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On the evening of Thursday, January 26, a line

200-deep formed around the University of

Toronto’s Art Museum. All were there to witness

the opening of Kent Monkman’s

exhibition Shame and Prejudice: A Story of
Resilience, his “Canada 150” project for the Art

Museum. I echo the words of several witnesses to

this event by saying that this may be the most

signi�cant art exhibit I have seen in my lifetime.

Spanning 300 years of colonialism, and

encompassing a range of time periods and

themes, from Chapter IX: Urban Rez and back

to Chapter I: New France, Reign of the Beaver, this

is a love letter in nine chapters to the resilience of

Indigenous people. The exhibit begins with the

birth of our trickster/narrator, Miss Chief Eagle

Testickle, who leads us back in time through her

amended history of this land.

The moment I enter the exhibit, Archer Pechawis

—performance and media artist, and captivating

person in every sense—o�ers a hug, but is soon

pulled into the churning crowd.  To the right of

me, Archer appears once again, this time in acrylic

on canvas. In this room, Chapter VIII: Sickness and
Healing, Miss Chief recalls the epidemics and loss

we experienced, and reminds us of our spiritual

strength. In The Death of The Virgin (After
Caravaggio), the artist’s rendition of Archer o�ers

a smudge beside the deathbed of his child. Of this

painting, Monkman writes, “I seek to do justice to

the unimaginable pain of losing children with a

sense of sincerity and de�ant bluntness.” I know

this man, and I know this child, who is very much

alive in real life. Carson, Archer’s child, as the

http://artmuseum.utoronto.ca/exhibition/shame-prejudice-story-resilience/
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‘dying virgin’, stands in stark contrast to the

vibrant, funny teenager who breathes today. This

is when it strikes me: Monkman is painting history

as if it is now. These living �gures embody the

memories of what has passed, and he has erected

a monument to that which is alive. In so doing, he

brings history into the present.

The moment that the importance of this exhibit

fully took hold occurs at the midway

point, Chapter III: Wards of the State/The Indian
Problem. On the wall, as with every new room in

this exhibit, hangs Miss Chief’s memoirs,

translated into Cree, English and French.  Written

in collaboration with Monkman’s long-time

collaborator Gisèle Gordon, Chapter III begins,

“Oh how I cried when they took

Pîhtokahanapiwiyin away in chains.  You would

know him as Poundmaker, but to me, he was my

leader, my brother, my hero, my dear friend. He

was our defender, our peacemaker.”

Poundmaker’s moccasins

The centrepiece of this room is The Subjugation
of Truth. In the foreground, we see the seated,

shackled �gures of Pîhtokahanapiwiyin

(Poundmaker) and Mistahimaskwa (Big Bear). An

RCMP o�cer stands guard while the face of Miss

Chief as a painted Queen Victoria watches over

the scene.

http://urbannation.com/gisele.php
http://www.kentmonkman.com/painting/2017/1/9/the-subjugation-of-truth-1
http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/pitikwahanapiwiyin_11E.html
http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/mistahimaskwa_11E.html


Standing beside the canvas, a woman rests her

hand on a glass case that contains the actual

moccasins of Pîhtokahanapiwiyin depicted in

Subjugation. This woman is celebrated author Lee

Maracle. “Do you know what you are looking at?”,

I ask. “Yes,” she replies, shaking her head, “I can’t

believe this is happening, that I am witnessing

this, here, in my lifetime.” It seems to me that Lee

is in tears, though gradually she begins to laugh.

Eventually her laughter becomes the room’s

centerpiece. The gravity of this exhibit fully takes

hold.

I spoke to Gordon about the emotional process of

writing Miss Chief’s memoirs. “Honestly, there

were tears streaming down my face the entire

time I was writing,” she said. “I interviewed Kent

for several hours before I did the writing, as I had

to go into the depth of every single grouping

[chapter].”

“His family is in there; his history is in there,”

Gordon continued. “Everyone he knows and loves.

He was crying when he was painting them. The

exhibit is a very powerful space.”

“Even though we’ve been talking about it, and I’ve

seen the paintings in his studio, still going into

each section is incredibly emotional,” added

Gordon. “There is something very sacred about

di�erent points in the exhibition, and it feels like

Kent has really created a space for catharsis that

is painful, but it’s also beautiful and empowering.

As humans, whether you have any connections to

Indigenous communities on Turtle Island, you

can’t possibly fail to feel that.”

While standing by a framed copy of Treaty 7,

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/lee-maracle/
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/treaty-7/


another familiar face appears in a new wave of

people entering the �rst chapters in the back

rooms: Aaron, a dear friend and one-time

colleague. He greets Lee Maracle exuberantly, and

then gradually recedes into a rare quiet corner.

Aaron wrote to me later of having to excuse

himself as he began to cry near the picture of

Pîhtokahanapiwiyin and Mistahimaskwa.

