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1. This paper discusses some
findings of a postdoctoral research
project sponsored between 2016
and 2018 by the Fonds de recher-
che du Québec-Societé et Culture,

University College (University of To-

ronto), and the Canadian Art Com-
mons for History of Art Education
and Training (CACHET). The project
included the creation of an online
registry and exhibition featuring
over 80 ethno-cultural monuments
erected in Toronto, Vancouver, and
Montreal. See www.ethnocultur-
almonuments.ca.

2. Quentin Stevens, “Master-
planning public memorials: an his-
torical comparison of Washington,
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Introduction

Urban design scholar Quentin Stevens has pointed out that, in today’s
democratic cities, “public memorials are rarely initiated or designed by the
executive branch of the national government, but rather by diverse groups
with differing interests.”2 This is particularly true in multicultural and dias-
poric nations such as Canada, where new elites that want and fund public art
have emerged, ranging from European settler groups to transnational and
ethno-cultural communities who, over time, have achieved political and eco-
nomic recognition in their host society.

The aim of this article is to suggest the adoption of alternative forms of
remembrance, as opposed to more traditional and permanently installed
ones such as busts or figurative sculptures, given the complexity of commis-
sioning commemorative public art in Toronto, especially when ethno-cultur-
al minorities are involved in the process. After explaining the concept of the

“ethno-cultural monument” and outlining my research approach and meth-
ods, I discuss the striking contrast between Toronto’s former public art dona-
tion policy, in effect since 2001, and the current one, introduced in 2017. For
commemorative artworks, the new policy grants a great deal of importance
to the “Canadianness” of topics and subjects represented. This (nationalistic)
emphasis seems to reflect the municipal administration’s concern to achieve
social cohesion in a city that embraces more than two hundred nationalities.

Achieving social cohesion, that s, reaching levels of trust and civic engage-
ment that allow attainment of common goals,? remains one of the major
challenges for nations receiving ever-greater numbers of immigrants. The
relationship between social cohesion and ethno-cultural diversity has been
explored by scholars, including in Canada,* but though this topic has been
intensely debated on in the fields of political sciences and economics, little
work has been done to situate it in terms of public art. | explore why and
how existing ethno-cultural monuments and demands for new memorials
from ethno-cultural minorities are perceived to challenge or threaten the
cohesion of Canadian society.

The second part of this article presents a series of case studies that exem-
plify issues and controversies that might have led to the rescinding of the
2001 Toronto public art donation policy. | demonstrate how ethno-cultur-
al minorities, through the erection of commemorative public art, oscil-
late between practices of place-making and legitimation. My case studies
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Ottawa and Canberra,” Planning Per-
spectives 30, n0. 1(2015): 39.

3. Merlin Schaeffer, Ethnic Di-
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gate, 2014).
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“The Modern Cult of Monuments:
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Kurt W. Forster and Diane Ghirardo,
Oppositions 25 (Fall 1982): 21-51.

6. This paperis not the place
to rehearse the extensive debate
on the difference between a monu-
mentand a memorial; however, it
isimportant to note that the term
ethno-cultural monument com-
prises both.

7. John Warkentin, Creating
Memory: A Guide to Outdoor Public Sculp-
ture (Toronto: Becker Associates,
2010), 3.

8. “Sibelius Bust Given Toron-
to,” The Globe and Mail, Monday, Sept.
21,1959: 4.

9. Althoughitfalls outside the
scope of this article, one could not
ignore the reality that a great num-
ber of ethno-cultural monuments,
especially those which stand on
publicland and have received gov-
ernmental sanction, are created
by Caucasian males who, in some
cases, have no historical connec-
tion to the communities that initi-
ated and financed the works.

10. See, Charles Taylor, “The
Politics of Recognition,” in Multicul-
turalism: Examining the Politics of Recog-
nition, ed. Amy Gutmann (Princeton
University Press, 1994), 25-73; Will
Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship: A
Liberal Theory of Minority Rights (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1995),
Finding Our Way : Rethinking Ethnocultur-
al Relations in Canada (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1998); Augie Fleras
and Jean Leonard Elliott, Engaging
Diversity: Multiculturalism in Canada
(Scarborough, on: Nelson Thom-
son Learning, 2002); Janice Stein et
al., eds., Uneasy Partners: Multicultur-
alism and Rights in Canada (Waterloo,
oN: Wilfrid Laurier University Press,
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do not include all ethno-cultural monuments in Toronto, but only those
that—before, during, and after their construction—have generated public
debates and confrontations. Although my point of departure is visual cul-
ture, I do not explore here the symbolic, aesthetic, or design relevance of the
monuments in question: | am rather concerned with the socio-political ten-
sions surrounding their conception and materialization, and their reception
and perception over time. Finally, | point out the urgency of finding public
art-related alternative solutions in order to reconcile social cohesion and
ethno-cultural minorities’ place-making and historical legitimation process-
es in plural societies.

