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Door to Door to Door1

Do not knock.
Door to Door was a series of six off-site events produced by the 

Blackwood Gallery that took place between 2011 and 2013. Each of the six 
events paired two artists and lasted a week. One of my curatorial intents 
with Door to Door was to continue to forge links between the Blackwood 
Gallery, based on the University of Toronto Mississauga campus, and the 
surrounding communities in Mississauga. The initial goal was to reach 
every single resident of Mississauga, population 700,000 plus – referencing 
Lucy Lippard’s famous curatorial projects, which took the population of 
the city they were held in for their title (Butler 2012). Needless to say, the 
goal was not reached but completion in that sense was not, in the end, the 
principal purpose, which was rather the staging of one-to-one encounters 
and exchanges. In other words, Adorno’s (1974, 40) negative imperative 
in the epigraph is reversed with Door to Door.2 The knock that fosters the 
meeting and dialogue is encouraged, prompted, and incited here. The 
knock in an urban context can be a fraught premise, especially when it is 
unexpected and unrecognizable. Door to Door contained such elements of 
unpredictability, given that the art exhibition was no longer staged within 
the confines of a gallery. Unframed as such, the twelve exhibited works 
discussed below are tasked with the precondition of having to answer 
questions such as, put colloquially, what is this? That being said, that task 
might not always be an obligation, and indeed it is in that tenuous territory 
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of the unknowable that encounters can lead to outcomes that art within 
the white cube cannot attain. So we embarked on this figurative knocking 
through the streets of Mississauga by way of performance and kinetic 
installation, by mail, and through print, signage, balloons, and stickers. 
Each project set its own parameters and thereby each intervened on the 
urbanscape with a specific skew and its corollary consequences. 

My curatorial premise was unabashedly utopic: it pledges forthrightly 
with the implicit article of faith that art can act as a force of engagement, 
a conversation trigger, a tool for creative reflection. In this case, there was 
no naive presumption that reception would always be positive or that we 
would be welcomed. The encounter is not fetishized here. Door to Door 
was preceded and inspired by two editions of The Projects: Port Credit, 
two off-site exhibitions which took place in Port Credit, Mississauga in 
the summers of 2009 and 2010. The first occupied the former offices of 
an architectural firm, and the second was staged in a condo showroom 
still in use as a sales center during the exhibition. As the title suggests, 
The Projects: Port Credit placed an accent on the proposal or propositional 
stage of a work (what might or could happen). In other words, the focus was 
on change, plans for change. Door to Door shifted the question to one of 
exchange. In his classic ethnographic study, The Gift, Marcel Mauss (1990, 
39) summarized the practice of gift exchange as one containing “three 
obligations: to give, to receive, to reciprocate.” The set of rules in the case 
of Door to Door were less rigid and regulated. With this particular frame, 
the economy at play required no reciprocity or even reception. It was the 
gesture of giving that was exhibited; the rest was beyond our control. 
Door to Door brought the off-site, off-campus curatorial thrust set by the 
previous projects in Port Credit to its logical extreme: if you cannot come 
to the gallery, the gallery will come to you. 

The suburban/industrial setting of Mississauga, the sixth-largest city 
in the country but nestled beside the largest, is critical to consider. As an 
illustration of the status of art and culture in the city, in my capacity as 
director/curator of the Blackwood Gallery at the time, here is my 2012 
contribution to a report intended for a general public that Stuart Keeler, 
the then director of the Art Gallery of Mississauga, was assembling: 

 
What is a public? Is it you? What is art? Is it a thing, an idea or 
an attitude? What is a gallery? Is it a space-time where critical 
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exchange is fostered? Is it a context where your senses are engaged? 
Is it a frame where new forms and ideas are experienced? How 
often do you go to one of the two public galleries in Mississauga? 
Where is the Art Gallery of Mississauga? Where is the Blackwood 
Gallery? Where should they be? What should they be doing? 
Does Mississauga need art? What does art do? Is it like a film on 
walls? Is it like a book spaced into rooms? Is it like a song you 
walk through? If you think art looks like X, can it also be Y? Is 
art singular or plural? Who decides what art is? Who determines 
artistic quality? What are the criteria for determining the value of 
an artwork? What function does art play in your life? Should art 
entertain? Does art playfully alter your perceptions? Does art ex-
pand your horizons? What is the place of the imagination in your 
life? What would daily life be without moments of insight? Does 
culture affect you? Do you affect culture? Can art be confronta-
tional? Can art be political? Can art impact on the social? Can art 
educate? Can art make you laugh? What if you don’t get the joke? 
Should art be serious? Should art be taken seriously? What if you 
don’t get the point? Is it ok not to understand? If you are puzzled 
by an artwork, do you ask for information or do you dismiss it? 
Can art awaken? Is art synonymous with beauty? Is the sublime 
paralyzing or generative? Can art explore the mundane? Can art 
be neighbourly and provocative at the same time? Is a gallery there 
for you? Or is it there for the art and the artist? Can it be there both 
for the art and for you? Is a space that provides free access to art 
important? If it is free, who funds it? Are you willing to support it? 
What is a space that poses questions? Are you in that space now?
 

