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CHAPTER FOUR

(REJINSCRIBING MI’KMAQ PRESENCE
THROUGH PUBLIC PETITION,
PERFORMANCE AND ART

LAURA-LEE KEARNS AND NANCY PETERS

Public art kag beent ieed to fonter sociol inclicrion, . gpiving exprection fo
multiple and shifiing identitier of different groups, ar dndicarfve of
precence mther than absence, amd of ovaiding the cultural dominaiion af

parrticwlar elites or inleresis
= Skarp, Pollock and Paddisan 2005, 10066

Decolenizotion can occur when Aborigingl people and Conodions face
eack oiker acrosr hisforic divides, deconsirict Dheir shared [parl, and
EARARE critically with the recliparon thel their present and fudwre s

stenilaary fed dogether
- Dhanada 20HL 5

Haig-Brown (2008) reminds us thal Conadians are “citizens of a nation
bualt on persisting colonial relations; we exist always already in relation o
land and Aboriginal peoples™ (16). However, within the Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal relationship there i on imbalance: there is a lack of
representation and inclusion of Aboriginal people in the public realm. Two
wols which continue to {rejimscribe colonial domination on traditional
Aboriginal territories are public paming and public ari Te begin 1o
decolonize the public realm and redress this imbalance 5o that there is
more inelusion of Indigenous people, we need to critically engage with the
legacy and absence of historical perspectives of Indigencus people and
representations in public spaces. Rooted in notions of the commaons, public
gpace is generally undersiood to be shared locations that individuals and
groups can legally access and use (Michell 2003; Puwar 2004). Public
spaces have been defined as venwes where groups can assemble freely;
squares and parks, auditorioms and libraries, but also sidewalks and even
places like cafes and malls that are ‘privately owned. In theory, public
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gpace belongs o everyone; in practice, who i3 visible and who fecls
welcome here is controlled by a host of explicit and implicit rules (Thid).
Within this chapter, we explore problematic colonial representations in
public spaces, illuminating the struggle for visibility. remembrance and
recognition of Mi'kmaq' people, and explore efforts that are being made o
(re)inscribe Mi'kmag presence through public petition, performance and
art, which contribute to a new story of Indigenous presence.

The Mi'kmag people have considered Mi'kma'ki, or Eastern Canada,
their home for thousands of years. Oral history, stories, traditsonal
knowledge of place and Mi'kmaq resilience amest (o this, as does
substantial archaeological evidence found in Debert and the Mersey River,
for example (Office of Abonginal Affairs 2009). Yet, there is lithe publac
acknowledgement of Mi'kmaq presence in this territory. The Minister of
Nova Scotia's Office of Abariginal Affairs, Michacl G. Baker, admits that
1 majority of people “have very little knowledge of Mi'kmag culture and
history and their contribution to the Province—socially, culturally and
economically” (Office of Aboriginal Affairs 2009, III). In contrast, across
Mova Scotia there are publicly visible commemorative plaques, memorials
and historic sites that mark the struggles and celebrate the achievements of
European setflers who began o arrive in the seventeenth century. So,
although Mi'kma'ki was one of the first sites of contact between
Aboriginal Peoples and white Europeans, it is often the later group that is
visibly represented. Indigenous scholar, David Newhouse maintains that
Abaoriginal people across Canada are often unrecognized or “hidden in
plain sight™ (20100

In this chapter we first explore the historic roots of this erasure in the
section ‘Problematic Public Representations: Erasures of Canada’s First
People in Nova Scotia®. Here we examine public naming and an through
the veneration of Sir BEdward Comwallis and an exhibit at the Art Gallery
of Mova Scotia: Burying the Hatchet and the Sword. Comwallis was the
first governor of Nova Scotia and hiz image and name are prominent in
public spaces, However, in the eyes of some, this particular represeniation
of identity and heritage in public spaces is not neutral, peaceful or
respectful. For Mi'kmaq people and their allies, Comwallis is seen as one
of the figures responsible for the mass murder of Mi'kmaq people (Paul
2006). In 174% Governor Comwallis issued a public scalping proclamation
that placed a “reward of 10 guineas for every Micmac Indian taken or
killed" (Paul 2006, 115; Canfield 2012). This proclamation and other
forms of systemic violence directed towards the Mi'kmag continued well
into this century, a3 residential school survivors and the inergenerational
trauma created by these practices attest (Knockwood 2001; Milloy 2006).

{Relinscribing Mi'kmag Presence |

The ramifications of not understanding history from a Mi'kmag
perspective continues o be felt in some public spaces in the provinece. In
2011, & prominent exhibit at the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, Burying the
Hatcher and the Sword, reinforced the notion that early relationships
between settlers and Mi'kmag were—at the very least—benign, by erasing
viclence from the picture of the colonial past. This is problematic because
wofficial versions of history, which begin as cultural and contextual
interpretations of events, morph into hegemonic expressions of exising
value structures and worldviews of dominant groups in society” (Donald
2009, 3).

In “Public Petition and Performance: Challenging Uncritical Colomial
Representations’, we examine selected effons that have begun 1o unseitle
tuken-for-granted assumptions about a harmonious past in the province,
revealing the historical “white washing” of setther-Mi'kmaq relationships.
Longstanding efforts by Mi'kmaw historian and Elder Daniel Paul, author
of We Were Not Savages, and a performance piece by Mi'kmaw artist
Ursula Johnson, Elmieir, seek to (relinscribe a Mi'kmaq presence in public
consciousness by taking issue with the prominence of historical fgures
such s Comwallis. Their petition and performance illustrate the contestation
of dominant Eurocentric narratives in public spaces and the struggle for
Indigenous representation. Arguably, their efforts illustrate a peed o
consider the ethics of representation and the continued privileging of
dewminant narratives that fail to take into consideration Indigenous people’s
histary, perspectives and knowledge.

