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Abstract 

Through my ceramic sculpture practice, I locate myself, my father and his 
ancestors, and our lived experiences of migration and marginalization. I 
am a Canadian-born woman of mixed Indo-Trinidadian, Irish-American 
parents who wed in the 1950s in Canada at a time when mixed-marriage 
was still illegal in many US states. My father was born in Trinidad and To-
bago in 1930 under British colonial rule. His relationship to self and coun-
try was fraught and shifted over a lifetime. I attempt to piece together his 
past, our ancestors’ past, the indentured workers who displaced the slaves, 
post-emancipation in the Caribbean. Cultural theorist, Diana Taylor, theo-
rises that the mixed-race person can act as an ‘intermediary’ to unravel the 
way in which images of cultural mixing carry their own histories and bring 
forward these complex histories. Through a discussion of my recent body of 
work, I am holding space and making place for my family’s stories. My the-
sis is that my work acts as an agent of resistance against Western ideology 
that drives the global marginalization / racialization of persons of colour. I 
ask the viewer to consider, acknowledge, understand and transmute the his-
torical barriers of class, caste, race, migration and colonization. 
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My studio practice engages issues of identity and belonging. Through 
abstract portraiture, I capture self, an individual, or a culture. I challenge domi-
nant power centers by confronting racial marginalization. I began incorporating 
photographic imagery on clay in 2014 to viscerally depict the fragmentation of 
the body, and have moved on to explore images as archives. This body of work 
speaks to my personal histories through photographic imagery coupled with 
abstract representation. My current work explores notions of archive and an-
cestry, delving into the nuances of my lived Indo-Trinidadian/Irish-American 
hybrid identity. In the mid-19th century, my ancestors travelled from Ireland to 
Canada and India to the Caribbean in hopes of a better life. In the 1950s, my 
parents married in Ontario, Canada at a time when interracial marriages were 
illegal in several American states and extremely uncommon in both Canada 
and the U.S. I grew up on the East Coast of Canada, one of a handful of brown 
faces in a sea of white, at the corners of ‘Canadianness’. Holding space and 
making place for people of colour matters. Telling my family’s stories matters. 

Through a discussion of selected recent sculptural work, I will trace 
mine and my ancestors’ lived experience of race, colonization and decoloniza-
tion, with particular attention to my late father’s story: the story of an Indo-
Trinidadian, and Canadian immigrant who struggled to create a home in a new 
land; the story of a man who left behind his cultural identity in favour of the 
elusive North American dream; the story of a man who ultimately confronted 
his demons and reconciled himself within his colonial past. Through an explo-
ration of inter-subjectivity, I will demonstrate that my practice is a vehicle of 
resistance against a Western ideology that drives the global marginalization of 
people of colour. Furthermore, I will show that my voice as an artist articulates 
my specific subaltern locus of enunciation – second generation, mixed-race 
woman of colour, descendent of Indo-Caribbean indentured workers and Irish-
American homesteaders.  

Like many artists, my first creative impetus was auto-biographical. The 
work I created during my formative years at Sheridan College explores my 
mixed-race identity by throwing different shades of clay together on the wheel, 
altering them and intertwining the bands of clay somewhat like the intercon-
nected strands of DNA sequencing. Later during my Criticism and Curatorial 
Practice (MFA) research at OCAD University in Toronto, I gravitated towards 
the writing and works of University of Toronto geographer Gillian Rose. Rose 
coined the phrase paradoxical space to define the inherent dualities of mixed-
race identity. According to Rose, paradoxical spaces ‘imply radically heteroge-
neous geometries’ that are ‘lived, experienced and felt’ (1993: 144). Contem-
porary Canadian social geographer, Minelle Mahtani applies Rose’s theories to 
the hybrid South Asian female experience, adding that mixed-race individuals 
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and/or in my arena of study, artists, inhabit two or more cultural identities. 
They position themselves at once inside and outside of their collective national 
narrative by virtue of their hybridity. Within a racialized context these spaces 
move beyond spaces of resistance and create ‘entirely different geometries 
through which we can think power, knowledge, space and identity in critical, 
and hopefully, liberatory ways’ (Rose, 1993: 144). Rose’s metaphor suggests 
the potential to challenge the public imaginaries of mixed-race individuals that 
are inextricably bound to oppressive historically based stigma. Paradoxical 
space moves beyond spaces of resistance and creates the possibility to shift the 
paradigm by mapping a future where the mixed-race individuals are not posi-
tioned as out of place, but rather, constitutive of their own spatiality. 