The series of questions provides a context for Door to Door; a curator-
ial project that required extensive dialogue with the participating artists, 
given the above mix of idealisms, polemics, and provisos. Myriad ques-
tions arise as soon as the tangible aspects of realization of a project with 
such utopic premises are considered: if someone answers the door once 
knocked, is the art shown, heard, given, or performed? Or is the art to 
be left at the unknocked door? If so, how many objects at each door or 
how many objects in total? What if the gift is refused? These questions are 
largely alien in a traditional exhibition that is sited both architecturally and 
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ideologically. The givens of an exhibition have vanished; this is outreach, 
literally, a reaching out. The choice of dispersal activity becomes integral to 
the artwork. Questions for the participating artists included the following: 
Delivery of the art by car, on foot, by mail? How are the addresses selected? 
Is it a day-long dérive or a week of 6:00 a.m. wake up calls? Is an object 
given or just shown? Is it in an upscale neighbourhood or at a strip mall? 
Is it everyone whose last name starts with P or every blue door? Are you 
presenting yourself as a Jehovah’s Witness, an encyclopedia peddler, or, 
blatantly and transparently, a contemporary artist? Or is the doorbell rung 
and you promptly run? A multitude of ethical and legal issues emerge from 
this process of questioning. They are acknowledged not as hindrances but 
as key encapsulations of the societal conditions which regulate exchange. 
The aim is not to endanger but to astonish, albeit principally in an intimate 
and furtive manner. As each project became concrete, divergences from 
the curatorial premise I outlined were inevitable, even welcomed. The 
proposition was not intended prescriptively, but as a point of departure, as 
a generative trigger.

Door to Door 1

There|Here by Germaine Koh and Gordon Hicks was a fitting inaugural 
work for the series, consisting of a pair of doors in two different buildings 
connected through the internet so that when someone opens one door 
the other door follows the same action – a ghosting produced by a hybrid 
electromechanical controller device. Doors leading to nowhere, doors that 
can be bypassed, unnecessary doors – in through the out door. No longer 
entry or exit points but pointless passages where the threshold becomes 
the momentary staging where real and virtual forces meet. In this itera-
tion of the piece, the two doors were not within eyesight of each other, 
which heightened the inscrutability of their presence. Furthermore, they 
were domestic doors within makeshift frames situated in an institutional 
context (a university campus) – they thus stood out as anomalous entities. 
They functioned as triggers for bemusement and as such foretold how each 
of the other works in the series would devise their own terms of engage-
ment. Doors can be markers for an ethics predicated by access, that is, on 
the condition that they are or can be opened: “openness does not require 
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	 9.1 	Gordon Hicks and Germaine Koh, There|Here (2011).  

Photo: Gordon Hicks. 
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	 9.2 	Camilla Singh, Encouragement (2011).  

Photo: Walter Willems. 
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that one leaves the door open, but that one is always willing to open the 
door” (David Wood quoted in Hannula 2006, 52). These paired doors put 
that will into question; they playfully tested the fortitude of that openness 
– even while subscribing to the will of the open, which Reza Negarestani 
formulates as a key characteristic of responsible artistic engagement in 
contradistinction to the myopic will of regions (2011, 106). They tethered a 
conditional to the question of openness through the activation of a device 
that negotiated the uncanny presence of absence. 

The tenuousness of a public is already put in play in There|Here; 
in Camilla Singh’s simultaneous Encouragement performance, the 
“dissociative factor” is further investigated (Gaitán 2013, 36). Juan A. 
Gaitán identifies the capacity of an exhibition to be “non-integrated with 
the public sphere” (36) when it contains a certain criticality and “a logic 
of fragmentation” (38). Singh presents herself as a cheerleader performing 
a routine to a hip hop tune on a jukebox, with the intention of providing 
encouragement to people at their place of work. Cheerleaders, predictably, 
spell things out; they lead the cheer; they are unambiguously on message. 
Singh’s exuberant miming undermines the attendant expectation for 
communication and thwarts the delivery. In other words, the encounter 
operates at a different register; there is subterfuge in the façade of the taciturn 
yet friendly performer. Singh’s two-and-a-half-minute performances were 
sometimes prearranged, other times impromptu; her imposed pause after 
this time was up temporarily inserted a self-reflexive commentary on 
labour. Disguised as frivolous exertion and punctuated by the handing 
out of cards stamped with “thanks for the work you do” upon completion, 
Singh’s close to two dozen performances (in a fire station, an auto body 
shop, an architect’s office, a school, a health food store, an ice cream shop, 
a farmer’s market, a florist, a butcher, a police station, a library, a beer 
store, and a barbershop amongst others) mixed earnest acknowledgment 
with an implicit critique of wage labour. The wordless cheer for the mute 
worker, mixing both employer and employee (and customers in some 
cases) as audience, ambiguously makes its point. As her routine is counted 
down by her assistant (the recently deceased José Talavera, the long-time 
front desk attendant at the Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art 
where Singh was assistant director/curator 2002–09), the utility of work, 
its purpose and value, its equity and precarity are beyond words – the 
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body’s rote moves (of goods, of services) are where a wage labour economy 
operates most insidiously. 

