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CANADIAN BLACK ART MATTERS
ABOUT THE PAST AND PRESENT
FOR A BETTER TOMORROW
February is Black History Month. These works honour the contributions, 

stories, and traditions of Black Canadians and their communities.

Chantal Gibson, The Braided Book: a/Historical In(ter)vention Altered History of Canada (1935) 
with B/W photo of my mother (Nova Scotia, 1955) included in (missing Black) Loyalist section,  

2011, courtesy of Chantal Gibson.

“I’m interested in imagining voices unheard, erased and 
silenced,” says Vancouver-based artist Chantal Gibson,  
who alters history books with black thread in her sculptures 
to address the exclusion of Black voices from published 
accounts of Canada’s past. Some of her pieces, like the 

one shown above, draw attention to the thousands of Black 
Loyalists, including her ancestors, who settled in Nova Scotia 

during the American War of Independence (1775–83)—a group 
whose stories are often left unchronicled in accounts of this country’s past. 
Along with Gibson, the artists featured below explore underrepresented aspects 
of Black life in Canada, highlighting the stories of individuals and communities 
that have played a fundamental role in shaping our country since the early 
seventeenth century. The powerful works of these artists call on us to celebrate 
Black history in Canada, each day and every month of the year. 
 
Sara Angel 
Founder and Executive Director, Art Canada Institute

LOWCANES
by Camal and Camille

Camal and Camille, Lowcanes, Wanted Series, 2011–18, courtesy of Camille Turner,  
Camal Pirbhai, and Danna Heitner Advisory. 

This work, from the Wanted series by Toronto-
based artists Camal Pirbhai and Camille Turner 
(b.1960), draws on Canada’s neglected history 
of slavery. Lowcanes, 2011–18, takes its title 
from a 1775 advertisement placed in a Canadian 
newspaper that describes a fugitive slave of 

the same name, identifying that the man was 
wearing “a light coloured short coat with a red cape 

to it” when he escaped slavery. Here, the artists reimagine the ad as a glossy 
magazine-type photoshoot, reframing the subject as a confident, well-dressed 
figure sitting at the counter of a modern bar who gazes out at his viewers with 
a piercing, self-assured stance. Of their intentions behind this work, Turner 
comments: “We honour the courage they demonstrated through their resistance, 
and we strive to present them in ways that they must have imagined themselves, 
as people performing their right to freedom.”

Learn more about Camal and Camille’s Wanted series

A SEAT ABOVE THE TABLE  
(WARREN MOON)

by Esmaa Mohamoud

Esmaa Mohamoud, A Seat Above the Table (Warren Moon), 2018, Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto. 

A peacock chair, painted black and made of rattan, towers 
above its surroundings in this mixed-media work by African 
Canadian sculptor Esmaa Mohamoud (b.1992). Aptly titled 
A Seat Above the Table (Warren Moon), 2018, the work pays 
homage to Warren Moon (b.1956), who was the only Black 

quarterback inducted into both the National Football League 
and the Canadian Football League’s Halls of Fame; Mohamoud’s 

intention was to explore the lack of Black representation and 
the omission of Black achievements within cultural institutions and discourses. 
The Toronto-based installation artist says this work “directly aims to critique the 
dismissal of qualified Black people in their respective fields. Black people who 
are not celebrated for their great achievements… Black people who are told to be 
content with a silent seat at the table.”

Learn more about Esmaa Mohamoud

PRESTON
by Laurel Francis and David Woods

Laurel Francis (quiltmaker) and David Woods (design), Preston, 2007, courtesy of  
Black Artists Network of NS (BANNS). 

Since immigrating to Nova Scotia from Trinidad 
in 1972, multidisciplinary artist and activist 
David Woods (b.1959) has taken a deep 
interest in exploring and promoting Black 
Nova Scotian history and culture. Preston, 

2007, which was designed by Woods and 
quilted by the Montreal-born textile artist Laurel 

Francis (b.1959), continues in this tradition. Its title 
references the town of Preston, where Woods spent his summers in the 1980s 
conducting youth cultural camps and exploring the community’s rich history 
of Black presence, culture, and artmaking. He also sought to record Black oral 
histories, such as the legacy of Richard Preston (1791–1861), an escaped slave 
from Virginia who reunited with his mother in Nova Scotia and became one of 
the region’s most prominent religious and social leaders.