As a second-generation Canadian and fine craft artist of mixed heritage, 
at mid-life, I am coming to terms with a personal history of racialization that 
was so ‘normalized’ that it took decades to register in my consciousness. I re-
searched multiculturalism during my undergraduate degree at the University of 
Toronto – the city then lauded as the most multicultural city in the world. Later 
I dissected systemic racism in arts policy in graduate school in the early 1990’s 
at a time when artists of colour were being marginalized out of ‘expertise’ and 
into ‘community arts.’ Twenty 
years later I curated my MFA thesis 
around performing Caribbean 
mixed-race identity and examined 
the inter-subjectivity of being seen 
and yet not being seen at face value 
(McKenzie, 2014). I launched my 
own fine craft career in 2014. That 
same year I heard African Ameri-
can social practice installation art 
star, Theaster Gates at the National 
Ceramic Educators Conference of 
America (NCECA). Despite my 
seemingly heightened awareness of 
race politics, it was not until I heard 
Gates on the podium in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, asking an audience of 
over five thousand ceramic practi-
tioners to self-identify themselves 
as artists of colour and/or Black art-
ists, that I truly embodied what it 
meant to be ‘othered.’ I stood up. 
Fewer than forty people stood up. A 

Family Portrait, 2012, ceramic, wood, 
epoxy, 122cm x 71cm x 24cm 
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landslide of emotions tumbled through my body as a superstructure composed 
of decades of denial crumpled to the ground. I was awash in the fresh wound of 
knowing I was on the margins. 

  
Moving Forward: Boxed-In 
 

I have been working with photographic images on clay since I learned 
about the process during a post-graduate artist residency at the Guldagergaard 
International Research Center for Contemporary Ceramics in Denmark in 
2014. The early work is universal in theme: Body Mimesis, where I wrapped 
and threw and altered clay around and/or above hollow asymmetrical Euclidian 
forms upon which I transferred fragmented images of the body. Following an 
eighteen-month debilitating illness stemming from the congenital kidney dis-
ease which I inherited from my father’s biological mother, I was unable to 
work on the potters’ wheel. I turned to slip casting as a physically viable means 
of production, which engages less of the abdominal musculature. I chose to 
start anew with self-reflexivity. The first piece I made was a self-portrait ti-
tled Moving Forward. I had felt trapped by my own human vessel for many 
months—the piece emerged from that space and sense of isolation. Four years 
later, during a solo exhibition 
around my healing journey, entitled 
Body Within, I chose to expand up-
on this work, incorporating my own 
corporeal imagery. This new incar-
nation, Boxed-In, is not so much 
self-portraiture as it is an autobio-
graphical depiction of several years 
of my life, where the physical limi-
tations of my body literally inter-
rupted my ability to be in the 
world. The irregular cubes speak to 
being ‘boxed-in’ with both literal 
and figurative meanings. 

 
Postmarked 
 

In 2015/2016, I found myself making a piece about my childhood, 
growing up in Fredericton, the capital city of New Brunswick, which is a small 
Atlantic province of half a million people. Fredericton’s population in the 
1970s was 50,000. It boasted the largest English-speaking high school in the 
Commonwealth, bussing youths in from hours away. I graduated in a class of 

Boxed-In, 2020, ceramic, 15 “cubes”  
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880 people, of which there were only five persons of colour. My experience of 
being raised in a virtually monolithically white community served as the inspi-
ration for Postmarked.  