Door to Door 2 

As the title implies, discussion is at the center of Alexander Irving’s 
Symposia. A series of eleven aluminum 10-by-3-inch plaques with quota-
tions by varied figures such as Einstein, Sontag, and Malcom X, are placed 
in various public locations. The content matched the location; for ex-
ample, “Conflict cannot survive without your participation” (Wayne Dyer) 
was installed at a paintball place; “It’s never too late to be who you might 
have been” (George Eliot) in a library; “Time is not a line but a series of 
now points” (Taisen Deshimaru) in the hall of a students’ residence; “If 
opportunity doesn’t knock, build a door” (Milton Berle) on the door to 
the Blackwood Gallery director’s office. The sources are not stated on the 
plaques; as such, the quotes peer through the utilitarianism and even mun-
daneness of typical signage and offer entry into a pensive train of thought 
or perhaps a pondering that will only be recognized as such after the fact 
– a thought-time-bomb if you will. That being said, the incongruence of 
the invitation’s mode of delivery also lends itself to dismissal or misrecog-
nition; its lack of immediate functionality makes it easy to give it no more 
than a glance. In other words, the message is blunt, while the method of 
messaging is subtle (though both can easily be blurred with each other). 
In a remarkable essay inspired by Henri Lefebvre’s celebrated Critique of 
Everyday Life, Maurice Blanchot’s “Everyday Speech” interprets the every-
day as a dual and contradictory notion where only a “slight displacement 
of emphasis permits passage from one to the other” (1987, 13–14). So, we 
move from the everyday’s seemingly engulfing alienation to its capacity 
to be “continually, though in the mode of discontinuity, in relation with 
the indeterminate totality of human possibilities” (19). Given that Irving’s 
selection of clichéd pearls of wisdom (which is itself a cliché) are devoid 
of context, they work as floaters on the morass of signs that populate our 
everyday; they are raw matter that could readily recombine into the means 
to escape the everyday that is their setting (and “the everyday escapes” is 
a recurring turn of phrase in Blanchot’s essay). An added element is the 
permanence of the material: the metal invokes a sense of the official, of 
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	 9.3 	Alexander Irving, Symposia (2011).  

Photo: Toni Hafkenscheid. 

urban encounters first proof-dec11.indd   227 16-12-11   8:01 PM



C h r i s t o f  M i g o n e2 2 8

commemoration, of standstill; given their modest size they function as 
lowercase monuments (in fact, several years after the project’s official run, 
a lot of them remain in place). As such, they persist as conditions of pos-
sibility, triggers awaiting activation, golems. 

With Doubled-Sided for the Mississauga News, Micah Lexier enacted a 
similar insertion into everyday speech. A two-sided page of cryptic marks 
in the Mississauga News of 30 September 2011 composes an intelligible self-
explanatory text only when the page is held to the light and the printed 
ciphers of both sides align, revealing the following:

 
These marks are Micah Lexier’s contribution to Door 
to Door, an exhibition of off-site artworks organized 
by the Blackwood Gallery. A part of each letter of 
this text has been printed on each side of this page of 
the Mississauga News. If the printer did a good job of 
aligning the two sides, then you should have no prob-
lem reading this; if the two sides are not in alignment, 
then this will just be a jumble of marks. 

There is a return reference to labour here and a certain cheeky redundancy 
in the concluding remark. Referencing the mechanics of the printing pro-
cess and the skill required to perform the task speaks to the ethos of the 
conceptual artist aware of the frequent necessity of collaboration at the 
realization stage. In other words, the work is a test of technical ability first 
but also of the willingness on the part of the suburban reader to explore. 
Here the depth of the page opens and activates the pseudo palimpsestic 
possibilities offered by newsprint. This is Duchamp’s infrathin instantiated 
– a condition particularized by subtle shifts, be they of planes or percep-
tions (Dworkin 2013, 17–18). Lexier’s words are matter-of-fact and laconic: 
context and content provided in bits. They are as thin as the page in one 
sense, but they are also revelatory of more than their legibility. Akin to 
Irving’s word-golems, the glyphs illuminate another lesson regarding the 
possibilities inherent in language. Apropos, returning to Blanchot’s essay, 
which articulates the stakes of communication through unabated uncom-
municative action: “What is essential is not that one particular person 
speak and another hear, but that, with no one in particular speaking and 
no one in particular listening, there should nonetheless be speech, and a 
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	 9.4 	Micah Lexier, Double-Sided Page for The Mississauga News (2011).  

