
Material Tells



2

Agree not merely to the right to difference but, carrying this further, agree also to the right 

to opacity that is not enclosure within an impenetrable autarchy but subsistence within an 

irreducible singularity. Opacities can coexist and converge, weaving fabrics. To understand 

these truly one must focus on the texture of the weave and not on the nature of its components. 

—Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation 1 

In Poetics of Relation, poet and philosopher Édouard Glissant looks at the Caribbean as a 

place influenced by specific historical, cultural and political conditions, a place that gives 

meaning to a broad, complex and dynamic understanding of the world, a place in constant 

motion. He also reflects on memory as a generative model for the self (selves). Through the 

possibilities of varying points of connection, Glissant’s concept of relation makes a case 
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for opacity as a site of uniqueness—as a right for all. Rather than hermetic or closed, this 

uniqueness provides a new structure to understand, process and experience individuality. 

At times formal, material, conceptual or linguistic, these connections extend to our capacity 

to expand narratives in transformation. 

For me, reading Glissant has been a way to understand the distances as well as the layers of 

proximity between my experiences and my identity in relation to others. Looking at artistic 

modes of production and material preoccupations as shared narratives at the core of 

contemporary questions has informed this process. I once thought that this type of looking 

was everything. Through Glissant, I’ve learned that it is not enough. Through the process of 

understanding, observing and engaging with materials, one develops a new understanding 

of how material histories are constructed in moments of togetherness and intimacy. 

Above: Installation view of Material Tells at Oakville Galleries with work by Ja’Tovia Gary, Marie-Michelle Deschamps, Alvaro 
Barrington and Shannon Bool. Photo: Laura Findlay.
Previous page: Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled” (Portrait of Dad) (installation view), 1991, white candies individually wrapped in 
cellophane, endless supply. Ideal weight: 175lbs. © Felix Gonzalez-Torres. Courtesy of The Felix Gonzalez-Torres Foundation, 
Collection Rosa & Carlos de la Cruz, Key Biscayne, FL. Photo: Laura Findlay.
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In a quest to be better informed and to understand how I positioned myself in the environ-

ments that I navigated, I investigated the histories of materials. For example, following the 

path that sugar as a commodity has taken in the past led me back to the Caribbean, a place 

that holds many of my own mythologies and realities. It is through a very personal lens that 

this exhibition takes place. Its themes continue to occupy my questioning as I visit, meet 

and work with artists, asking them, What is the shape of absence? How do we carry shared 

memory, and how does it linger before taking another form? Where do the words we lose 

in translation go? Do they stay within us? Do we create a new dialect, re-learn forgotten 

mother tongues or assume that they act as the result of a certain loss of meanings? In dire 

times, how do I find myself if I don’t see myself anywhere?

Above: Installation view of Material Tells at Oakville Galleries with work by Iris Häussler and Beverly Buchanan. Photo: Laura 
Findlay.
Previous page: Marie-Michelle Deschamps, Swan V (installation detail), 2019, vitreous enamel on hammered roofing copper. 
Photo: Laura Findlay.
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Material Tells aims to offer a space of many possible affiliations. The works selected reflect 

on the politics of making as lieux-communs (common ground) and the potential of their 

language(s). This project is invested in the relational conditions and politics of making 

from the perspective of artists who interrogate (re)making in the domestic realm and the 

performance of intimacy—and thus question the strategies of engagement and the politics 

of interaction. It also ponders notions of authorship and witnessing. Through protocols, 

repetition, acts of disappearance and formal approaches that engage with the agency of 

reception or social and institutional conventions, the exhibition shows object making and 

remaking to be a correlation of revelation.

Through selected works by Alvaro Barrington, Kevin Beasley, Shannon Bool, Beverly 

Buchanan, Jesse Chun, Marie-Michelle Deschamps, Azza El Siddique, Ja’Tovia Gary, 

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Iris Häussler and Kapwani Kiwanga, the exhibition aims to foster 

new understandings of how artists use materials while looking at issues of visibility and 

Installation view of Material Tells at Oakville Galleries with work by Jesse Chun and Kapwani Kiwanga. Photo: Laura Findlay.
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representation. The project also asks its audience to engage in the potential redefinition 

of identity through gestural, metaphorical and impermanent markers. 

The title of the exhibition, Material Tells, plays on the revelatory nature of the work presented 

and the various ways we engage with its sources. Rather than each piece being driven 

solely by its materiality, my hope is to expose what informs a work and how it comes to 

be. As such, Material Tells calls into question the practice of art and its making/undoing—

how materiality is not only something to be seen but also something that could be invisible 

while remaining quite tangible. In this proposal and as the works in this exhibition suggest, 

the “telling” is an act of revelation, and we are all witnesses. 

Each of the artists in the exhibition allows for distinct modalities to be considered. Through 

a range of formats, the works make a case for authorship and shared language as a means 

toward a more fluid and nuanced understanding of the relationships that make a work of 

art. The exhibition seeks to navigate sites of discovery that offer unapologetic, intimate 

and re-articulated interpretations as guiding threads. 

ESSAY NOTES
1 Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, translated by Betsy Wing (University of Michigan Press, 1997), 190.

Overleaf: Kevin Beasley, Untitled (Swoop) (installation view), 2016, resin, kaftans, t-shirts, house dresses. Photo: Laura Findlay.
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