Postmarked is a series of multiple cast porcelain cubes, cut off at odd 
angles, to form 14-sided tetrahedrons. It speaks directly to the theme of diverse 
representation by reframing history/herstory/mythistories while situating my 
experience of being Canadian: born and raised as a brown girl, daughter of a 
mixed couple, in small-town in White-Canada, surrounded by Eurocentric ico-
nography of Canada. The majority of the tetrahedrons are imprinted with Ca-
nadiana: the loon, moose, beaver, Wayne Gretzky, the monarchy. Others are 
solid dark sepia, others blank. Most salient are the forms where only images of 
myself as a child adorn the triangular corners of the object. I am featured doing 
‘Canadian’ activities – skating, ballet, and western classical music lessons. As 
a child, I was unaware of my otherness or the realities of indigenous communi-
ties in within the city limits of my hometown. As an adult, the quotidian nature 
of my racialized experience is all too real. Preeminent American performance 
studies and Spanish academic Diana Taylor frames the lived experience as a 
mixed-race artist as ‘double-coded consciousness’ (2003: 87).  

My experience is not uncommon, and is deeply rooted in the continuing 
pervasiveness of 
mainstream White 
supremacy in 
North America that 
exists in the wake 
of the continent’s 
history: the coloni-
zation and geno-
cide of its Indige-
nous peoples; slav-
ery and indenture 
and their aftermath, 
as well as the sub-
sequent exclusion-
ary ‘Whites Only’ 
migration policies 
imposed by Euro-
pean settlers and 
lawmakers until the Postmarked, 2017, ceramic,  

26 tetrahedrons 15cm x 15cm x 15cm 
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mid to late 1960’s.1 Within this context, as a woman of colour, I find myself 
relegated to the happenstance spaces formed at the intersection of the main-
stream, that is, at the corners of Canadianness.  

 
Body Interrupted 
 

Concurrent to my 
health crisis in 2014-2016, 
I decided I wanted to hon-
our my father’s life. He 
graciously and enthusiasti-
cally allowed me to photo-
graph his body in close-
up—scars and all—about 
six months before he 
passed. An abstract mobile 
that translates my father’s 
struggles with his own 
body onto clay emerged in 
the form of a piece called 
Body Interrupted: Joseph 
Addison McKenzie. It has 
become a myth in our fam-
ily that my father had nine 
lives: he survived severe 
childhood malaria, heart 
disease and triple by-pass 
surgery in the 1980s at a 
time when fifty percent of 
patients were dying on the 
operating table; he made it 
through a rare form of 
terminal anemia that only 
affects people born in the tropics, which tied him to bi-weekly blood transfu-
sions for decades; and he beat multiple cancers (lymphoma, leukemia, lung) as 
well as non-infectious tuberculosis. My father’s will to survive was astonish-

                                                        
1 The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 put an end to whites only immigration 
in the United States, and the new immigration policies of 1967 changed the faces of 
Canadians by opening up its borders to immigrants of colour. 

Body Interrupted, 2016, ceramic, cable, 5 mobiles at 
160cm x 35cm x 3cm each 
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ing, and his faith in the science we call medicine to support him through dis-
ease was even greater.  

My father’s body interrupted his life with unpredictable rhythm, and 
yet, he was undeniably a survivor. It is in this sense of self-preservation, drive 
and passion for life that I set out to document. He allowed me to document his 
vulnerabilities with grace and dignity. This small act spoke volumes to his be-
lief in my chosen vocation as an artist – a path that I felt he would not have 
sanctioned thirty years earlier. As a man who only twice was able to tell me 
that he loved me, once when my life was at risk, and the other on his deathbed, 
it also spoke volumes of his great capacity to love. Today the piece stands as a 
powerful testament to his life. He passed one month after the work premiered 
in 2016 in Toronto.  

The process of identifying ‘memory pictures’ that featured my father 
proved to be more difficult than I had foreseen. I searched through over 1500 
digitized slides (whittled down from the 8000 slides he had shot over the years) 
that narrated the stories of his life with my mother and then ultimately with 
myself and my sister. Of note is the fact that my father was an above-average 
amateur photographer, whose work remains in the permanent collection of Hart 
House at the University of Toronto. The scanned images span three decades 
from 1955 to 1985. I found a mere twenty images where my father was on the 
other side of the lens.  
 