In "A New Story: (Relinscribing Aboriginal Presence in Public
Spaces’, we consider one significant new space which highlights heli' kmeag
presence: Mi'kmaw artist Alan Syliboy's Dream Cance mural that is a
permanent installation at the People’s Place Library in Antigenisl, Mova
Scotia. The result of an Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal collaboration, this
artwork asserts the presence of the Mi'kmag in an important public space.
This purposefu] relationship, built by Chief librarian Enc Stackhouse and
Syliboy, and the inclusion of public an, is, we feel, an opportunity for non-
Mi'kmaq and Mi'kmag allies to cmbark on new relationships with
Mi'kmaq as a contemporary people and move beyond siatic andlor
stercotypical images of Indigenous people. In exploring this public space,
we show that by acknowledging and affirming Indigenous presence, a
space can be created 1o imagine different possibilities for non-Abociginal /
Mi"kmaq relationships that may evoke awareness and respect for Mi'kmag
knowledge, culture, historical perspectives and heritage.
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Problematic Public Representations: Erasures
of Canada’s First People in Nova Scotia

Pant of the legacy of colonialism in Canada is that the hisiores,
cultural knowledge and traditions of ethmic and racial minorities,
particularly those of Aboriginal peoples, are neither seen nos known (Kanu
2011; Lischke & McNab 2005, Mackey 2002). Integral 1o the strategy of
colonizers for conquest and control is to view the claimed land as without
stories and people, and for settlers like themselves to be prominent in
public spaces (Loomba 2008). As a result the people and sites chosen for
public commemorations, and the types of stories that werefare fold in
public spaces often represent a dominant Eurocentric perspeclive, erasing
the country’s diversity and not $0 harmonious past. As in other locations in
Canada, uncritical commemorations scattered across the province of Mova
Scotia reinforce the image of colonial ancestors, and Canadians as citizens
In “a nation of peacemakers” (Regan 2010, 3). For the most part, Mi'kmag
perspectives on history and historical figures do not figure either in public
conversation or memory of Nova Scotians or Canadians (MeKay 1903
Paul 2004),

To illustrate, the first British Governor of Nova Scotin, General Edward
Comwallis, has been revered across Mi'kmaq termitory—statues, squares,
public parks, streets, and schools continue 1o honour his name. In the
provincial capital Halifax, a statve of Comwallis is on display in a central
square. Outside of the large city-centre, there are nurercus other
references o Comwallis, incleding a former Military base, a museum, a
Park, a Highway exit, bus stop routes, and even a café in Dhgby, Nova
Scodia. There are not only a significant rumber of land-based Cornwallis
markers, but his name extends o the water—in the ocean, there is a
Canadian navy ship called the HMCS Comwallis, Comwallis appears 1o
be a celebrated figure across this territory. However, he also represents a
harrific side of colonialism, including the scalping proclamation he issoed
sanctioning the killing of Mi'kmaq men, women and children {Paul H006),
Until very recently, though, many Nova Scotians and Canadians hawve been
largely unaware, and many still remain unaware, of this reality as it has
been erased from public consciousness and ;

The deliberate rewriting, or white-washing, of Nova Scotia’s history
and the coatinued absence of Indigenous understandings of Mi"kma'ki can
be seen in the actions of govemment officials, business associations and
I':.":*E heritage groups who came together in the 19305 i create a
distinctive wourism “brand” for Nova Scotia (McEay 1993, 425). The
process of branding Nova Scotia entailed, in part, wlentifying and selecting
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commemorative plaques and erccting memonials o historical figures,
Integral 1o shaping the vision of these efforts were two p-ngu]a:‘ authors
and amateur historians, Thomas Raddall and William B, Bird®, who sat on
the Historic Sites Advisory Council. The history that Raddall and Bird
favoured, though, was as selective as it was romanticized, Raddall wrole
tales depacting “the triumph of the English-speaking Mova Scotians over
their adversaries: Americans, Frenchman, Matives™ (McKay 1903, 433},
While, Bird spun “folksy” yarns about salty characters and quaint villages.
The official account that emerged from these combined efforts was not a
picture of a violent colonial past, but of a "harmonious Golden Age”
(McEay 1993). When it came w0 Aboriginal Peopbes, both Bird and Raddall
openly espoused racist atlitudes. Aboriginal Peoples were portrayed as
physically repellent, culturally deficient and menacingly savage in their
encounters with “civilized™ society (McKay 1993). It is not surprising,
then, that the commemorative plagues and memorials approved for
funding by the Historic Advisery Council reflected the values of a white,
privileged, Euroceniric heritage. Out of some 152 public commemaorations
approved between 1948 and 1964, there was only one single nod 1o
“Mative History™: the site of a large Mi'kmaw encampment (McKay 1993,
439-49). While seven items recognized “French/English rivalry™ (MecKay
1993, 439), there appears to have been no acknowledgement of the
profracied conflict between the Mi'kmaw and the Britsh, or of the Peace
and Friendship treaties’, which paved the way for settlement.

What remains troubling is that these early erasures and selective one-
sided narratives contimue to be disseminated by museums and ant galleries,
institutions charged with responsibility for cur collective memory (Alfred
2005, Bolton 2009; Crean 200%; Lischke & McMab 2005, Mackey 2002).
Ostensibly marking the Peace and Friendship Treaty of 1761, the An
Gallery of Nova Scotia mounted an exhibit in 2011 called Burying the
Harcher and tre Sword (At Gallery of Nova Scotia 2002). The exhibit
featured works crented by white European seitlers from the 15% (o the
carly 20™ century: delicately coloured prints and line drawings portrayed
Mi'kmaq People, their encampments, dress and livelihood activities. The
images depict a peaceful time, The only indication that colonization may
have been injurious to Mi"kmag people was a single sentence acknowledging
a "rpacious demand of new settlers for more land™ (Exhibit prospectus,
2). The exhibit provided no malication that Eurcpean oolonization and
colonial povemment policies had bmuEh[ the Mi'kmaw almost 1w the
point of extinction by the end of the 19" century (Paul 2006; Reid 1995,
Reid 2009), The perspectives of those who still benefit from colondalism,
therefore, remained undisturbed by any contrary or unsettling Mi'kmaw
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imerpretations. In acknowledging the legacy of colomalism, Haig-Brown
asks us to comsider: “(hlow often do either our instititions or we
personally benefit economically [or otherwise] from...the historical and
contcmporary relations between government and Indigenous people. . .and
from our studied amnesia or refusal 1o engage wiath the historical relatbons
underpinning all of what we do? (2008, 18},