Photo: Toni Hafkenscheid. 
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kind of undefined promise to communicate, guaranteed by the incessant 
coming and going of solitary words” (1987, 14). 

The triweekly paper has a significant circulation of 440,000 per 
week (this number comes into play later) and is run by a conglomerate of 
regional publications throughout Ontario. The editors deemed it essential 
to contextualize the presence of the quasihieroglyphs by including a 
front-page teaser (titled “What is it?”) and a supporting article including 
an interview with the artist. The didactic intrusion was not unwelcome 
on our part; it certainly was an improvement from the initial calls to the 
editor, which resulted in categorically unreceptive responses from the 
managing editor. Evidently, the purpose of the gesture was not readily 
apparent – the basis of the reluctance hinged on this question. Mary Jane 
Jacob (1999, 103) summarized the typical issues facing public art as falling 
under three headings: “the categorisation dilemma, the collaborative 
crisis, and the analysis of effectiveness.” All three had to be contended 
with to various degrees throughout the series. Here, the first two were 
intertwined. It is impossible to determine whether we finally convinced 
the paper by succeeding to define the project’s merit to their satisfaction 
or by managing to raise the needed funds to purchase the space (to their 
credit, at a discount).

Door to Door 3

Correspondence serves up mementos of moments, some mundane, others 
momentous, some discarded, others cherished. The heyday of mail art has 
largely waned alongside the fate of the postal system. Yet the strategies used 
by the former by means of the latter can still be effective. John Marriott’s 
Experience Attractor and Karen Kraven’s Apartment Hunting deftly engaged 
in multistep processes of exchange crisscrossing Mississauga through the 
post. Marriott’s piece consisted of a piece of driftwood, knotted and gnarly, 
torn and truncated, sent unboxed through the mail to persons who re-
sponded to an enigmatic flyer depicting the driftwood overlaid with the 
text, “This is an experience” and tagged with “Interested?” and an email ad-
dress. The interested parties would then receive the unwieldy object and be 
instructed to mail it to the next respondent – receiver becomes sender. The 
resolutely nonrectangular object sat on doorsteps or mailboxes, painted 
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	 9.5 	John Marriott, Experience Attractor (2011).  

Photo: John Marriott. 
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in white gesso but undeniably raw in form; its ill-fitting shape matched 
Marriott’s purposefully convoluted drifting procedure. The piece of drift-
wood from Lake Ontario performed a dérive in a way Debord would never 
have predicted. The driftwood obligated a negotiation, both in terms of the 
aforementioned mailing procedure and, once the object has reached its 
new home, with the object itself. It cannot be opened and filed, it flaunts its 
foreignness – although its attached postage proves it has been sanctioned 
and accounted for. Herein lies both the attraction and the experience – an 
uncanny underlies the exchange. After all, the object remains recognizable, 
it is the mode of transportation that triggers a double take – a simultan-
eous “need for classification and fear from it” (Maurice Bouvet quoted in 
Kristeva 1991, 188). There is a playful subversion in Marriott’s drift, of both 
the standard dissemination strategies for art and the strictures of the postal 
system.3 But there are innumerable ramifications that further enrich the 
project: for instance, the dead hunk of tree inserted into a live circulation 
amongst flattened paper, the trust between the artist and the participants, 
the open yet stealthy propagation, the mute foreign guest commandeering 
a means of conveying information, the use of it as a device to draw digni-
taries – we tried to get the mayor of Mississauga to agree to be the final 
recipient, to no avail.

Marriott and Kraven share not only the postal service as dispersal 
conduit but also its anonymous and surreptitious capacities. However, 
Kraven’s project involved inadvertent participants, each receiving 
unsolicited drawings by the artist. The difference in tactic is significant and 
places the artist’s gesture on potentially questionable ethical ground. First, 
let’s recount the process: Kraven hunted for online postings of apartment 
rentals in Mississauga that included images and full addresses. She then 
redrew the pictures in an abstracted way and sent them to the occupant. 
Kraven (2011) calls the drawings “aspirational sketches.” This generated 
the following two emails:

 
Recipient A:
– Hi Karen, I currently live at XXX and I got mail from you that 
was addressed to current tenant, I just want to know what this 
paper thing that kinda looks like a window is because it’s a little 
creepy.
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	 9.6 	Karen Kraven, Apartment Hunting (2011).  