House of Cards 
 

I have more recently found photo albums with images of my father’s ear-
ly years in Canada. When I was invited to exhibit at the Gardiner Museum of 
Ceramics in Toronto, I was inspired to continue to explore my father’s life. For 
my solo exhibition, Family Matters, I was unable to mount Body Interrupted 
for technical reasons. I had been thinking about the idea of building a house of 
cards in ceramics for many years. I had tested commercial tiles, tried hand-
building thin tiles and begun to explore the possibility of fabricating infrastruc-
ture to hold the larger thick tiles in place. All the while I had not settled on sub-
ject matter. In a flash of inspiration, I realized that my father’s life was the 
house of cards. In the same instant I recalled the words of the late Robin Hop-
per, internationally renowned Canadian pottery and ceramics instructor, ‘if you 
can think of something, just try it’. Hopper had taught his last workshop at my 
college, and was himself experimenting with painting and drawing with ceram-
ic colorants on tech industry porcelain substrate. He gifted each student a piece 
of the rarified canvas. And so, ten years later, I turned to 0.02’ thick porcelain 
ceramic substrate to document my father’s story.  

126    Indenture Papers, Vol. 2, 2022 

 
House of Cards speaks to the precarious nature of my father’s life as an 

immigrant from Trinidad who came to Canada in the early 1950’s. Unlike the 
ancestors of an estimated 80,000 Trinidadians living in Canada enumerated in 
a 2016 census, who largely came after Pierre Elliott Trudeau opened up immi-
gration to non-white countries in 1967, my father arrived in Canada in 1953. 
House of Cards not only serves as a metaphor for his struggle as an immigrant 
to build a home in a new country, but the fragility of his own human vessel and 
his ongoing health struggles. Each of the twenty-six cards half of a deck of 
cards, is imprinted with iron-oxide rich photographic waterslide decal on 
porcelain ceramic substrate. The iron-rich toner fires onto its ceramic surface 
leaving traces of rich sepia tones. The work is stacked with four steepled pairs 
of cards, a layer of flat cards, three pairs, a layer of cards, two pairs, a flat card, 
and the top steeple. The piece straddles the depiction of my father’s birth fami-
ly and the life he 
embraced once he 
arrived in Canada, 
documenting 
through archive the 
burdens of his story. 
Weeks before com-
pleting the work, I 
visited his sister who 
is a year junior to 
him, and she gifted 
me the only image 
that I believe exists 
of my father as a 
boy that now forms 
part of the struc-
ture’s foundation 
within the installa-
tion. Another im-
portant photograph 
in the work is an im-
age that my father 
asked me to take of 
him, shortly after he 
was given less than 
48 hours to live. He 
had asked me to 
wheel him to the 

House of Cards, 2019, ceramic substrate,  
26 cards at 16.5cm x 11.5cm 
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window and drop his gown to his waist to let the sun penetrate his body. Then 
he requested to be documented. Each card holds an important place, and mark-
er in his life. The work also references his passion for bridge, and his steadfast 
dedication to building a home and a life for his family. It documents his lived 
experience of his second exile to Canada, as a husband, a provider, a father, an 
academic, an avid photographer, a lay campus minister, and a survivor of mul-
tiple terminal diagnoses.  

That which is undocumented in House of Cards, yet the essence of 
which I endeavor to capture, is the complexity of my father’s relationship with 
his homeland. My father was a contemporary of VS Naipaul. They attended St. 
Mary’s College together and formed a fleeting kinship around their socially 
awkward intellectualism. Unlike Naipaul who delved into his ancestors’ home-
lands through his writing, my father exited his country in what Cyril Dabydeen 
(1989) aptly terms a second exile. In an attempt to deny his past, in the way 
that Dabydeen describes, ‘Caribbean experience has indeed been so fractious 
that the self finds it does not truly belong, thereby adumbrating the spirit’s 
sense of placelessness’ (Dabydeen, 1989: 250). My father was a huge admirer 
of the Canadian, Trinidad-raised nephew of V.S. Naipaul, author Neil Bis-
soondath. He read his books, and hosted him personally when he visited the 
University of New Brunswick in the 1980s. The irony is that Bissoondath is 
widely known to have rebuked multiculturalism, and identified solely as Cana-
dian and not hyphenated Trinidadian or Caribbean. My father admired Bis-
soondath because he identified with this impulse to leave behind what Daby-
deen describes as ‘the uncomfortable unconscious’ of the Indo-Trinidadian’s 
legacy of indentureship (Dabydeen, 1989: 250). 