Public Petition and Performance: Challenging Uncritical
Colonial Representations

More often than nod, the right to be appropriately represented in public
spaces is contested and may often be a struggle o obtain®. Public spaces
are seldom peutral, Instead, they are often invisibly racialized (Mitchell
2003; Puwar, 3004). Consider the case in Halifax in April 2010, when four
white models posed in front of a statue of Comwallis holding packages of
huwman hair extensions for an advertisement for a hairdressing salon. For
Mi'kmaqg and mon-Mi'kmag allies, this sct was seen as offensive as it
brought forth the memory of the scalping proclamation isseed by
Comwallis that sanctioned the death of Mi'kmag people some two and
half centuries apgo. In response, Elder Daniel Paul contacted the salon
owner 1o see if this act was done out of “ignotance or recism”™ (Tating
20100, Paul was comvinced it was lack of awarensss. The salon owner
stated: “Who would suspect? It's a public park. If there's sech an
offensive connection to il, why's it there? (Tattrie 2010, Paul concluded
that incidents like this speak fo the larger 1ssue of “ignorance of Nova
Scotia’s history™ (Tattrie 20100, It also points (o lasger issues of power,
and the lack of inclusion and representation of Indigenous perspectives in
the pablic realm. In considering Indigencus and non-indigerous
perspeclives  amd  relationships, we “cannol separate  history  from
power...those who have power are able to wnite their version of the story
and have it accepied as “truth'™ (Mewhouse 2010, 6},

Indeed, those whose inmerests are served by dominant histoncal
narratives scldom recognize their uncamed privileges as they do not have
i consbder the perspectives of those who are marginalized (Melntosh
1990). Hence, some people may plead ignorance of the harm domanant
symbols represent in public spaces: whereas those harmed by such
symbols continue to experience their effects. In this case, from a Mi'kmag
perspective, the on-going reverence of Comwallis as a symbol 15 an act of
psychological violence (Paol 2006; Johnsom 2010). The Mova Scotia
government did not issve a formal apology and remove the scalping
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proclamations wntil 2000, but these acts still remain officially on the books
federally, with the Canadian government (Fiinn 20100,

In response to this ongoing legacy of colonization, Mi'kmag anist
Ursula Johnson, whose grandmother and aunties survived residential
schools, created a public performance picce in 2010 aimed at drawing
altention to Mi'kmagq memories and history. Johnson wanted the public 1o
acknowledge that Comwallis is a symbol of genocide for Mi'kmag people.
Johnson said “a ot of First Nation people are really affected by [and]
upset by il [the proclamation and its legacy]” (Flinn 2010). As & reminder
of the harm caused by the Comwallis’ scalping proclamations, Johnson's
Elmieit performance symbolically re-enacted the final Mi'kmag scalping
in Mova Scolia—in the same square in Halifax where the stase of
Comwallis is on display. David Murray, who volunteered 1o take on the
role of the colonial scalper, wrote in his blog that:

In preparation for her protest piece, Johnson had been growing oot her
hair—in Mikmag culture the longer o persor’s hair is, the stronger histher
spirifuz] comnection to the world around haimsher is comsidered 1o be—and
alzo weaving & loag headpiece that would cover her headleyes, and donble
as her hair/scalp during the performance. .. [afler Mi'kmag singer] Nathan
Sack, came forward and staned singing o iraditional song. .. Ursuls told me
to place my hands on the side of her besd. She iold me k3 at the end of
the song 1 was to rip her hendpiece off viclently, and that [ should act very
?;Iﬁ since | had done o moble act in killing a Mi'kmag savage. (Murray

Although reluctant to depict a violent colonizer, Murray did so because
he has “developed a tremendous amount of respect for those Mi'kmag
people who are Irying to regain a sense of pride in their history™ (Murmy
2010). This public performance acknowledged both the historical harms
and the contemporary symbolic violence that the Mi'kmag encounter in
public spaces. The performance piece aimed to disrupl the ignorance of
MNova Scotin's colonial past. It also coincides with other struggles against
the legacy of colonialism and the continued honouring of those whao, like
Comwallis, would have supported the silencing of Indigenous people.

The challenges (o the public erasures of Canada’s colonial past have
yielded some success. Elder Daniel Paul spent over 30 years trying to
expand the dominant historical narratives in Nova Scotia to include
Indigenous perspectives (Paul, personal communication July 1, 2012). He
petitioned tirelessly to remove the name of Comwallis from schools (Paul,
wwrw. pelitionenline.com), To compare the harm Comwallis represents for
Mi'kmag people, Paul asked if people would want their school named
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“Hitler Junior High?" (Moore 201 1), After yvears of petitioning, und thanks
to the efforts of several Mi'kmag representatives and allies, the Halifax
Regional School Board voted unanimously in favour of the motion 1o
rename Cormwallis Junior High School (CBC 2001; O"Connoer 2011). The
board considered the “ethical representation” of Cornwallis and conchsded
that the name was “inappropriate and unaccepiable” as Comnwallis
“ordered the mass killing of Mi'kmag people” (CBC News 2011).
Mi'kmaw school board representative Kirk Arsensult was delighted with
the result, but was also very clear when he said that “[as] far as we are
concemed, anything with the Comwallis name on it has o go” (0" Connor
2001

TL efforts to (relconsider historscal figures known t0 have harmed
Aboriginal people have sparked some national interest, raising questions
about representation and the extent to which we can or should re-write the
past. I response to the re-naming of Commwallis school, a journalist for the
National Post questioned what it means to acknowledge historical wrongs,
and asked if we would feel similardy if we acknowled that the
“Mi'kmag certainly were not innocent, passive victims?" (0'Connor
20113, Simdlarly, one Halifax city councillor was quoted as saying:
“higtory is laced with people, famous people, that have done things that go
against everything that we stand for as acceptable today™ (Ihid). Elder
Paul, however, asserts that everyone needs 1o remember that “symbolism
matters.. .If there is ever going 1o be a racially equal society you have o
clean up all the mess from the past™ (Moore 200 1)