Defining the Ethno-Cultural Monument

“Ethno-cultural monuments” correspond to the longstanding definition of a
monument: a publicly placed work of art with a deliberate commemorative
value.> That said, they are also a unique and socially important form of pub-
licart. I have coined the term to describe monuments and memorials,® often
aesthetically conservative, that are generally the fruit of communal efforts led
by diasporic groups and occasionally supported by distinct levels of govern-
ment. Ethno-cultural monuments are typically located at sites that can physic-
ally accommodate commemorative activity and they generally bear an inscrip-
tion or plaque encapsulating the commemorated subject, which is essential
to the fixing of their meaning.

The first ethno-cultural monument in Toronto was erected in 1902, when
the Toronto Burns Monument Committee, led by local individuals of Scot-
tish descent, commissioned a statue to honor Robert Burns in Allan Gar-
dens. |fig.1| For more than a century, the life-size effigy of the Scottish poet
has dwelled in this public park. This monument, exceptional at the time
because it represents an ethnic community, was “a harbinger of what was to
come in the last half of the twentieth century when other immigrants also
wanted to honor their forebears,” according to historical geographer John
Warkentin.” The next monument commissioned by an ethno-cultural com-
munity found its way into Toronto’s public realm when a bust of Finland’s
national composer Jean Sibelius | fig. 2| was presented on September 20,
1959, to the City of Toronto on behalf of Finnish Canadians.® The bust hon-
ouring Sibelius began a new chapter for monuments and memorials that
convey immigrant narratives. Since the 1960s, ethno-cultural communities in
Toronto have frequently initiated and funded works that publicly commemor-
ate or celebrate heroes, victims, and events in relation either to their home-
land or to their history in Canada. Today, Toronto’s open spaces accommo-
date approximately 40 ethno-cultural monuments; these are generally placed
in parks or on the grounds of universities, places of worship, or community
centers. For the most part, these memorial artifacts are entirely commun-
ity-funded through associations, foundations, committees, and other types
of charity organization.®

Approaching Ethno-Cultural Monuments: Methods and Research Strategies

Since the 1990s, a significant amount of scholarly research has focused on
multicultural policy in Canada.® Issues pertaining to cultural diversity and
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Figure1. David Watson
Stevenson. Statue of Robert
Burns. Allan Gardens, Toronto.
1902. Bronze. Photo by the author.
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Figure2. Waino Aaltonen.
Bust of Jean Sibelius. Jean
Sibelius Park, Toronto. 1959.
Bronze. Photo by the author.
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inclusiveness in museums have been thoroughly explored in recent scholar-
ship.1 Yet the relation between public art and immigrant populations in Can-
adais afield critically unexplored. One barrier to scholarly work on this topic
is that, for commemoration practices led by communities, little documenta-
tion may be available. In undertaking research on this subject, | have adopt-
ed a qualitative and ethnographic approach, relying on field research and on
the analysis of newspaper articles (especially from community and regional
papers), online resources, and such primary sources as reports of municipal
councils and meeting minutes, public art guidelines and policies, and munici-
pal and provincial archival documents.

In order to better understand Canadian ethno-cultural monuments as part
of aglobalized phenomenon, we can turn to similar settler contexts such as
Australia?? and the United States, where there is also debate on ethno-cul-
tural diversity, commemorative public art, and social cohesion. Michele H.
Bogart’s book The Politics of Urban Beauty: New York and Its Art Commission provides
an in-depth—though more empirical than theoretical—analysis of the Art
Commission of New York (AcNY) through an account of disputes, compromis-
es, and negotiations over the insertion of elements of urban design into the
city’s landscape.?? Although Bogart, an art historian and former vice-presi-
dent of the AcNY, grants the highest significance (maybe too much) to aesthet-
ic considerations, visual coherence, and artistic trends in the process of shap-
ing cities’ landscapes, I share her understanding of the role and functions of
the ethno-cultural monument. Bogart notably argues that memorials and
monuments initiated by organizations and individuals representing immi-
grants in New York in the first decades of the twentieth century, when the city
was growing in importance, were (and still are) “deliberate assertions of eth-
nic presence, pride, and political power.”