Photo: Dean Baldwin. 
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– Hi Sara, [...] I found an image of your apartment on craigslist 
this year. The drawing is an abstracted version of that photo. I 
apologize if it is creepy.
– I’m just glad you’re not some creepy stalker trying to kill me lol. 
 
Recipient B: 
– Hi Karen, [...] I received an envelope from you and am 
concerned as I am not sure who you are or how you know 
what the layout of my condo looks like. There was no note or 
explanation of what or why you are sending a replication of my 
home. I hope you can understand why this would be unsettling 
and provide an explanation.
– Hi Cheryl, [...] I found an image of your apartment on craigslist 
this year. The ad included an address. The drawing is an 
abstracted version of that photo. I apologize if it is creepy.
– That’s awesome! I would have appreciated that info included 
within the envelope so I could have bypassed the mini-panic 
attack following the opening of the package... lol... but with that 
information to go behind it, I think that’s amazing. I actually 
just moved in recently and am in the process of decorating and 
adding touches... I have a great thick black empty frame I think 
I will put your picture in and hang on the wall :). Thank you for 
the background information and your artwork.
 

The unsettlement articulated by both recipients is temporary, and one 
could posit that the positive end result needed to pass through a disturb-
ance, an unmooring of normality. Wonderment becomes possible only 
once the art category is ascribed. The momentary void that precedes it 
flirts with danger (however unintended). One could even dub the artist 
as having performed a passionate utterance for, as Stanley Cavell asserts, 
it is “an invitation to improvisation in the disorders of desire” in a context 
where there is an “absence of convention” (2005, 233, 232). The fact that 
the gesture is mute amplifies its ability not just to blur but to dumbfound. 
The comprehensible desire to comprehend is stalled. In the timespan of 
the delay the seemingly innocuous gesture transgresses the threshold and 
enters private space. Could Mary Jane Jacob’s aforementioned three head-
ings apply to public art that transforms itself into private art? Does the 
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	 9.7 	Gina Badger, Temagami Crescent (2012).  

Photo: Gina Badger. 
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transgression manifest precisely in the sudden presence of the public in the 
private realm? A momentary confluence of host, hostility, hostage, hospital-
ity delivers the undercurrent here (Derrida 2000).

Door to Door 4

Both projects of the fourth edition adopted tactics similar to those of the 
third. Consequently, they raised comparable issues. Gina Badger’s project 
might have a mellifluous sounding title, Temagami Crescent, named after a 
street in Mississauga, but she reveals it to be a name for a place that is lit-
erally out of place; it “maps one Indigenous reality – in this case, Temagami 
First Nation on Bear Island, Ontario – onto another – Mississauga First 
Nation” (Badger 2012a; Badger 2012b). The nomenclature of displacement 
manifests displacement of peoples. Temagami Crescent is a small street; it 
crosses only three other streets – Mississauga Road, Nocturne Crescent, 
and Indian Road. The intersections further load the manipulative inter-
pretation of heritage onto civic infrastructure. Badger utilizes the instance 
of this disjunctive metonymy to delve into other connected layers of vexed 
history. She produced five postcards that each track a different facet of that 
history: incarceration, watershed, flora and fauna, First Nations commun-
ities, and, fittingly, etymology. These are maps of contexts, maps of crisis, 
maps of critique. One kind per day was sent to each of the thirty-one ad-
dresses on the titled street. Only one response was received by the artist 
or the gallery, so reception at the immediate level from the target audi-
ence was minimal, but the nature of this project and many of the projects 
here is that the role of diffusion is taken up mainly by documentation (in 
other words, they have an afterlife existence). The projects do not depend 
solely on a primary audience; in fact, the residents of Temagami Crescent 
are more akin to unwitting foils or happenstance recipients. However con-
tentious the statement might be, they became participants whether or not 
they recognized themselves as such. 

The usurping aegis of “capital” founds the settler city; that city is “dis-
solved in the fluid called money” (Robertson 2006, 1) which operates with 
“mathematical ferocity” (Berardi 2012, 17), and the fact that Temagami 
Crescent is adjacent to the Credit River adds yet another apt conjunction. 
No other consideration or criteria can be mapped onto the official city plans 
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	 9.8 	Tazeen Qayyum, Threading Encounters (2012).  