Given the historical forces that govern Indigenous and non-Indigenous
relationships, in debating the politics of representation one needs 0
remember the ethical dimension in responding to the harm  that
comemporary Mi'kmag people and their allies feel, think and see today in
the face of such uncritical dominant representations. A more just and
ethical public space demands the (rejinscription of Indigenous preseite on
its own terms and in relation to all. For this change o happen, Roger
Simon (2000) stipulates that we need to leamn to listen differently to those
touched by historical memories that may alier our own understandings,
even if they trouble our current and future social armangements (75, my
italics). In listening differemly to the harm experienced by Indigenous
people, Simon says the “fundamental issue is 10 recognize an injustice
within a demand for justice and to take the measure of what changes must
accrue a5 a result” (750, Cenainly, this appears 10 be what the school board
representatives did do when they leamed and heard a different story about
history and Indigenousinon-Indigenous relations; while those who would
dismiss the significance of the past and its impact on the present and fufure
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were mvited 1o respond and listen differently. “In Walter Benpamin's
idiom, we need to leamn to take counsel in stories of a shared past as told
by First Nations people’™ (Simon, 75).

A New Story: (Re)inscribing Aboriginal Presence
in Public Spaces

MNewhouse maintains that if Indigenous people are mentioned at all in
dominant public narmatives that constitute spaces of memory and history,
they are uwsually “stortes of Aboriginal pain and suffering”™ (2010, 31 In
waorking with Abariginal people, Newhouse says that theyfwe “want a new
story” —a “story of talent, competence, accomplishment, and hope™ (3-5).
As Indigenous people and non-Indipenous allies move to create spaces and
places where Indigenous people, culture, knowledge, art, spirtuality,
perspectives and histories can be appreciated, we wanted to begin 1o
understand how Wi'kmag art in public spaces might evoke a “new story,”
and offer as an example the case of the collaboration that took place in a
pulblic library.

The new People’s Place Library opened its doors in 2011, in the small
Nova Scotia town of Antigonish®, with a prominent display of Mi'kmag
art (httpoiwaw, peoplesplace.ca). Interviews with Mi'kmaw artist Alan
Syliboy (AS 2012y and with Chief Librarian Eric Siackhouse (ES 2012),
taken from a larger research project on libraries, place-making, and
Indigenous people (Keams and Peters 2012), show a deliberaie and
purposeful attempt to render visible Mi'kmaq ant and people in a public
space. Chief Librarian Stackhouse said he was commitied to “inclusion”
from the outsel of the development of the pew Library (ES 2012), This
public space can be seen ks opening up the possibility for a more inclusive
space, “as indicative of presence rather than absence,” and where Mi'kmag
stories could be seen, told and heard., Prominent in this location is
Syliboy's Drean Caroe, described as a “mural [that] combines amcient
Mi'kmaqg history with contemporary life i fusd, mixed-media imagery
and is a5 deep in meaning as you wani your mind o travel, as well as
expressing a wonderful summer’s day™ (Bamard 2001 )

Public hibrarnes are an important bul sometimes overlooked poblic
space. Libraries have been called one of our “most enduring public
instilutions—priceless repositories of history, language, and culture”
(Mikitin and Jackson 2009). They occupy a “special role in the popular
imagination” (Mewman 2007, 888). Libraries have been described as
community “living rooms” where people gather together and share with
ong another (Campbell 2008, 4). “They are also recognized as a public
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extension of the horme, workplace or classroom, where people can read,
write, study, research, gather, hold meetings and community discussions,
socialize and relax with others (Given 2003), In an mberview commenting
on the mew library, Stackhouse said “librarians have to think abowtl our
spaces differently. Before we managed book collections, and today we're
doing much more management of community spaces. That's where our
role ks heading—iowards more community development skills™ (Mikitn
and Jackson 2009, Cenainly, the library is supposed to be a “place for
everyone. All inhabitants have the same right to use it, and the feeling that
it belongs to all seems dominant™ {Aabo and Audunson 2012, 144).

Libraries are, also, nod “neutral” public spaces (DeFaveri 2008, 10).
Since their inception, libraries have responded 1o social, ecomomic and
political forces that have reshaped their understanding of community, and
the groups they can and should serve, mediating race, class and gender
(Mewman 2007} Over the past decade, there have been increasing calls for
Conadian libraries 0 promote social inclusion, defined as both a process
and an cutcome that *upholds and reinforces the principles of access and
equity” (Canadian Urban Libraries Council 2000}, Common strategies for
inclusion have included improving services and collections for diverse
wser groups, particulardy for groups who may be or feel excluded from
other public spaces such as people with special needs, people living in
poverty, senbors, marginalized youth, people with mental health issues,
and members of ethnic minorities like new immigrants and Aboriginal
people (Williment 2009,

As part of a concened effort to create a socially inclusive space, the
Antigonish Town and County Public Library drew upon the Project for
Public Spaces (www.pps.org), and used a placemaking approach to the
design of its new building. Stackhouse siudied placemaking in Mew Yok,
and had his library staff receive professional development in this approach
(ES 2012). The vigion was that people in the Town and Country of
Anftiponish would “see themselves reflected back in the building”
(Stackhouse 2000). More commonly wsed for revitalizing public spaces
like muscums, parks, university campuoses and civic centres, only a few
librasries in the United States {primarily in large urban centres hike Mew
York) have used a placemaking approach 1o date (Muordoch 20100, Bascd
on the work of visionary urban planners like Jane Jacobs (2004, 1984,
1961), the Project for Public Spaces sees communily members as the
experts and nviies paricipation of key pariners in gathering dota that will
transform @ “space”™ into 4 vibrant destination “place.” Placemaking
mirrods emerging bottom-up approaches to community-led library design
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where libraries are seen a8 “an expression of (a) community’s vision and
ereativity”™ (Williment 2009).

