURAL PRIDE 

Marquis of Lorne Arch, 1882, photographer unknown, Nanaimo Museum. 

Tam’s practice is grounded in historical research, and she has drawn inspiration 
from many photographs like this picture of the Marquis of Lorne Arch. This 
image from 1882 represents a monumental gateway erected by Nanaimo’s 
Chinese community in honour of a visit from Sir John Douglas Sutherland 
Campbell, the Marquis of Lorne and the Governor General of Canada, on 

August 20 of that year. At the time, it was customary for Chinese residents in 
British Columbia to construct a street arch to welcome a visiting dignitary. This 

structure is decorated with English slogans, a Chinese poem, lanterns, and 
possibly a diorama above the declaration “Unity Is Strength”—words that are 

often heard today in protests against anti-Asian racism.  
 

Visit the Online Exhibition 

Our entire collection of newsletters can be found on the ACI website,  
for you to read, share, and enjoy. 

 
 
 

THANK YOU TO OUR BENEFACTORS
 

The ACI is a not-for-profit educational charity that receives no  
government financing or public support. Our work is made possible  

by an important circle of friends, patrons, and benefactors.  
 

If you would like to support our important work,  
please see this page.
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Collection of the Nanaimo Museum (NAN_R5-1).

Karen Tam, Refuse to eat our bitterness, 
2021, Courtesy of the artist and Galerie 

Hugues Charbonneau, Montreal.

Karen Tam, Success to the Revolution, 2021, 
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Hugues 

Charbonneau, Montreal.  

Share this newsletter with friends who love Canada’s art,
or invite them to sign up here for our weekly dispatch.

Karen Tam, After the 1907 Chinatown  
Riots in Vancouver, 2020, from  
the Ruinscape Drawings series,  

private collection. 

Karen Tam, 56-58 Elizabeth St., Toronto, 1937, 
2020, from the Ruinscape Drawings series, 
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Hugues 

Charbonneau, Montreal.  
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