Photo: Faisal Anwar. 
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– at least, not without significant difficulty if deemed devoid of economic 
value. In contrast, Badger presents her meticulously researched findings 
in hand-drawn postcard-sized maps; a certain lowercase ethos is evident. 
They constitute “an act that has a certain impossibility inscribed onto it, 
a certain productive failure … an act as an act within the contemporary 
field of art, but not an act as a work of art” (Hannula 2006, 11). The paired 
project, Tazeen Qayyum’s Threading Encounters, shares Badger’s somewhat 
furtive tactics or at least the particularity that it took place in a private set-
ting. Both were works for the home: Badger’s, a work for specific addresses 
and Qayyum’s, a work to be carried out in the homes of willing partici-
pants. Their status as art cannot be disambiguated, but it should be clear by 
now that this demarcation is of little import to their value as engagement 
practices. In the case of this series, we could further specify them to be 
engagement practices using furtive strategies to devise situations that address 
the urbanscape. Qayyum’s title doubles the focus on this dimension; addi-
tionally, the verb form of thread activates the premise. Through flyers and 
word of mouth, Qayyum sought women willing to have their eyebrows 
threaded by the artist. This South Asian practice of epilation partly serves 
as a pretext for the artist to enter the participant’s home and attempt to 
“get to know each other” as she plainly puts it (Qayyum 2012). But it also 
serves a purpose because her amateurish skills (by her own admittance) in 
the ancient cosmetic method ensure that the encounter is not one predi-
cated merely on services rendered but more one conducive to an informal 
exchange. The two work in tandem. The threading action is intimate, it 
requires a choreographic entwine. Threading Encounters foregoes defin-
itive dictates or sweeping pronouncements in favour of one to one meet-
ings fostering community in combat against the isolation and alienation 
so common in suburbia. However small the gesture may be, its ability to 
offer commentary and critique to these broader issues does not diminish.

Door to Door 5

Adam David Brown takes Dorothy’s familiar five words in the Wizard of 
Oz, “There’s no place like home,” and has them printed singly on balloons 
that are given to patrons of the Living Arts Centre as they head home after 
a sold-out improv comedy performance. For Brown the piece is partly an 
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	 9.9 	Adam David Brown, There’s No Place Like Home (2012).  

Photo: Jenna Edwards. 
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autobiographical one: he was born in Mississauga but never lived there. 
His birthplace amounts to not much more than a name in his personal 
narrative. Statistically, his trajectory runs counter to the one for a large seg-
ment of the population of Mississauga, who live in the place they were not 
born in. Home is a fraught notion; it moves irrepressibly along lines of af-
fect, hence it is mined by trite consumerism and mass marketing schemes. 
The parsed phrase There’s/No/Place/Like/Home provides the opportun-
ity to rejig the hackneyed saying depending on the bouquet of balloons 
one receives. If one receives less than the five that make the phrase, it is 
incomplete, aborted (admittedly, the arrangement and angles of view con-
tribute as well to the possible variants). A lesser count might produce a 
simpler sentiment – There’s/Home – or a nonsensical one – No/There’s/
Like – or a poetic one – Like/Home/No/Place. The attention paid to the 
phrase is warranted for it is ingrained with paradox; it is “a refusal that is 
an affirmation” (Blanchot 1995, 201). The semantic turns of phrase offer a 
multivalent approach to the tension between home and place. Reflecting 
on the events in Paris in May of 1968, Blanchot spoke of the profusion of 
posters, bulletins, and tracts that accompanied the event as “street words, 
infinite words” that “appear and disappear. They do not say everything, on 
the contrary they ruin everything, they are outside everything. They act 
and reflect fragmentarily. They leave no trace: they are a trait with no trace. 
[They] pass with the passer-by who passes them on, loses them or forgets 
them” (201). Brown’s phrase performs a disappearing act – the words es-
cape out of the Living Arts Centre, vulnerable to puncture or the inevitable 
deflation; sooner or later, they pass on.