Immigrant Populations and Commemorative Public Art

There has been a growing demand from immigrant groups for commemora-
tive works of public art in Canada over the past three or four decades. This

can be explained by the conjunction of four main factors. First, to promote
equality, the Canadian federal government adopted in 1971 a multiculturalism
policy that grants non-dominant ethno-cultural groups public recognition
and accommodation of cultural and religious differences.

Second, the growth in demand for ethno-cultural public art is closely relat-
ed to changes in migration patterns, which are no longer single and unidirec-
tional movements from one place to another. Migrants travel back and forth
between places, and this keeps alive connections to their places of origin.*
When discussing the status of Toronto as a “diasporic city,” McGill University
communication studies professor Jenny Burman argues that such living con-
nections, whether emotional, financial, or historical, to places of origin (or to
multiple places), as well as the circulation of people, cultural influences, and
objects, charge such cities as Toronto with extra-national narratives.¢

Third, after the Second World War, immigrants and refugees started com-
ing to Canada in increasingly large numbers (many to Toronto), not only from
Europe, but also from other parts of the world. This trend has gained momen-
tum since the early 1980s. The number of immigrants from Asia, Africa, and
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South and Central America has had a deep impact on Canada’s population,
increasing the percentage of non-white ethnic groups.'”

Fourth, the wish of ethno-cultural groups to produce official public monu-
ments has been influenced by the contemporary culture of public commem-
oration, particularly visible in Western societies.® In the memorialization
process, victims of slavery, terrorism, genocide, and totalitarian regimes
come to the fore, often alongside petitions for reparation. All this has trig-
gered an imperative to critically explore new strategies and forms of memor-
ialization: what and who is worthy of commemoration, and how does a soci-
ety or city effectively remember (and forget)?

Public Art in Toronto: Managing Demands for Commemoration

How does the City of Toronto manage proposals for commemorative pub-
licart today? According to Bogart, the AcNy was created in response to a new
interrogation of the role of public monuments in New York on the threshold
of the twentieth century: “Which groups had a legitimate claim to commem-
oration on public property in a diverse and democratic modern city? Who
was worthy of being commemorated?”'* More than a century later, Toronto’s
municipal administration appears to face similar questions.

Commemorative works erected on public grounds in Toronto fall under
the administration of Arts and Culture Services, which administers the City’s
public art and monument collection. In fact, works with a commemorative
purpose make up a third of this collection. The City has no separate funds for
erecting memorials and monuments:2° they are either initiated by non-gov-
ernmental actors and secured by private funds,?! or they are the result of prov-
incial and federal initiatives, as was the case with the Air India Memorial (Hum-
ber Bay Park, 2007).

In 2001, the City approved an Official Gifts and Donations Policy.22 No
ethno-cultural monument has been integrated into the City collection since
then, except for the Memorial to John Lombardi (2004) and the Holodomor Memorial
(2018), which commemorates the Ukrainian famine of the early 1930s. How-
ever, ethno-cultural groups have continued to apply pressure on the munici-
pal government and to make demands for commemoration. There were five
such requests in 2016, none of them politically neutral. Given this fact, the
City of Toronto resolved to develop a new public art donation policy.2

The policy approved by the City Council on January 31, 2017, provides “pro-
spective donors with a well-defined administrative process, a clear set of tech-
nical, aesthetic, thematic and location selection criteria, and a public consul-
tation process that will be evaluated by City staff for each individual donation
proposal.”2# The new document seeks to ensure that subjects of commemor-
ation have relevance to the larger population as well as to the donors.2> The
donation guidelines were revised not only because of the increased number
of commemoration demands, but also because some themes and subjects are
politically or culturally sensitive.2¢ The municipal policy document states that:

For commemorative donations, the theme of the proposed work must feature a signifi-
cant contribution from Canadians, or be an event that occurred in Canada. If the event
the donor wishes to commemorate neither occurred in Canada nor prominently features
Canadians, then the event being commemorated must be officially recognized by the
Government of Canada.?”
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This policy contrasts strikingly with the rescinded 2001 donation guide-
lines, which simply stated that “the City requires a written submission with
adetailed description of the gift, [and] the relevance of the subject matter to
the City of Toronto.”23 The new guidelines reflect the municipal administra-
tion’s obvious mandate to achieve social cohesion. But does the new policy
still support multiculturalist inclusiveness? How will the City of Toronto’s
staff execute this policy without risking the exclusion of some groups and
issues? Itis certainly difficult to determine what is relevant to Canada and
what is not, since who we are is deeply entwined with who we were and where
we come from, and with the histories of our ancestors. 1 will return to this
question later.