“When I saw Lee Maracle, in tears, with her hand

over Poundmaker’s moccasins, connecting the art,

the meaning, that moment, I could feel the energy

and power of it,” wrote Aaron. “I could also feel

the sadness. That moment was the culmination of

my emotion.”

“Then I moved across to the room with the

cradleboards and The Scream, he added. “I saw

the chalk outlines of the cradleboards, and then I

pictured little baby co�ns. It was just hard. I felt

anxious. I felt shame. I then found myself crying

on Gisèle’s shoulder.”

As I move back into the current of exhibition,

pressing my body against strangers, I look for

moments of solitude with the work. A curious

man appears before me each time I move in to

examine a piece. Chewing a sandwich with

aggravating vigour, he makes me laugh. I hunch

behind the legs of strangers to look for

explanations of what I’m seeing in glass cases:

archival pieces from Canadian museum vaults,

china platters of Benjamin West’s The Death of
General Wolfe, shackles, a ri�e, moccasins,

beaded purses, and a doll’s papoose made by

children at residential school as gifts to their new

father, their principal.

http://www.kentmonkman.com/painting/2017/1/20/the-scream
https://www.gallery.ca/en/see/collections/artwork.php?mkey=5363


Chapter V: Forcible Transfer of Children begins

with a statement circa 1879 from Prime Minister

John A. Macdonald, a�rming that “Indian children

should be withdrawn as much as possible from

the parental in�uence, and the only way to do

that would be to put them in central training

industrial schools where they will acquire the

habits and modes of thought of white men.”

This statement is followed by a passage from the

Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation

Commission of Canada that Monkman vividly

animates onto a large canvas in The Scream:

“They were torn from their parents, who often

surrendered them only under threat of

prosecution. Then, they were hurled into a

strange and frightening place, one in which their

parents and culture would be demeaned and

oppressed.” Miss Chief’s narrative is succinct:

“This is the one I cannot talk about. The pain is too

deep. We were never the same.”

Standing among walls of cradleboards—eight

exquisitely decorated wood and hide baby

carriers by Shahaptin, Plains Ojibwa, and Iroquois

artists from the mid 1800s to early 1900s, 24 gray

and empty frames, and 11 mere chalk outlines

—Sarah Hunt, my Kwagiulth friend and UBC

Assistant Professor, comments on how the

vibrant red surges of the Mounties radiate from

the canvas, as if to bleed into the present

moment.

I then see the faces of several of my friends

painted in by Monkman as mothers, children and

a priest. As artists and parents who embody

today’s spirit of strength and revolution, their

faces remind me of the closeness of this history

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=890
http://www.mediaindigena.com/author/sarah-hunt


recaptured, that prejudice and shame are not

gone, but, more importantly, that we are not

gone.

This moment, The Scream, is that memory your

Grandmother still won’t speak of.  “This is the one

I cannot talk about.” This is the shame of not

knowing where you come from, of erasure from

Canada’s story. “The pain is too deep.”

This too is the shame that a retired RCMP o�cer

has not come to terms with: forcing young

children into cages, mounted on the backs of

trucks, after pulling them out of the arms of their

parents, from under beds, out of the woods;

�nding the frozen bodies of runaways, returning

kids to their prisons and, at times, their graves.

Did they think they were doing the right thing?

This is a complicated and conjoined history. This

is the prejudice they once enforced. “We were

never the same.”

As Monkman writes in the foreword of the

exhibition booklet, “My mission is to authorize

Indigenous experience in the canon of art history

that has heretofore erased us from view.” By

weaving the viewer through many rooms, many

chapters, this exhibit serves as a reminder of what

the past 300 years have witnessed, and what it

looks like to steadfastly resist.

Shame and Prejudice invites us to celebrate that

which is alive: our resilience, our sexuality, our

humour, and our oft-omitted presence and

in�uence as creators of the current moment.

Though at times devastating, this exhibit also

contains many moments of laughter, mischief

(Miss Chief?), and an all-embracing splendour.



With more compassion and truth than any history

text, Miss Chief, with all of her vanity and �aws,

retells the story of Canada, and in so doing

reminds us that shame and prejudice are not the

treasured narratives of Indigenous peoples. She

embodies a resisting force, friend, negotiator,

socialite, peacemaker, truth teller, and mistress.

Most importantly, as Gisèle reminds me, “She

loves us, and wants us to transcend and to be as

strong and proud and beautiful as she knows us

to always have been.”

In re�ecting on the impact of this experience, my

friend Aaron o�ers this insight: “This exhibition

should be our celebration of Canada’s 150. I

wonder how many non-Indigenous people will see

it and feel this? It’s sometimes ugly and

uncomfortable. Everyone needs to see it. It is the

true history of this country.”

 *   *   *

Shame and Prejudice: A Story of Resilience is on

display at the University of Toronto’s Art

museum until March 4, 2017. It will then move on

to the Glenbow Museum in Calgary for June. In

2018, the exhibit will visit Kingston, Halifax, and

the birthplace of Confederation, Charlottetown,

with further plans to move across Turtle Island

and internationally in the years ahead.
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