Learn more about Laurel Francis 
 

Learn more about David Woods

FRANK (1969)
by Deanna Bowen

Deanna Bowen, Frank (1969), 2019, courtesy of MKG127, Toronto. 

This work by the Montreal-based artist Deanna Bowen (b.1969) 
depicts musician Frank Struthers and is part of a series of 
twelve large-scale professional portraits of Black burlesque 
dancers and entertainers, originally taken between 1960 
and 1969 at Vancouver’s now-defunct King Photo Studio. 

Working with black and white Kodak negatives from the King 
Studio archives, Bowen was drawn to the project when she 

realized that Montika, one of the dancers photographed at the 
studio, had children who were cared for by the artist’s maternal grandmother. 
Bowen’s series explores Black presence and success in Vancouver, which is often 
overlooked and absent from official narratives of the city’s cultural history.

Learn more about Deanna Bowen

A CALLING
by Tyshan Wright

Tyshan Wright, A Calling, 2021, courtesy of Tyshan Wright. 

Halifax-based Tyshan Wright was born and raised in the 
historic Maroon town of Accompong, St. Elizabeth, Jamaica, 
and immigrated to Nova Scotia in 2016. Since his arrival in 
Canada, the multidisciplinary artist has been creating mixed-
media representations of Jamaican Maroon ceremonial 

objects and instruments, examining the expulsion of Maroons 
from Jamaica to Halifax in 1796. A Calling, 2021, is composed 

of an abeng, a traditional Maroon wind instrument made of cow 
horn used for ceremonial and social purposes, mounted on a piece of Nova 
Scotian driftwood. The piece, which incorporates traditional African Nova 
Scotian weaving techniques, is given an interactive and deeply personal aspect 
by an audio recording that broadcasts poetry from Wright’s wife, acclaimed 
writer Shauntay Grant.

Learn more about Tyshan Wright

FLAGS OF UNSUNG COUNTRIES
by Liz Ikiriko

Liz Ikiriko, Flags of Unsung Countries, 2019, installation view of the exhibition  
Flags of Unsung Countries, Dunlop Art Gallery, Regina, 2019. 

For her series Flags of Unsung Countries, 2019, Toronto-based 
artist Liz Ikiriko photographed sites across Canada and 
Nigeria which held intergenerational memories and value 
for the artist and her father. By doing so, Ikiriko sought to 
create an “embodied archive” that honours and maps out 

her father’s complex journey and sense of displacement as a 
Nigerian immigrant struggling with mental illness and living in 

the Canadian Prairies. The artist explains that “the work functions 
as a rite of passage. A process of understanding a father’s struggles…. The 
layered images intersect geography and memory in a search for an identifiable 
location of belonging.”

Learn more in ACI’s online exhibition 
Black Art Matters: Fourteen Canadian Artists to Know

BREATHE
by Jan Wade

Jan Wade, Breathe (detail), c.2004–20, Vancouver Art Gallery. 

Over the course of the past sixteen years, Hamilton-born artist 
Jan Wade (b.1952) has been working on Breathe, c.2004–
20, a large-scale textile work composed of over seventy 
panels of hand-embroidered linen. The piece shown here is 
dedicated to Eric Garner, a Black man whose unjust killing 

by the New York City Police in 2014 sparked an international 
uprising against racist policing practices. Inspired by Black 

material traditions rooted in craft making, weaving, and quilting, 
Wade—now based in Vancouver—draws on her upbringing within Hamilton’s 
Black community and her family’s roots in the American South. The rhythmic 
overlapping of colours and shapes and the use of leftover cloth and thread stems 
from the artist’s belief that “making do or making the best with what you have 
coins Black culture.”

Learn more in ACI’s 
online exhibition Jan Wade: Soul Power

J’OUVERT GLOW UP
by Curtis Talwst Santiago

Curtis Talwst Santiago, J’ouvert Glow Up, 2021, courtesy of Curtis Talwst Santiago. 

In this vibrant painting, Edmonton-born artist Curtis Talwst 
Santiago (b.1979) pays homage to his family heritage by 
drawing on his childhood experiences growing up as a 
member of the Caribbean diaspora in Alberta. J’ouvert  
Glow Up, 2021, takes its title from the festival of J’ouvert,  

an annual event with origins in Trinidad and Tobago that 
is held on the Monday and Tuesday before Ash Wednesday 

and marks the beginning of Carnival. Participants celebrate the 
occasion by dressing up in colourful, elaborate costumes, using body and face 
paint to evoke traditional trickster figures drawn from folklore. The central figure 
in this scene dons a blue dress and horns in reference to Jab Jab, the blue devil,  
a popular presence within Carnival, who aims to highlight the chaos of the 
human condition through his unpredictable performances.