During the design process, the People’s Place Boilding Commities
held some 33 public consultations in differemt locations throughout the
service arca. Some consultations were open 1o everyone; others invited
input from specific groups such os youth and municipal government
representalives. Chief librarian Eric Stackhouse (AS 2012) recalls that a
“common element that came through was that it had to be a gathering
spol” and that people had a strong desire for “artwark™ in the building.

Throughout the People’s Place Building Committes’s design process
consultations there was 2 demand for poblic an as a way of making the
new space comfortable and welcoming for all: 4

we picked up on the idea that when the building was done, people
wanied to see Antigonish reflected back to them in the buikling. What is
one of the best ways to do that? Through an. So when we did the call for
public ast, we wanted (o ensure that...[i] was really about the people who
lived im the community, in the various commaonitics that made wp
Antigonish tows & county, We wanied to make sure thal it was an
inclugive gathering spot, ., (E5 20123

As a result of community consultations, The People's Place Building
Committee put out a call for public art and eventually selected over 26 an
wowks by 17 artists. Displayed both indoors and out, works include a
mosaic bemch, textiles, stone and metal sculplures, stained glass, tapesiry
and paintings’. Although a number of different artists and mediums are on
display at the People's Place, which lends 1o the diversity and the inclusive
feeling of the space, we focus on one pamicular an work created by
Mi'kmaw artist Alan Syliboy: the Dreqn Cance. In interviews with
Sackhouse and Syliboy, both affirmed that the inclusion of Mi"kmag art
was 4 debberate attempt fo highlight Indigenous presence in the
commaunity. As Stackhouse said, “we wanied o cnsure that [the library]
was as inclusive as possible. Once Alan explained the concept of the
Dream Canoe, we (myself, the architect and the planning committes)
knew that his piece had 10 go into that main area because it was going o
be an impoant feature™ (ES 2012).

Mi'kmaw Presence: The Dream Canoe

Placed on the south wall of the central reading area, Syliboy's 127 by
6" Dream Canee mural represents a positive, conemporary image of
Mi'kmagq people, a poignant symbol of the resilience of Aboriginal
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peoples and the continuity of Aboriginal tradition and culiure that each
successive generation represents.

Fig. | Alan Syliboy, Dream Carce, 201 1. Reproduced with permission,

Similar to other public an installstions with social justice goals, the focal
point of the Dream Cance is a group of people, suggestive of “the
communal, the mutual endeavours, and ithe shared struggles” (Sharp,
Pollock and Paddison 2005, 1008). From the point of view of Mi'kmaw
artist Alan Syliboy the Dream Canoe creates an Indigenous presence, He
gaid:

I wansed Paq'tnkek...to be represented in the wwn somewhere. ..and this
was perfecl. ..l feel like it has ihe effect that we wanied..il sort of levels
yo, just kids playing in & canoe, who happen 1o be Afion kids, kids that
are jast down the road . that was my whale idea...this would have the
effect we wamd and be homanizing and relating and everything tha [ was
biping lod. (AS 2002}

Pag'inkek, also known as Afton, is the home of Mi'kmaq people in the
Antigonish area, one of 13 designated Mi'kmaq reserves in Mova Scotia.
The photos of the children in the canoe were taken by Syliboy years
earlier. In descriking the inspiration for the Diream Canoe, Syliboy said:

Sometime in the mid-B0s [ was wisinng the Alioh mserve where I
developed many basting friendships. 1 come upon the Pragper Kids playing
in a canos on a sammer's day, This took me back instantly bo mdny
summer days of my childhsod where | did the exsct same thing. But now, |
was a&n observer. | was lucky to have my camera with me and ihat | weni
unnoticed (which would have brokes the spell). This is the closest I'11 ever
come to re-living a momenl of my childhood. This paintng will forever
take us back 0 a warm summer's day on a voyage with yous best friends
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Most of my subjects deal with the concept of family—their searches,
siruggles and stremgth. All of these things are part of my am, and my an
givies fise strength for my condinuing sparitual quest. (Antigonish Town and
County Libeary 2001}

There are multiple
interpretations and ways
to conncct to the Diream
Cange.  According 1o
Stockhouse, the mural
“has & local story, but it
15 & slory that everyons
can relate to" (ES 204 25,
Sackhouse reflected that
“people  fecl more  at
home when their wordd
i5 reflected back o
them. Allan®s plece is a
greal representation of
that...it has common
motifs, some that are
familiar and some that
aren't”  (ES 2013,
Almost  every viewer
can find & personal
connection to the scenecs
in the mural

Fig- 2 Alan Syhbay, Dream Canes, 201 |, detail. Beproduced with permission

On @ local level, there are children, close by, at play on a summer’s day.
Thiese could be any children having fun in the water. Yel, there are also
motifs that not everyone may be familiar with. There is deep and
meaningful symbolism that reflects Mi"kmag heritage, connections to the
land, water, earth, air, animals and plants. These symbols also encompass
body, mind, heart and spirit connections and the interconnection of all of
creation. Some of the images are contemporary and others offer a deep
connection © history and tradition that show a continuation of past,
present and future. All of these elements honour Indigenous knowledge
and presence,
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The presence of this work of Mi'kmaw ant in the People’s Place was
deliberate; Stackhouse and Syliboy were both interested in creating more
awareness of Mi'kmagq pecpls through art. As Sharp, Polleck and
Poddison state: “‘Public art’ can be wsed 1w foster “social inclusion.,.
giving expression to multiple and shifting identities of different groups, as
indicative of presence rather than absence, and of avoiding the culiural
domination of particular elifes or interests (2005, 10061 In a landscape
that is largely absent of Mi'kmag representations, Syliboy said,

..you don'l really have an opportusity 1o sec anything Aboriginal, we are
pretty imvisibde. In this whols area.. .1 don’t know il # i% suppressed, bt it
is difficult and this is an opportunity [for Aboriginal art im the public
libeary space], It's like a lot of things form as you go. Yoo see the oy of
ihe band and you kind of want to 61 it (AS 2002)

In acknowledging the “invigibility” of Mi'kmaq representation in the
public realm, Syliboy and Stackhouse both talked about the need for more
opportunities for Aboriginal representation. They also wanted to urge
people to take more nsks in working and collaborating with Indigenous
artists, and with arists in general (A5 & ES5 2002).