My father’s relationship to his native country shifted over time. When 
my mother faced a life-threatening illness and long convalescence in the mid-
1980s, my father turned to the recipes of his youth as he stepped into the role 
of providing meals for the family. After he retired in 1994, he began to recount 
the stories of his childhood. As an octogenarian, he scripted a brief autobiog-
raphy of his early years up to the point of coming to Canada. A few years be-
fore his passing, my partner, filmmaker Ali Kazimi, conducted an hour and a 
half long interview with him, in which he gave voice to memories and recollec-
tions of his childhood and early adulthood in Trinidad and his experiences of 
racism in Canada. 

Perhaps most poignant to this discussion of House of Cards is the fact 
that I recently found on my bookshelf the above-cited book with Dabydeen’s 
essay that I must have retrieved from his office, knowing on an unconscious 
level it was worth keeping. I realize in hindsight that his edition was published 
in 1994. The book is an anthology of the proceedings of a conference that took 
place at York University, where my partner is currently teaching. That same 
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year I was at Warwick University completing my Master of Arts in Arts Ad-
ministration and Race Relations; where, at the time, Dabydeen’s cousin, David, 
also an academic and Caribbeanist, taught. The synchronicities are palpable. 
My father inscribed the book in 1995, and starred the key chapters he was 
drawn to, underlining many key points that resonated with him. I believe this 
was his first foray into unleashing his own curiosity about his ancestry. In the 
last two decades of his life, my father became more at ease integrating his past 
with his present and relating to the hardship of his ancestors in Trinidad. When 
my father was in his mid 70s, my parents journeyed to India with a tour group. 
I will never forget my father’s words upon their return: ‘For the first time in 
my life, I felt as if I was truly home.’ 

One of the pivotal photographs for House of Cards is the image of my 
great-great grandmother, Roonia who was from Allahabad. She sailed from 
Calcutta to British Guiana on the ship Golden South as a single Hindu woman 
in 1865. It was there that she met and married Rashid al-din Machedine, an 
Afghani Muslim who had arrived on the ship Nestor in 1845. I have learned 
much of the possible imaginary world from which she fled through Gaiutra 
Bahadur’s chilling account of her own great grandmother, Coolie Woman: The 
Odyssey of Indenture (2014). The social structure of the caste system so preva-
lent in India vanished in the New World. Women were in the minority as men 
did not travel with their wives. Single women were recruited in order to reach 
quotas: prostitutes, widows, abused run-aways and misfits were often solicited 
or tricked into signing their lives into indentureship. If a woman arrived un-
wed, she was haphazardly matched up with a man in the holding depots with-
out regard to caste, religion or region (Bahadur, 2014: 45). It is Roonia’s son 
Jadoo Maharaj Machedine, who anglicized the name and became James 
McKenzie. Jadoo is my father’s grandfather, and our namesake. His portrait, 
next to his wife Louisa, clearly strives to emulate the British Colonials in pose 
and fashion. This image also supports House of Cards, that inspired me to con-
tinue to plumb the notion of who we are as the sum aggregate of who came be-
fore us.  
 