Nancy Nowacek’s project, like Brown’s, attends to origins. But in her 
case, she is Not From Here – the project title forthrightly presents the roles 
of tourist, stranger, visitor, foreigner, outsider, newcomer, alien that she 
embodies in this work. The plethora of synonyms imparts the inflections 
each term conveys. The project is similarly layered despite the ostensibly 
straightforward quest the artist embarks on. Her trek began at Square One, 
the largest shopping mall in Ontario, adjacent to the Living Arts Centre, 
and her goal was to acquire all the goods listed as part of the original 
land purchase of Mississauga in 1788: cloth, blankets, laced hats, ribbon, 
brass kettles, mirrors, tobacco, fish hooks, ammunition, tools, gallons 
of rum (Stamp 1991). The reductive equation of land to property and the 
divergent mindsets implied between its ownership versus its stewardship 
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	9.10 	Nancy Nowacek, Not From Here (2012). Photo: Jenna Edwards. 
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(or curatorship) persist as foundational issues we must face. Nowacek 
responds by walking. A walk with a purpose: the searching and gathering 
of the meagre substitutes for land mentioned above. One version of the 
transaction maintained that the area covered by the purchase could be 
determined by how “far back from the lake a man could walk, or go on foot 
in a day” (Stamp 1991). Over two days, Nowacek walked 18.7 miles (30 km). 
Mississauga’s car-centered sprawl renders pedestrians to be anomalies; 
their scarce presence jars with the main mode of experiencing the 
Mississauga-scape. They slow it down; they serve as instant illustrations of 
the accelerated yet normalized motorized viewpoint. Nowacek is running 
errands: as a stranger in a strange land, she obtains destinations by asking 
those few she encounters for suggestions and directions. They direct her 
to the places that can furnish her the goods she needs; the research is not 
online but on the sidewalk. The piece culminates with Nowacek laying the 
objects down on the front steps of City Hall, which sits across the street 
from Square One, so it is a return of sorts. But in more ways than merely 
geographical, it is also a poignant reminder of ingrained conditions 
and a potent rejoinder on how these conditions lead to development 
running amok with tangible consequences on the everyday. Beleaguered 
by the lack of street life, as a postmortem, she drafted an open letter to 
Mississauga’s city councillors and mayor advocating for a “pedestrian 
future for Mississauga” (Nowacek 2012). Her report card reads as a dire 
assessment of the present flâneur-phobic situation. To the city’s credit, 
it should be noted that some recent efforts have somewhat abated the 
situation, especially through a progressive municipal public art program 
focused largely on the downtown Mississauga core (though parking lots 
still largely dominate the area). Also, it is worth noting that Port Credit 
and, the aptly named, Streetsville are areas of Mississauga which serve as 
notable exceptions to the car-cardinal rule.

Door to Door 6

Sandy Plotnikoff meandered across Mississauga like Nowacek but with a 
more random approach. His Clips Mix was not quite aimless but focused 
on seizing opportunities based on finding surfaces on which to place, plant, 
position vinyl stickers. These are stickers of bread clips; the representations 
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9	.11 	Sandy Plotnikoff, Clips Mix (2013). Photo: Sandy Plotnikoff. 
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range from those that are accurate and 1:1 to ones that are morphed, mir-
rored, doubled, distended, extended. Even when recognizable, their pres-
ence perplexes; why would a ubiquitous utilitarian oft-overlooked object 
be subject to such iconography and dispersal? One could cheekily reply 
that the answer is embedded in the question. After all, to pay attention to 
the heretofore ignored by shifting its context, morphing its form, or other-
wise modifying it is a common tactic of the contemporary artist. Clips Mix 
is rooted in this methodology, but let’s also consider some of its specifici-
ties. As a tool for preservation, it has a sly take on heritage, a heritage of the 
mundane and minute and, lest we forget, the manufactured; as detached 
attachment to a commodity, it is a product-less placement of itself; as re-
peated action onto locations which are themselves nondescript, it mani-
fests what Debord and Wolman dubbed ultradétournement – a detourned 
action emphasizing subtlety and functioning in the everyday (quoted in 
Knabb 1995, 13); as refraction engine, its momentary mirage-like induce-
ment of daily habits with daily staples; as mix, its improvisatory microur-
banic plotting reflects Sanford Kwinter’s concept of a new urbanism (“it 
does not plan, it does not precisely or inflexibly impose”; it is “a moving 
urbanism, a pastoral urbanism of inflection,” quoted in Brown 2006, 134); 
as unsanctioned operation, it makes a meek yet effective inscription onto 
the “space already occupied by the enemy” (Kotányi and Vaneigem quoted 
in Knabb 1995, 67). Informing each entry of this nonexhaustive list is the 
unreadibility of each clip, in the sense outlined by Henri Lefebvre (1991, 
143), making a distinction between produced space and read space. The 
clips produce an ambiguous void, a blank surface with a surfeit of pos-
sible reads emerging from their flattened plane but in stark opposition to a 
space of “transparency and readibility that is designed to conceal” the ma-
chinations and biases of centralized power (147). Their appearance marks 
an opening outwards (147), and their morphology evinces a reference that 
functions as trace, but they otherwise resist ready signification.