Learn more about Curtis Talwst Santiago

THE BRAIDED BOOK: A/HISTORICAL 
IN(TER)VENTION ALTERED HISTORY 

OF CANADA (1935) WITH B/W PHOTO 
OF MY MOTHER (NOVA SCOTIA, 

1955) INCLUDED IN (MISSING BLACK) 
LOYALIST SECTION

by Chantal Gibson

Chantal Gibson, The Braided Book: a/Historical In(ter)vention Altered History of Canada (1935) 
with B/W photo of my mother (Nova Scotia, 1955) included in (missing Black) Loyalist section,  

2011, courtesy of Chantal Gibson. 

Three thick black braids emerge from a heavy antique codex 
emblazoned with the title “A History of Canada” in this 
multimedia work by Vancouver-based artist, poet, and 
writer Chantal Gibson. Playing upon the constructed nature 
of Canada’s nationalist mythologies and colonialist forms 

of history-telling, Gibson has repurposed a chapter on the 
American War of Independence (1775–83) as a frame for a 

photo of her mother as a child. The choice of this particular 
chapter is in reference to the under-studied history of the Black Loyalists: 
Gibson’s ancestors were among the nearly 3,000 Black Loyalists who settled 
in Nova Scotia during the war. “My mother was my first book,” says the artist. 
“Everything I learned about being a Black woman in Canada started with her.”

Learn more about Chantal Gibson 

Our entire collection of newsletters can be found on the ACI website,  
for you to read, share, and enjoy. 
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Image Credits: [1, 11] Chantal Gibson, The Braided Book: a/Historical In(ter)vention Altered History of Canada 
(1935) with B/W photo of my mother (Nova Scotia, 1955) included in (missing Black) Loyalist section, 2011, mixed 

media hanging book sculpture, faux suede, acrylic medium, jute rope and metal armature, approx. 30.5 x 
30.5 x 30.5 cm. Courtesy of the artist. Photo credit: Don Hall. [2] Camal and Camille, Lowcanes, Wanted Series, 

2011–18. Courtesy of Camille Turner, Camal Pirbhai, and Danna Heitner Advisory. [3] Esmaa Mohamoud, A 
Seat Above the Table (Warren Moon), 2018, found rattan peacock chair, rattan, paint, tape, plastic, adhesive, 

nails, 289.6 x 66 x 66 cm. Collection of the Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, Purchase, with funds from Michael 
& Diane Hasley and Liza Mauer & Andrew Sheiner, 2019 (2019/2264). © Esmaa Mohamoud. Photo: AGO. 

[4] Laurel Francis (quiltmaker) and David Woods (design), Preston, 2007. Pieced, appliquéd, machine- and 
hand-stitched, hand-dyed quilt with photo transfers, 150 x 130 cm. Courtesy of Black Artists Network of NS 
(BANNS). [5] Deanna Bowen, Frank (1969), 2019, archival inkjet on photo paper, 80.6 x 101.6 cm. Courtesy 
of MKG127, Toronto. [6] Tyshan Wright, A Calling, 2021, wood, cow horn, pine cone, 76.2 x 58.4 x 71.1 cm. 

© Tyshan Wright. Photo credit: Steve Farmer. [7] Tyshan Wright, photograph by Steve Farmer. [8] Liz Ikiriko, 
Flags of Unsung Countries, 2019, installation view of the exhibition Flags of Unsung Countries, Dunlop Art 

Gallery, Regina, 2019. Courtesy of Liz Ikiriko. [9] Jan Wade, Breathe (detail), c.2004–20, embroidery on linen. 
Collection of the Vancouver Art Gallery, General Acquisition Fund. Courtesy of Jan Wade. Photo credit: Ian 

Lefebvre, Vancouver Art Gallery. [10] Curtis Talwst Santiago, J’ouvert Glow Up, 2021, Flashe, spray paint, oil on 
canvas, 100.3 x 100.3 cm. Courtesy of Curtis Talwst Santiago. 
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