











Karen Tam, With wings like clouds hung from the sky, 2017-2022, seal chops, drawings, historical artworks in the
collection of The Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, paintings by local ink-brush artists, piano, chairs, tables, desks,
shelving units, porcelain vases, frames, brushes, mulberry paper, backing boards, rotary phone, clock, bamboo
flute, fans, plant stands, fish bowl, abacus, photographs, rocks, felt pads, doilies, porcelain plates, fake flowers,
cricket cages, Chinese almanac, paint tubes, ink, painting trays; installation view from “With wings like clouds hung
from the sky," 2019, Richmond Art Gallery
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Acting as a cultural historian, Tam converses with
these late artists to create new spaces untethered
by the weight of our contemporary moment, linear
history, and geographical borders. Through various
strands of connection—artistic, community, geograph-
ic, and cultural—Tam assembles a lineage of ancestral
art knowledges and inheritance, including her mother
TAM YUEN Yin Law RFt#54E, a traditional Chinese
painter in her own right, and a student of Lui, as well
as the younger Tarh herself. By placing her mother’s
painting of goldfish next to her mother’s favourite painter
Qi, and positioning a Carr in proximity, or mixing up
the display of “local” artists with more “known” names,
Tam questions what makes someone a so-called pro-
fessional artist, itself a particularly contentious term in
the contemporary professionalization of the arts, and
another artist an amateur. Who gets to be shown, and
who receives recognition? In each reinstallation of the
exhibition, the works and spaces inhale and exhale new
air, new contexts. The installation also breaks up the
linear continuum of art history, creating discursive, vi-
sual space for the gaps in the history of art in Canada,
and the art of the Chinese diaspora.

Tam’s interest in showcasing the work of her forebearers
and her peers has also shaped her curatorial practice.
In 2021, she curated “Whose Chinatown?” for Griffin
Projects in North Vancouver, which takes a more
traditional route in its museological display, exploring
the psychogeographic space of Chinatown. Incorporat-
ing the works of multiple artists, as well as living and
past collectives—including art, zines, family heirlooms,
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imagery from personal and public archives, and family
collections—the exhibition asks, “Who were the early
Chinese-Canadian artists?” and explores Chinatown as
a spatial imaginary. Rather than focus on marginali-
zation as a productive end, Tam’s exhibition is a haven
for diasporic history and cultural production, contra to
pop culture’s image of Chinatown as a seedy site for
gang violence, turf wars, and illegal gambling dens. The
exhibition reflects Tam’s interest in creating scholarly,
visual histories that don’t feel fussy or overly pedagog-
ical. As both an artist and a curator, she exerts a quiet
confidence over her subject matter, offering a specula-
tive view on how the worlds of Chinese art and art of
the Chinese diaspora in Canada might have interacted
had they existed at the same time and place, allowing
planes of history to collide in a space where kinship,
shared vocation, and culture find home.

Tam’s exploration of the concept of remaking and its
meaning in her curatorial and artistic work can be
linked back to the Chinese practice of shanzhai. In her
essay “Dolce & Banana: A Shanzhai Creator’s Manual”
published in the anthology The Changing Landscape of
China’s Consumerism (2014), she notes that “Shanzhai
can be used as an appropriative practice in contempo-
rary art, and as a method of resistance, subversion, and
critique.”* The term shanzhai can be broadly defined
as copying, counterfeiting, and appropriation, but Tam
taps into the creativity and innovation embedded in
this practice, a counter to what a Western worldview
might consider unethical or trademark infringement.
In 2012, Tam began making papier-maché interpretations
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