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Lori Blondeau, Stones from my Kokum’s House, Mixed Media, 2021. Photo by Karen Asher.



I'm Not Your Kinda Princess

A survey of works curated by between Lori Blondeau and Franchesca Hebert-Spence

Saturday, July 17, 2021

On a windy fall day, members of the Winnipeg arts community trekked to the theatre at Artspace for an artist talk - inside you could
hear the low hum of folks visiting while the sun slowly set outside. Lori Blondeau, a new member of the arts community who had
moved to the city less than a month prior, had been invited to give a presentation on her practice. That night, standing upon the
stage, framed by velvet curtains, Lori not only reviewed her practice but also introduced herself to the audience by sharing stories
of her experiences. One story she told was about the time that CBC had come to interview her mother, Leona Blondeau (Bird), after
Bill C-31 had passed. The reporter asked, “how does it feel to be an Indian again?” to which her mother replied, “I never wasn't and
this piece of paper doesn’t change who I am.” Lori has shared many stories with me since then, but to this day, this remains one that
frames my fundamental understanding of Lori as a person and as an artist. Below are stories that Lori has shared with me that run
in tandem to the artworks on display in I'm Not Your Kinda Princess.

I canonlyarticulate this deep knowing as ‘power in pride’. Itis characterized by a weaving together of memory, knowing and stories

- of and for Blondeau's kin. As an individual who had been taken out of community, I don't have the same access, knowing or memory
of place. This makes the time that Lori has spent sharing her stories with me all the more special. It's also why I hold so much respect
for the power that comes with her deep knowing of self, community and kin, that she communicates throughout her practice.

Inthe 90's to 00's, Indigenous cultural production was, and can still be, written about in a way that centres the power of the work
in its capacity to educate non-Indigenous viewers. In particular, the threads or translations focus on strategies of humour and
‘contemporaneity’ with the end goal of deconstructing stereotypes, rather than probing the deeper layers of the conceptual frame-
work that are specific to Indigenous folks’ community or lived experience. This pattern can be seen with artists such as the beloved
late James Luna, Shelly Niro and Dana Claxton, in addition to Lori. The emphasis on the western gaze, and writing that focuses on
how Indigenous cultural production that benefits the western gaze has effectively overshadowed the ways in which artists have
made, and continue to make, work that centres themselves, their families and their communities. I'm not denying the moments of
permeability, but rather my argumentis that the focus has been weighted to prioritize ‘universal’ access rather than specific cultural
experiences or visual languages - the characteristics that make art a potential site for transcultural experience. When interviewed
about whether her work was a reclamation of the ‘Indian Princess,’ Lori echoed her mother: “Indigenous people shouldn't have to
reclaim anything that was always theirs to begin with."*

Both Lori and Leona's statements are about memory and remembering, honoring
and being part of a continuum - while this is a form of activism and resis-

tance, I shy away from naming it as ‘radical’. Terms like ‘radical care’ or

‘radical relationality’ take actions that are fundamental to various

nation’s epistemologies and suggest they lie outside a domi-
There

is a story about a boy
who was raised by and lived with
the bison. When he passed, he turned into
a big rock and is known as Mistaseni. Mistaseni
became a gathering point for communities in the
Prairies - many stone rings and imprints, new and old,
were left where tipis nestled into the earth/ground. As with

most gathering places, the government saw the power in this
place and decided to erect a dam - their type of power and their
type of authority - to submerge Mistaseni and the surrounding

nant or default framework. Positioning them as radical dele-
gatesthemasasubaltern action, rather than a continuum
and a source of community power that can be tapped
into. Lori's photographic series Pakwéci Wépisk isan
excellent example that points to the ways in which

she actively decentres a western-european gaze

and instead privileges those with a shared expe-

rience or knowing. In these images, neoclassi-

cal architecture, an aesthetic associated with
western-thought or a visual short-hand for “civi-

lization,” is shown as decrepit and crumbling

Asiniy Iskwew is a series that capitalizes on how photographs
actas mnemonic devices, capturinga moment in time to serve
as a catalyst for memory. The series itself is undeniably power-
ful; Lori is an indomitable figure with the composition tilting
upwards, and paired with the sheer scale of the work when
printed, these images have a commanding presence. These
elements are amplified with the coded knowledge of the history
of Mistaseni - the images aren’t mere references to Mistaseni
but rather serve as fragments, calling to those who know, or
have shared histories. When Pakwéci Wapisk and Asinfy Iskwew
are installed in context with one another, clear connections
can be drawn between the compasitions and in the way, Lori
holds herself; yet the stories that go with the works serve very
different conceptual purposes and tell two different histories.

The multilayer integration of intimate narratives continues in
one of Lori's mosticonic performance personas - Belle Sauvage.
Performances that are enacted by Belle Sauvage allude to and
remember women who performed in Wild West shows and
vaudeville acts. What is unique about the installation of the
series in this exhibition is how the series is juxtaposed with
a photo of Ernest Bird. The image was taken in 1928, where
he posed, decked out in a beaded vest, cowboy boots and a
six-shooter. Ernest Bird is Lori's grandfather, and this image
is one of the multiple archival images installed within I'm Not
Your Kinda Princess. The images are family portraits; images of
the folks that the work is made for and where her work comes
from. The tangibility of Lori's family photos becomes even
more precious when we think about an ongoing move to digital
images and the spaces in which they're retained.