Ethno-Cultural Monuments in Toronto: Major Issues and Controversies

Though they are often barely noticeable in urban landscapes, ethno-cultur-

al monuments do contribute to the “production of locality.”2° Social-cultural
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai identifies “locality” as a “phenomenologic-

al property of social life, a structure of feeling that is produced by particu-

lar forms of intentional activity and thatyields particular sorts of material
effects.”3° Ethno-cultural monuments are forms of intentional place and iden-
tity building that can be understood simultaneously as assertions of power
over particular areas as well as social agents fostering a sense of belonging or
neighborhood.

On the other hand, in publicly channelling a vision of the world or a his-
torical interpretation, many ethno-cultural monuments also seek to legitim-
ize what is represented. There is nothing new about monuments’ capacity to
normalize official claims. For example, they can convey or reiterate democrat-
icvalues, colonial versions of the past, or totalitarian ideologies. Since the
second half of the nineteenth century, nation-states in the making have pro-
moted themselves through public monuments as a way to ritualize and sym-
bolize dominant or aspirant narratives. In that sense, monuments can be
understood as a device of social control and hegemony for implementing a
national history.3! Sergiusz Michalski explains that “At some time in the 1870s,
the erecting of public monuments became an artistic, political and social
domain in its own right.”32 However, this article looks into Canadian monu-
ment production that has generally been the result of grassroots initiatives,
initiatives driven by population groups rather than by governmental actors.

In a continually shifting Canadian context, as immigrants continue to
come from throughout the world, this form of commemoration “from below”
can lead to intense public disagreements. Controversy can be exacerbated by
the fact that not all ethno-cultural monuments are or are meant to be situated
in “ethnic neighborhoods.” On the contrary, as some case studies below dem-
onstrate, they seek instead to insert the statements they bear into the larger
public sphere—a sphere understood here as an arena of public discourse—by
occupying visible and central sites in Toronto’s urban fabric.

As Canadian art historian Annie Gérin explains, “commemorative activity
is highly political and involves a power struggle over who and what is to be
remembered or forgotten.”3 Ethno-cultural monuments typically encom-
pass multiple and difficult negotiations over their siting, the commemorated

47



34. Inlightof the #MeToo
movement’s 2018 rise, eight-
eenth-century Scottish poet Rob-
ert Burns’s behavior came under
scrutiny over his treatment of
women. See John Dugdale, “Rob-
ert Burns: was the beloved poet
a ‘Weinsteinian sex pest’?,” The
Guardian, Jan. 24, 2019, https://
www.theguardian.com/books/
booksblog/2018/jan/24/robert-
burns-was-the-beloved-poet-a-
weinsteinian-sex-pest (accessed
Jan. 5, 2019).

35. Noula Mina, Homeland
Activism, Public Performance, and the
Construction of Identity : An Examina-
tion of Greek Canadian Transnationalism,
19005-1990s, Ph.D. diss. (Depart-
ment of History, University of To-
ronto, 2015).

36. Ibid., 192.

37. KimHoney, “They both
came to claim Alexander the Great
astheir king,” Toronto Star, Jul. 30,
1990: A7.

38. Michael Tenszen, “Police
arrest 4 in argument over statue
of Alexander,” Toronto Star, Jul. 22,
1991 A7.

39. “Alexander’s bust should be
removed,” (reader’s letter), Toronto
Star, Aug. 4,1991: B2.

go. City of Toronto, Executive
Committee consideration, “Com-
memorating the 100th Anniversary
of the Armenian Genocide,” Apr.
23,2014, http://app.toronto.ca/
tmmis/viewAgendaltemHistory.
do?item=2014.EX41.24 (accessed
13 Feb. 2017).

41. The Federation of Canadian
Turkish Associations, “Say NO to
Motion MMso.5 at City Hall,” press
release, Toronto, Apr. 23,2014,
http://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/
mmis/2014/ex/comm/communi-
cationfile-46927.pdf (accessed 13
Feb.2017).

48

subject’s “appropriateness,” and their aesthetic value. In what follows, 1 look
into lines of controversy associated with these artifacts, mainly in relation to
the re-rooting of extra-national narratives in Canadian soil.