Syliboy and Stackhouse discussed the need for greater visibility and
social inclusion of Indigenous people in public spaces. Sylibay, who had
travelled 1o Vancouver for the 201 1 Winter Games where his work was on
display, and Stackhouse, who has family connections w B.C. and whose
own father was an artist, poticed that Abonginal Peoples are more
“wigible™ in British Columbiz than in Mowva Scotia  Stsckhouse
commented: 1 was saying to Alan it would be nice if tha kind of artistic
recognition was here”™ (ES 201Z). To which Syliboy replied, *“That was
exactly what [ was booking for'™ (A5 2012), Stackhouse continoed: “T look
at that and how they've done that and [ was thinking: why isn't that
happening here? It is a huge opportunity for everyone. To me .. .5t should
happen. So anything we can do to make that happen. .. Trust in Arists.”
Part of the Inrger conversation also had Syliboy acknowledge and
appreciate the “courage™ of Stackhouse to work with arfists and support
Indigenous artists, in particular. Syliboy said that not everyone 15 willing
to enter into collaborations with Indigenous artists (A5 2012). Both said it
takes “courage’™, and “trust” to work eollaboratively (AS & ES 2012},

Syliboy and Stackhouse's vision to (relinscribe Mi'kmaq presence has
taken root. Repons from library staff, patrons, and scquaintances of
Stackhouse and Syliboy suggest that the Dream Canoe mural has become
a destination in and of itself, not only for ant lovers, but also educators and
students, local residents and visitors, and for groups of Mi'kmag Elders
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(A5 & ER 2012). Syliboy and Stackhouse also supggested that some of
these visitors might not otherwise have ventured either into the Antigonish
Town and County Pablic Library or into galleries where Syliboy™s work is
more commonly displayed (AS & ER 2012). As a result, Syliboy’s Dream
Canoe has been seen not only by a larger number of people than it
otherwise might have been, but by more diverse viewers. In taking up the
challenge 1o become inclusive spaces, libraries begin 1o be recognized as
places that help to open up our collective social and cultural and horizons.
Aabo and Audunson say that libraries are:

.. am arena where one is exposed to oiherness. Soch exposures panly
resull from infliatives consciously orgamized by the public library, and
partly froms the fact that the library is used by people belonging to highly =
diverse ethinse, cultaral, social, and generationsl groups. The public sphere
is an drena whese different ideas and opindens are presented to the public,
and where: people develop thekr clvie skills in onder o make informed
opinions on peblic maers after having been exposed o diffecent
ViCWDoIME. . scrs being individually exposed b0 isswes and opinions in
public debate, or consciously secking information in ender 10 qualify =
citizens. (2012, 144)

The Dream Cance's notable presence 15 such an  opporunity—an
apportunity 1o consider those who have been deemed “other.” is visible
presence offers the possibility 1o seek further understanding and dialogue.
Its respectful and central presence can also be seen as part of a larger
inclusion project that seeks o decolonize public spaces by inscribing
Indigenous presence.

Public Aboriginal Art, Imagination and Place-stories

What is the relationship between public ant and social inclusion?
“Public art can either perpetuate traditional relationships of domination or
it can spark the imagination about the possibilities of other forms of
relationships™ (Sharp, Pollock and Paddison 2005). In highlighting the
collaborative and inclusive presence of the Dream Canoe in a public space
a5 a more just and ethical representation of Indigeneity, we do imagine
that it offers new possibilities in opposition to domination. Fraser {1995)
explains that injustice is tied up with “sccial pattems of representation,
interpretation and communication™ (71). She identifies three ways in
which non-dominant groups have been erased or diminished in the public
eye: through non-récognition or an absence of representation, through the
assertion of stereotypical or false impages, through “cultural injustice”
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whereby representations of marginalized groups are largely controlled by
dominant groups or ideologies (Fraser 1995, 71

Following Fraser, we see, first and foremost, the Dream Canoe sipnals
Mi"kmaw presence, highlighting what was formerly absent. Until recently,
there was litle or no public recognition of Mi'kmag history and presence
i either the community of Antigonish as a whaole or in the public library.
Against a backdrop of a Nova Scotian landscape where Mi'kmag's
historical perspectives are largely absent or need to be fought for, any
Mi'kmaq an in a public space is iself significant One of the most
important functions of public art is to “reclaim place and recognize the
past” (Sharp, Pollock and Paddison 2003, 1007-1009). The Dream Canoe
reclaims place as it asks us 10 become aware of who has (and who has not)
been present and made welcome in public spaces. Literally and
figuratively, the Dream Canoe reinstalls the Mi'kmag into the landscape,
reminding us that the Mi'kmaq have never gone away,

Second, the Dream Cance does not reproduce false or steseotypical
images of the Mi'kmaq as they are represented as changing and evolving
with time. The maral is particularly interesting because it simultaneously
evokes both contemporary and iraditional Mi'kmaw life; for example, the
youth are surrounded by important cultural teachings and understandings
but are wearing jeans in the canoe (AS 2012). They are also each umiguely
enjoying the summer day in a different way. Sylliboy has used mixed
medin in the mural, both photography and painting, which may also
challenge some people’s preconceived notions about what Aboriginal art
or storytelling s or shoubd be like. In this way, it shares new and old
cultural stories using non-traditional Aboriginal technologies, Tt is the lack
of reductionist images and the multiple meanings the diverse images elicit
that apens up the possibility of using the mural for a new story.