Building Blocks 

 
A close friend had her first child four years ago. We gifted the boy with 

a crib and an impossibly mammoth set of children’s building blocks. I had 
been thinking for a few years about the metaphor of children’s building blocks 
as an allegory for ancestry. I borrowed some of the colourful sets as I played 
with my ideas. I decided to make Building Blocks about my own family’s 
mixed Indo-Trinidadian/Irish-American heritage. Each block has an equal 
number of McMenemy (my mother’s maiden name) archival images, and 
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McKenzie images. The work is intended to underscore the juxtaposition of cul-
tures. Diana Taylor theorises that the mixed-race person can act as an ‘inter-
mediary’ to unravel the way in which images of cultural mixing carry their 
own histories and bring forward these complex histories (2003: 87). And so, I 
am the intermediary, the artist, telling my families’ stories. Taylor also notes, 
‘in the culturally and socially constructed world of performance, the past, the 
present, the future, the ‘real,’ and the ‘imagined’ become common referents for 
performers and audiences’ (Guevara, 2005: 239-40). Taylor’s allusion to the 
shifting spectres of presence that loop back and incorporate traces of the past 
within the present is particularly relevant to my most recent work, which is the 
beginning of a longer inquiry into Indo-Caribbean indentureship. Once again, 
Roonia was my entry point in my investigation, exploration and ultimately il-
lumination of the lives of the women who crossed the sea to work the sugar, 
cocoa and pineapple plantations in the Caribbean. 
 
Illuminated 

 
My installation, Illuminated, literally sheds light on these predominant-

ly single/fallen/ shunned or widowed women - an estimated one fifth of whose 
emigration was a flight from prostitution (Bahadur, 2014: 35). They signed 
contracts of indentureship and sailed from Calcutta to the Caribbean. I fash-
ioned porcelain ‘panes’ that I installed in hanging lanterns. Each ‘pane’ of 
hand-made porcelain illuminates the archival photograph of an indentured 
woman from South Asia. These women were often photographed in their fin-
ery and likely paid for a studio sitting. These were ‘cartes de visites’ or post 
cards that were spon-
sored by commercial 
merchants. The sitters 
would likely never 
have seen their photo-
graph, and the photog-
raphers often travelled 
with jewelry as well as 
painted backdrops to 
capitalize on the exotic 
beauty of the women. 
Many of the images are 
literally labelled ‘coolie 
woman’ or ‘Indian-type 
coolie.’ The term has 
its roots in the Tamil 

Illuminated, 2021, ceramic, wood, metal,  
LED fixture, variable 18cm -25cm 
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word kuli that translates as wages or to hire. However, by the late 1800’s, the 
word coolie had entered the Caribbean vernacular as synonymous with foreign 
‘lackie’ or servant (Bahadur, 2014: xx). The images were often used on post-
cards for the Colonial locals and tourists to send back home to show the ‘hap-
py, wealthy, thriving East Indian community’ in the colonies. There is no ‘East 
India’ there is only India. Implicit in this language and in the photographs, 
themselves is an essentialized exoticization of Indian culture that aligns itself 
with Said’s criticism of Orientalism at its peak in the 19th century (Said, 1979). 
This was a time in history of great capitalist expansion; steamships introduced 
global travel and photography was opening up worlds to each other, informing 
the Western publics of unknown cultures. I want to shine a light on the cogni-
tive dissonance between the ‘happy coolie’ and the reality of their experience 
of oppression and this new system of slavery (Tinker, 1974). 
 
Division 

 
The other installa-

tion, Division, focuses on 
the larger picture of inden-
tured life within the colonial 
context, on the plantations, 
with men, children, and the 
white British settler planta-
tion owners and overlords. I 
highlight the gross disparity 
of rights and freedoms be-
tween the workers and their 
masters through the sugges-
tion of an everyday object - 
a Victorian room divider - 
that might well have been in 
the very homes of the plan-
tation owners during the pe-
riod. Handmade porcelain 
tiles with archival images of 
the workers in their sub-
standard milieus are mount-
ed directly on the panes of 
the divider, and backlit, cre-
ating the tension between 
servant and served and tem-

Division, 2021, ceramic, plexiglass, wood, LED  
lighting, 163cm x 178cm x 10cm installed 
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porarily suspending the division among the classes in the racial hierarchy.  

Contemporary Western ceramic practice is largely uncritically Eurocen-
tric. Through my use of archival imagery on porcelain, I ask the viewer to con-
sider, acknowledge, understand and transmute in our times the historical barri-
ers of class, caste, race, migration and colonization. Furthermore, consider that 
these barriers continue to resonate in our every-day lived experiences today. 
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