Competing, Contested, or Sensitive Narratives in the Public Realm

In contrast to the Burns and Sibelius examples noted above, which cele-
brate traditionally unchallenged national figures,3+ a significant number of
ethno-cultural monuments in Toronto represent contested or controver-
sial histories, reifying one or another version of the past. Therefore, their
erection can lead to ideological and even physical clashes among ethno-cul-
tural communities in the public realm.

Greektown, a neighborhood in east Toronto, became an arena of debate
over the identity of Alexander the Great when several Greek organizations
jointly funded a bronze bust of Alexander, which was unveiled in May 1990 ata
park on the corner of Danforth and Logan Avenues.3s Alexander the Great was
and is at the center of a historical argument between Greece and Macedonia,
since both nations claim him as their king, and almost immediately after the
artwork’s dedication, citizens of Macedonian descent objected “to the word-
ing of the plaque that identified Alexander as ‘King of the Greeks’ rather than
‘Alexander, King of the Macedonians.’”3¢ Two months later, on the anniversary
of Alexander’s birth, the city’s Greeks and Macedonians clashed in front of the
bust.3” The following summer, another violent incident broke out when mem-
bers of the United Macedonian Diaspora attempted to mark Alexander’s birth
with a wreath-laying. They were stopped by the hundreds of Greek protesters
who gathered at the site.3 Some Torontonians suggested the removal of the
bust after these incidents.?® However, the bronze of Alexander still stands.

The easy access to the bust of Alexander, as well as its governmental sanc-
tion—implicit in the fact that it was erected on City-owned land—certainly
contributed to its polemical reception. Indeed, in spite of potential contro-
versies, some communities consider it essential to tell their stories in highly
visible places and to obtain governmental approval and support for their pro-
jects. This might explain why, in 2014, Toronto’s Armenian Community, via
the Armenian National Committee, proposed to the City of Toronto to either
donate an existing artwork or go through the process of having one commis-
sioned to commemorate the 1.5 million victims of the Ottoman Armenian
genocide between 1915 and 1917.° Although two monuments to the genocide
victims already stand in Toronto, they are situated on the grounds of Armen-
ian churches. The new memorial proposal would have been acceptable even
under the more restrictive requirements of the 2017 public donation policy
since the federal government officially recognized the Armenian Genocide in
2004. However, this crime is still an intensely political topic, and it continues
to bring Armenians and Turks into conflict all over the world. The proposal
failed. There is evidence that the City of Toronto received strong opposition
from the Turkish community, mainly through the Federation of Canadian
Turkish Associations.** Other reasons, whether technical, financial, or artis-
tic, might have delayed or thwarted the proposal, but its intrinsically contro-
versial nature appears to have been the main reason for its unsuccessful out-
come: it would potentially erode social cohesion.
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Dissension Within Communities: Local or Extra-National Narratives?

These two examples of proposals and existing ethno-cultural monuments
illustrate the potential conflict they can engender between different ethno-cul-
tural groups in Toronto. Yet such cultural artifacts can also tear apartasingle
ethnicgroup. That was the case with two monuments that polarized the Toron-
to Chinese community in the 1980s.

Orchestrated by the Canadian Chinese Committee, a public art competition
was held in Toronto in 1983 for a statue of Sun Yat-Sen, Chinese philosopher
and revolutionary. Toronto artist Joe Rosenthal won the national contest, but
the City’s selection committee for public art rejected his work, arguing that

“the sculpture was found wanting in power, freshness and imagination.”+2
The committee had originally encouraged “the proponents of the statue to
enlarge the parameters of their proposal to create a memorial which would
be meaningful to a broad spectrum of Torontonians - present and future.”*3
If quality, thematic, and location concerns were deeply problematic—the Can-
adian Chinese Committee wanted a visible City-owned park and priority loca-
tion such as Harbourfront, Allan Gardens, High Park, or Grange Park—**one
of the main points of contention was whether or not to commemorate, on
Canadian soil, a figure whose impact and actions concerned a foreign coun-
try.#> The argument was brought up by those advocating for a Chinese Rail-
road Workers Memorial. | fig. 3| They claimed that it would be more appro-
priate to commemorate the “silent pioneers who built the transcontinental
railway [Canadian Pacific Railway] and thus built a nation.”#¢ Here is a clear
example that a focus on “Canadianness” might also constitute a central con-
cern for ethno-cultural communities which are frequently understood as
cohesive “imagined communities,”” but which are actually marked by polit-
ical, religious, and even cultural differences.