Third, the Dream Canoe is an effort 10 address an all pervasive
“cultural injustice” which marginalizes messages communicated by
Aboriginal people. The Dream Canoe provokes multiple possibilities, and
invites us all to imagine multiple stories about Indigeneity. Syliboy's use
of Mi'kmaq symbols like the wrile and the whale shows the continuity of
Mi’kmaq spiriteality, philosophy, stories, interconnection, while gignalling
that the Mi'kmag continue to resist assimilation and are conscigusly
holding on to culure and wradition with successive generations. The
Mi'kmaq in the dream canoe are nol statie, or stercotypical. Most
importantly, the deliberate, respeciful and central positioning of the large
mural in the public space from the outset of the creatbon and imagining of
the public library itself shows an Aboriginal artist’s work being included

(Relingcribdng Mikmag Presence ol

on its own terms, Hence, the Dream Canse may be seen as o mose just and
ethical representation of Indigenous people in public spaces.

Smith (2001} points to the polential of using contemporary Aboriginal
art not only to draw attention to the presence of Aboriginal peoples’
culiures and traditions, but alse o the possibility of new relationships
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. As we have seen, public
art can help to counter stereotypes (Fraser 1995; Mira 2011; Shamp,
Pollock and Paddison 2005; Puwar 2004; Smith 2001). Pumar (2004)
shows that public representation of son-dominant groups can disnupl
privileged understandings of history and the natsre of public spaces.
Although it is not exsy 1o precisely pinpoint the impacts of a particular
piece of public art on different people, in different communities, and what
conversations or responses they provoke (Sharp, Pollock and Paddison
2005, Smith, 2001), public arnt does have power. Public ant and memorials
may be expericnced on multiple kevels, some may be enjoyed, studied,
reflected upon, discussed and questioned, while others may be forgotten or
ignored, and some may even offend, harm andfor provoke resistance
(Sharp, Pollock and Paddison 2005; Puwar, 2004; Smith 2001). Public art
asserts a presence. Indigenous ar, therefore, may be one way of maving
beyond stories of Nation that privilege the colonizers' perspectives and
that constnect Aboriginal people as “the other.”

Given this respectful Aboriginal presence in a public place, might this
mol create an opportunity for, as Donald suggests, Aboriginal people and
Canadians to critically encounter one another by (relexploring their shared
past, and understand their present and fulure connections (2009, 97 To
engage in such dialogues requires the questioning of old assumptions and
a genuing leap of imagination (Regan 2010, 227). In a volume of case
studies describing the potential for and pitfalls of Aboriginalnon-
Abaoriginal alliances, Davis writes that “the authors collectively point 1o
the failure of imagination in Euro-Canadian society to move beyond its
colonial past” (2010, 14, italics mine). To being new conversations about
the pasi, and to “create a history with a8 much complexity as our
imaginations can grasp” (Haig Brown and Nock 2006, 5, all participants
milsg

- Teimagine themselves, nol as citizens with the privileges confermed by
being & descendent of colonizers or newcomers from other pasis of ihe
world benefitting from white imperialism, bul 25 hsman beings in equal
and respeciful relation 1o otber human beings, (Talaiake & Alfred 2010, 6)

It i5 in the respectful relaonships that we form, in the connections,
questions, explorations, discoveries and the conversations that inclusive
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spaces spark, that we can begin the dialogue 1o decolonize public spaces
and imagine otherwise, Art, with its imaginative qualitics, and images like
the Diream Canoe with its “humanizing effect”™ that can be storied in many
ways, may provide the impetus for wanting to imagine differently, and
create new stories of and with Canada®s First People,

We “imagine” that the Indigenous presence in the public building of
the Antigonish library that contains. Mi'kmag ar, the Dream Canoe, could
inspire a new story, perhaps one of social inclusion and decolonization, or
be an entry point to unpack history and culture, and 1ell “place-stories.”
Donald describes place-stories as:

stories that Aboriginal people tell abowt places in Canada, ., [which may]
prompe Canpdians 1o question the depth of their undersianding of ithe
femiliar places they call home...place-siories can help people reframe their
undersiandings of Canadian history a3 layered and relational, amd thuos
betier comprebend ongoing Indigenous presence and panicpation. {Danald
2009, 10)

The possibility of Canadians and Indigenous people decolonizing our
past exists by recognizing ihe multiple stories and the perspectives of
Indigenous people in the public realm. In order to do this, we must move
bevond binary logic, specifically colomial frontier lopic that frames
insiders as Canadians and owisiders as Aboriginal people, who are separate
and divided as opposed to interconnected. This logic further sustains
stereotypes of Aboriginal people, in static images of teepees and costumes
or a5 a presence only in the past, instead of viewing Aboriginal people as
contemporary people who may wear regalia as part of their identities and
live in many different places. As the Dream Canoe evokes images of
contemporary and traditional Mi'kmaq presence, it may provoke
questions, of connections ar memories related to Mi'kmag knowledge,
What stonies do Mi'kmag people tell about some of the elements in this
painting” What might Mi'kmaq traditional knowledge teach us about the
land, ocean, place, earth, air, animals, people? What joy and pleasure did
these young people experience on a summer's day? What joys, pleasure,
do many Canadians cxpericnce during the long-awaited summer? How can
we all play ogether? How might we all enjoy the land and wates? The
Dream Canoe 15 o piece that provokes multiple possibilities, questions,
and in that provocation of the imagination invites us all to imagine a new
story, mauliple stories of Indigencity and multiple stories of owr
(imerkconnection to one another.

Owverall, by sckmowledging Mi'kmaq presence, we may begin (o
(re)story our past and explore Indigenous place-stories, We may do this by
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acknowledging the colonizer and colonized relationship and consider
Indigenous perspectives, knowledge and values that have been largely
written out of the history and building of the Canadian Mation (Donald 9),
By moving beyond stories of Nation that see Aboriginal people as other,
separile, i opposition, or “hidden in plain sight’ and that privilege
settlers, like Comwallis, or present idealized images of First Nation people
through the gaze of the colonizer, such as in the Burying the Hatcher
exhibit, we may begin 0 see Aboriginal people as The Dream Cance
depicts, as “contemporary people” steeped in traditional knowledge of
place. This is wital o the effort to tell new stories about and with
Indigenous people. The Dream Canoe could indeed offer a pedagogy of
place-stories, if we take up the relational invitation it offers W owr
imaginations. This is the hope, invitation and the provocation. Roger
Simon reminds us that that the sphere of public memory is & transactional®
space whereby the expericnce of learning about the stories of others® may
nod only change what we know aboul our own stories, but expand our
responsiveness and responsability to the lives of others (20040, 62-63). The
responss now rests with the listener.