Signage could not be more unequivocal than three identical neon 
signs with the uppercase word GALLERY emblazoned on them. Nathalie 
Quagliotto’s Gallery Intervention stages the word’s bluntness, its status 
quo, its constancy – appropriately it stays constantly lit. With this piece 
we return to safe ground; after all, the sociocultural function is embedded 
in the piece itself; it announces its context; it might even bring along its 
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	9.12 	Nathalie Quagliotto, Gallery Intervention (2013). Photo: Toni Hafkenscheid.
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readymade white cube. Of course none of this quite fits. All signs point 
to deception. The setting of a hockey arena is where the disjunction 
occurs, not once but thrice. With each sign there is an amplification of 
the gesture. Additionally, their relative proximity to each other results 
in viewpoints where the redundancy is contained within one frame. The 
signs are modest in size and ordinary in their font type; however, in color 
they are not neutral, since they don the artist’s signature yellow, resulting 
in a senescent look, as if waning. There is a quaintness in their overall 
appearance. They announce, but they do not deliver. They are stranded 
signifiers stuck demonstrating language’s iterability – a basic tenet of 
language on display in public space, enabling scrutiny of the naming and 
signing conventions in their vicinity. But again, deception is the modus 
operandi; indeed, at the same time as they are framed they act as framers. 
They operate as conceptual converter machines – whatever surrounds 
them becomes artspace. For the week they were installed, the hockey arena 
in the community centre (Streetstville Arena/Vic Johnston Community 
Centre) doubled as an art gallery. At any other time, whenever they are 
plugged in, another place converts or, rather, acquires an additional 
capacity – a pop-up anywhere anytime gallery.

The artist attributes a proselytizing role to them or at least an 
awareness quotient wherein “the public who possibly have little experience 
with art would be pushed to think about what an artwork, an exhibition, 
and a gallery could be” (Quagliotto 2013). The sentiment is both laudable 
and laughable (as in playful, unassuming, open). We thereby return to 
the question posed in several previous instances, the one regarding 
effectiveness. In Quagliotto’s case the query is ontological: what could 
they be, these markers of art? Posing such a question in a hockey arena is 
pertinent to Door to Door; it is precisely the sort of a speculative inquiry 
that needs to be undertaken. This is not to decry the merit of the white cube 
to house such investigations or to dismiss its ability to foster these debates. 
But expansion, however opaque or oblique, of the mode of address and 
its emplacement is critical. That being said, upon reflection, my qualifier 
just now regarding opacity should be amended: these types of moves must 
be furtive in order to remain nimble. To overtly obstruct, to usurp, to 
impose can often cause conflict and controversy which may also evacuate 
the power of play and paradox that artwork such as Gallery Intervention 
proposes and therefore may hinder its lasting impact.
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Door to Door heeded part of Brian O’Doherty’s call in the very last 
sentence of his “The Gallery as a Gesture” essay, which reads, “Or the 
gallery itself could be removed and relocated to another place” (1999, 107). 
Here the gesture goes further: it is no longer just off-site but both pluri- and 
para-site. Or, it could be said that it invokes the gallery site every time the 
artist shows up at the door and knocks or rings the bell. It is a curatorial 
premise that is simultaneously curious and quaint, even neighbourly. Door 
to Door was an exhibition home delivery service, a cumulation of instant 
sites, an exhibit of moments. The gallery was dislocated through a spatial 
and temporal splintering process. It was here and there, and there, and 
also there, and … Mapping projects by artists abound. As well, the street is 
often sought as a venue because it is perceived as a context where the public 
is at its most random and least contrived. Door to Door belongs to both 
of these lineages but investigated the threshold where public space meets 
private domicile. The audience was no longer the passerby but the resident, 
the occupant, the one who answers the door. The audience was both 
narrow and wide, individualized and massive, invisible and incalculable. 
In fact, when submitting the grant report for this project to the Ontario 
Arts Council, I entered “incalculable” in the place on the form that asked 
for the audience number. The grant officer emailed back saying that it was 
all well and good but an actual number was needed in order to satisfy the 
demands of her superiors. So I submitted the circulation number listed 
by the Mississauga News: 440,000 (this implies an audience size that in 
normal circumstances our small gallery on a suburban campus would 
take years to reach). The revision was accepted without further need for 
clarification.

Door to Door: an exhibition which knocks on your door and delivers 
itself. The question is, will you sign for it?

		  Notes

	 1	T he Door to Door series was made possible thanks to funding by the 

Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario Arts Council as well as 

numerous local partners. The series could not have happened without the 

participating artists and without the help of the staff at the Blackwood 

Gallery.

	 2	 Adorno (1974), 40 (entry 19). The entry is titled “Do not knock” and proceeds 

as follows (emphasis added):
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Do not knock. – Technology is making gestures precise and 

brutal, and with them men. It expels from movements all 

hesitation, deliberation, civility. It subjects them to the 

implacable, as it were, ahistorical demands of objects. [...] Not 

least to blame for the withering of experience is the fact that things, 

under the law of pure functionality, assume a form that limits 

contact with them to mere operation, and tolerates no surplus, 

either in freedom of conduct or in autonomy of things, which would 

survive as the core of experience, because it is not consumed by the 

moment of action. 

 	 3	 On the latter point, other such jinxes are tracked in the most entertaining 

book by John Tingey (2010).
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