When the Putting the Wild in the Wild West series (collaboration
with Adrian Stimpson) began in 2006, the images were shot on
55 Polaroid film, which peeled making a positive and negative

- the negative could be used to reprint. Individuals would sign
over the rights to the images to Lori and Adrian, paralleling land
histories of land apprehension, and in return receive the posi-
tive image or the ‘printed’ image. It was in 2010 that the stock
of polaroid film ran out after the company went bankrupt, forc-
ing the images to be taken using digital cameras afterwards.
The role of the photo changes in areally significant way - unlike
the image of her grandfather, unless the photos are printed
and cared for, their ability to act as a mnemonic device
iscompromised in some ways.

Lori isn't performing Belle Sauvage, she's
remembering: remembering the acts,
remembering signing land claims with an x,
remembering the significance of stand-

ing in front of the camera, remembering

that these photos will last - if they're

LoriBlondeau is Cree/Saulteaux/Métis from Saskatch-
ewan. Since the 1990s, Blondeau's artistic practice in
the fields of performance, photography and installa-
tion, along with her curatorial work and activities as
co-founder and Executive Director of the Indigenous
art collective TRIBE, has proved decisive to the ever-in-
creasing centrality of Indigenous art and knowledge
production in Canada. With her performances, which
include Are You My Mother? (2000), Sisters (2002) and
States of Grace (2007) and photographic work, includ-
ing COSMOSQUAW (1996), Lonely Surfer Squaw (1997)
and Asiniy Iskwew (2016), Blondeau's practice, both
as a solo artist and in collaboration with fellow Visual
artists including Visual Artists James Luna, Rebecca
Belmore, Shelly Niro and Adrian Stimson, demonstrates
aclarity of focus which is remarkable for its precision,
humour and strength. Her photographic and installa-
tion work has been exhibited in group and solo exhibi-
tions at the Art Gallery of Windsor (Ontario), Kelowna
Art Gallery, the Art Gallery of Alberta (Edmonton) and
Remai Modern (Saskatoon) among numerous others.
Her performance pieces have been showcased at Nuit
Blanche (Saskatoon and Winnipeg), VIVO (Vancouver),
Art Gallery of Ontario (Toronto) and the 2007 Venice
Biennial. Blondeau has participated in panel discus-
sions and given lectures at the AGO, the University
of Saskatchewan (Saskatoon), the IAIA Museum of
Contemporary Native Arts (Santa Fe) and the 2020
Sydney Biennale. Since 2018, Blondeau is an Assis-
tant Professor of Indigenous Art at the University of
Manitoba School of Art; sat on the Advisory Panel for
the Canada Council, Visual Arts program and served
as a member of the Aboriginal Curatorial Collective.
Blondeau was a recipient of the 2021 Governor Gener-
al's Award in Visual and Media Arts.

Franchesca Hebert-Spence

In
the middle of the
prairies, there is a community on
the periphery of a valley. For a long long
long long time, the valley served as a lookout
for the community. For upon the hill were tipi
rings, imprints left by those who would stay there. As
time passed, a farmer from the community came along

area. Mistaseni once again brought people from the different
nations together, this time to protect him. In a final desperate
attempt to subdue the opposition, the government tried to blast
and destroy Mistaseni and what he represented, thinking that
relocating him would end the conflict. His name isn't big rock
for nothing - while fragmented, he isn't gone. Ultimately,
the spirit of that place, the spirit of coming together, and
the inherent power aren't things that can be affected
by dynamite or submerged - and while part of
Mistaseni is resting in the lake, not able to act
in the same capacity, the fragments
live on in those who
remember.

cared for - and imagining what they'll and ploughed the ground, erasing the rings that had been
mean for her children and her children’s there for so long. When razzed about it, he said “I didn't
children. remember they were there!” But a Kokum who lived on that
very hill did remember and created a beautiful rock garden
in front of her sod house. Eventually the little sod house
was left empty and burnt down, leaving its imprint
in the earth and the rock garden behind. One day,
the hill had visitors: the kin of the Kokum. As her
relatives stood on the hill and remembered,
her granddaughter picked up a rock and
carried a piece of that hill with her
to her home eastward.

- even the word neoclassical is as much of an
oxymoron as the concept of a ‘dead culture’.
Yet, Lori stands fierce and defiant upon these
stages. Her pride and knowing - denoted by the
nod to the knowledge systems that endure, that
she enacts by wrapping her body in the colour of

power for Plains folks - demonstrates heart work

through embodying SUrViVanCe, thriVanCe, and the Nickita Longman, “Deconstructing Notions of

the Indigenous Woman through Performance Art,”
UM Today (University of Manitoba, November 7,
2018), https:/news.umanitoba.ca/deconstructing-
notions-of-the-indigenous-woman-through-

performance-art/.

power of her kin. Her photography, performance and
installation each respond to a specific context. For
example, in Pakwaci Wépisk?, Lori explores the way we
stumble across architecture in public space, calling atten-
tion to these inconspicuous ways they serve as monuments to Pakwaci Wapisk, Lori Blondeau, photograph
on aluminum, 2017. Collection of the Art Gallery
of Alberta (not installed in I'm Not Your Kinda
Princess)

imperialism, and refuting the values they stand for through her
own deep knowing of longer histaries of space and place (be it

constructed, researched or searched for).
Series not installed in I'm Not Your Kinda Princess
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Plug In ICA's Art Research Library's searchable
online catalogue can be accessed at: librarything.

com/catalog/PlugInICA.
Plug In ICA is a dedicated non-profit organization

with a 49 year history of presenting the best of
contemporary art and artists.

Members have sign-out privileges and all are
welcome to access our library during gallery hours.

We insist on operating admission free!
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