Conclusion

Challenging the public erasures of Canada's first people in Mova
Scotin is a work in progress The (re)inscription of Mi'kmag presence
through public petition such as those campaigned tirelessly by Elder
Daniel Paul, public performance such as thm of Ursula Johnson, and
artwork in public spaces such as that of Alan Syliboy's Dream Canoe, are
efforts to attend to Indigenousinon-Indigenous relations and to remember
and recognize Mikmagq peeple. Certainly, some Mowva Scotians have
begun to rethink public spaces of memory and history as they are
supporting and  collaborating with Mi'kmag people. Syliboy and
Stackhouse both believe that public art can be a powerful force for social
inclusion and decolonization. Their efforts demonstraled a conscious
aternpt 10 render visible Indigencus people and decolonize one high-
profile public place in the province. The oppariunity to imagine, rethink,
appreciate and value Indigenous representations challenges dominant
public namatives that have failed o do so. The Dream Canoe at the
People’s Place Library not only highlights Mi'kmaw presence, it also
opens up the pessibility to share new stories that have, are and will be told,
As a further testament to this, Paul gave a public lecture at the People's
Place Library in Movember 2011, attracting over two hundred people; anly
tan years earlier at the local univessity there was a mere handful, Perhaps
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the Diream Cance image and the inclusive library space helped people see
Paul's presentation as part of their own history—not just belonging 1o
Mi'kmaq people. The presence of Syliboy's Dream Coanoe inviles non-
Mi'kmaw to embark on new relationships with Mi'kmaw. The new library
m Antigonish, the place where the waters meet, with all of s arn,
architectural features and place-making approach, is part of rural
regeneration, provincial regeneration, national regeneration, and hopefully
a regenemation of Turtle Island (Morth America). As we “mov[e] from
iraditional civic monumentalism Wwwards secing a more socially inclusive
antd acsthetically diverse” poblic realm (Sharp, Pollock and Paddison
2005, 1014) the possibility to imagine otherwise challenges us all 1o create
a new dreamn, It i3 a2 “dream™ for us to embark in the cance and voyage o a
place where we may all be included and valued in the public realm.

Motes

" The Mi'kmaq are ane of many Indigencus, or Aboriginal {x legal term used 1o
degcribe First Mation, Méts and louit people in Canada), peoples found in Canasda
and ihe United States. We focus on the Mi“kmag who arc geographically situated
in what ks now Nova Scotia, Cansda. The word Mi'kmag is a noun thal means ‘the
peophe” amd iz the plural form of the singular word Mi'kmaw. Mi"kmaw can also
be used as an adjective. We Iry 10 use both spellings consistently.

© Thomas Raddall (159031594} was & Governor General's award winmer for
historical Neton, Wilkiam B. Bird (1891-1984), also known 2 “Mr. Nova Scofia™,
worked wilh the Mova Scotia Tourism Bureau and became widely known lor his
1950 trave] guide This o Nova Scotia,

A series of ireaties with the Mi"kmag were signed in the g cemiury, ard in
1985 the Supremne Ciourt of Canada affinmed that ihe Treaty of 1752, the Peace and
Friendship treaty, is still in effect, Unbike treaties signed wih Abariginal Peoples
elsewhere in Canada, neither the 1752 wealy nor any of the other treaties wiih the
Mi'kmag (1725, 1726, 1740, 1760-61, [7T76) mentions a sumender of lunds
Instead, the promise @5 that the two nations will live iopeiher in “peace and
friendship.”

* Puwar (2004), for instance, describes the furore which erupted around a proposal
to install a statee of Melson Mandela opposite Nelsen's Column, 2 memorial o
Lord Admiral MNelson, in Trafalgar Square in London, According to Puwar, the
posture and positioning of the Black Adrican freedom fighter was perceived as
“threatening” o the emblem of Brigish colenial e (1-4).

* O'Coanor {201 1) made reference to Grenler who wrote The Far Reackes af the
Empire: War in MNova Seowia, 1710-1780, for this interpretation of history.
Alihoupgh we comcur that the Mi"kmaq had some power and are resilient, ibe force
of codonialism is not redressed by continuing 1o unproblemalbeally honour those
who not only hebd views that we might find problematic today, but that actually
calbed for the mass murder of an entire group of peaple,
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* The 1own of Antigonish in Mova Scotia, sometimes referred to as Little Seotland,
i5 3 Mi"kmaq word thet has several different meanings inchuding a place where the
rivers meet,

"See, The People's Place Artints amd Artizans Guide

hitpeitforwrw parl. s cafpeoplesplace/paidefartisttaniisans, himl

* Simon (2000) maintains that public memary is not just that whick cantributes to
knowledge of our past, but that which has the ability 0 move memory beyond
remembrance; if is ned only pedagegical, but transactive, having the ability
affect our own stories and our rélationship to others. Pablic historical memary is
"transscivonal, enscting a clzim on @ s mfermeed by the reflexive atientivencss
to the relelling or representation of a complex of emotionally evocative narratives
and images which defline not necessarily agreement but points of conpection
between people in regard 10 a past thet they both might scknowledge the iouch
of. . transsctive public memary places one in relation to the past in its othermess
and in its poleatial connection (o cnesell ... Such & form of public memony thus
should be in & pogition o ralse questons. .. Whose and whai memories mater—naot
nhsln-:[;lr—hul by me, 1o you? What practices of memory am | obligated 1o, what
MEEIMONGS fedqire my atlention and vigilances, viscerslly implicating me—iouching
fise—di [hal I muist respond, reihinking my present ™™ (63-64).
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