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This month, Toronto gets its first good look at the work of an artist acclaimed for the way she
sees and makes sense of the moment around her.

Carrie Mae Weems, headliner of this year’s Scotiabank CONTACT Photography Festival,
received her first camera as a gift when she was about 20.

Here’s why you’ll see photographer
Carrie Mae Weems’ work all over Toronto
this month
By Chris Hampton Special to the Star
Mon., April 29, 2019
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The first thing she photographed, she recalls, was a friend. The second was “probably a
demonstration.” The young Weems was quick to recognize the device as a powerful tool; a
tool she could use to engage with the world, she says, and to explore the human condition.

“And I think that I continue to do that. It hasn’t changed much since the very beginning. I
think the only difference is that I’ve learned how to do that more expressively over time.”

This deep, humanistic curiosity, abetted by the camera lens, has today become a career
roughly four decades long and celebrated widely. The 66-year-old Syracuse, N.Y.-based artist
was called “perhaps our greatest living photographer” in T: The New York Times Styles
Magazine. She was the first African American woman to have a retrospective at the

Carrie Mae Weems’ Heave at Cornell University in 2018. The exhibit, including a room lit
items from Weems’ personal collection, is at the Art Museum at the University of Toront
Scotiabank CONTACT Photography Festival.  (COURTESY CONTACT PHOTOGRAPHY FEST
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Guggenheim. In 2013, she was awarded a MacArthur Foundation “genius” grant. Her artwork
is collected by the Museum of Modern Art in New York, L.A.’s Museum of Contemporary Art
and the Tate Modern in London, England, among others.

Opening May 1, Toronto’s 2019 CONTACT festival, one of the world’s largest photography
fests, presents a multipart exhibition of Weems’ artwork staged at venues throughout the
city. It is her first major solo show in Toronto and Canada.

“Carrie Mae Weems is widely recognized as one of the most influential contemporary
American artists,” says Bonnie Rubenstein, CONTACT’s artistic director, “and this first solo
exhibition of her work in Canada is long overdue.

“For over 30 years she has sustained a vital focus on women’s oppression and empowerment,
alongside investigations into the devastating effects of systemic violence, two critical
concerns within our current social and political climate,” Rubenstein says. “Pre-empting the
#MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements, her exquisite photographs, films and
multimedia installations convey searing and timely narratives about humanity and the
realities of losing and gaining privilege.”

Across five sites — two primary exhibitions and three public art installations — CONTACT
visitors are treated to a significant survey of the artist’s work, including both recent projects
and some of her best known series.

The exhibition Blending the Blues at CONTACT Gallery (80 Spadina Ave.) draws from the
past 30 years of Weems’ photography to conduct a study of colour: an esthetic and
compositional component of image-making, but also a character used socially and politically
to order and organize people. Across these works, colour is considered as, variously, the
subject of violence and discrimination and, also, great beauty.
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Heave, presented at the Art Museum at the University of Toronto’s Justina M. Barnicke
Gallery, is a two-part multimedia installation originally commissioned for the 2018 Cornell
Council for the Arts Biennial. One room is modelled into a den, littered with items from
Weems’ personal collection: books, records, magazines, “things that I listen to,” she says,
“things that I think about, that I consider in relation to the history of violence.” The second
part is a theatrical space filled by video and video games. Together, they consider how the
North American public experiences violence, how they represent it, consume it and
participate in it.

A banner at King St. and Spadina Ave. portrays the coronation of musical artist and actor
Mary J. Blige. A group of portraits installed at Metro Hall features once prominent Black
singers and performers of the past century such as Shirley Bassey, Ella Fitzgerald, Abbey
Lincoln, Koko Taylor and Eartha Kitt, their images blurred and fading — like their cultural
legacies, the series suggests. At TIFF Bell Lightbox, in a pair of photos from the exhibit Scenes

& Take, Weems appears in frame, turned away from the camera, on the sets of present-day TV
productions with Black women leads and Black writers and producers.

Though they cross tremendous ground, the exhibition subjects overlap. The investigations of
one project lead to another to the next and back again. They enrich each other. Their
inquiries multiply.

Speaking about the creation of her 2016 multimedia performance Grace Notes: Reflections for

Now on the PBS program Art 21, Weems said: “You write something not because you have the
answer, but because you need to work through it.”

Her art is charged with that earnest, inquisitive nature.
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“I do have lots of questions and I’m deeply curious,” she says. “And so I think that’s right: I
think asking the question is as important as finding the answer.”

Visit scotiabankcontactphoto.com for a full schedule of events. Carrie Mae Weems will lead an artist talk May 4 at the University
of Toronto in advance of her exhibition opening there.
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