Both monuments were finally erected within a five-year time frame.
Despite opposition, the City council accepted the Sun Yat-Sen statue, which
has stood since 1984 in Riverdale Park, near East Chinatown. The Chinese Rail-
road Workers Memorial, made primarily of wood and metals, was unveiled
in 1989 at the intersection of Blue Jays Way and Navy Wharf Court, an equal-
ly prominent site. New wreaths can be frequently found at the foot of that
memorial.® Buta question remains: should monuments and memorials
erected on Canadian soil exclusively commemorate events related to Can-
ada? In fact, Toronto’s new donation policy seems to privilege local narratives.
Nevertheless, for some ethno-cultural groups, narratives attached to their
homeland are pillars of their collective identity and help to unify their mem-
bers in diaspora.

Commemorating Victims of Totalitarian Regimes

Discussing the struggle of German contemporary artists with monumental
forms in light of their country’s fascist past, scholar James Young remarks:
“How else would totalitarian regimes commemorate themselves except
through totalitarian art like the monument?”+° However, the traditional-

ly didactic logic of monuments has turned against those regimes, for today
they can also serve as a tool in the hands of those who suffered totalitarian
repression. Immigrant groups in Canada have used monuments to denounce
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Figure3. EldonGarnetand
Francis LeBoutbhillier. Chinese
Railroad Workers Memorial.
Blue Jays Way and Navy Wharf
Court, Toronto. 1989. Wood and
bronze. Photo by the author.

Figure 4. Ruth Abernethy.
Goddess of Democracy. York
University Student Centre,
Toronto. 2012. Bronze. Photo by
the author.
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the crimes of totalitarian regimes in their original home countries. But con-
flict may arise when immigrant populations build commemorative works
that denounce totalitarian regimes which are still in power, or memorial-
ize crimes or tragedies that have not been officially recognized by their new
homeland’s governments. This is evidenced through the commemorative
projects stemming from local Polish and Chinese communities discussed
below, all of them linked to past and current Communist regimes.

Located within the heart of the local Polish community, at the foot of Ron-
cesvalles Avenue, on City land, the Katyn Memorial stands for the 15,000 Polish
people who went missing at the hands of the Soviet secret police in 1940. The
Russian government has refused to classify the Katyn Forest massacre as a war
crime or an act of genocide, although the Russian lower house of parliament,
The Duma, did so in 2010.5° The dedication of the Katyn Memorial in Toronto
was marred by the potential for scandal: on the day the memorial was inaug-
urated, September 14, 1980, the Canadian federal government officially with-
drew “its representative at the last minute without explanation.”>! Ottawa
and Edmonton had previously rejected the memorial proposal, arguing it
would harm Canada’s relation with Poland and the Soviet Union.s> Curiously,
the Canadian government, which publicly refused to get involved in the con-
struction of the Katyn Memorial,>2 decided thirty years later to commission, in
the national capital, a monument to all victims of totalitarian Communism.>*

Toronto hosts other ethno-cultural monuments commemorating victims
of Communist regimes, including two that pay tribute to the Tiananmen
uprising, when, on June 4, 1989, Chinese military forces violently suppressed
student-led demonstrations in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square. This standoff
remains one of the most sensitive political topics in China and it has thus
been partially erased from the country’s public discourse.>> Unveiled in 1992,
the bronze wall sculpture Broken Bicycle is installed behind the University of
Toronto Students’ Union building. It commemorates the Tiananmen mas-
sacre through an austere but poignant symbolic statement. Created by Bruce
Parsons and Gu Xiu Hei, both members of a group of students, artists, and
designers going by the name of Design for Democracy, the sculpture depicts a
bicycle crushed by tank treads and a pair of slippers. It appears that this work
of commemoration was, in fact, a replacement project. The Toronto Associ-
ation for Democracy in China had offered the University of Toronto a replica
of the Goddess of Democracy, a temporary plaster of Paris statue drawing upon
New York’s Statue of Liberty that was erected in Tiananmen Square during the
1989 protests. Because of possible repercussions and censorship from China,
the University of Toronto administration declined the gift. The crushed-bi-
cycle sculpture replaced the statue and was put up on a site beyond the uni-
versity administration’s control. Despite the seeming neutrality of the site of
Broken Bicycle, the plaque identifying the sculpture has been repeatedly vandal-
ized over the years.>¢ The rejected Goddess of Democracy was placed in 1992 at the
York University Student Centre, where the university administration similar-
ly had no jurisdiction. Again, in spite of its location in a site without official
sanction, the consulate of China in Toronto addressed a letter to York Univer-
sity President Harry Arthurs expressing discontent over it.? The University did
not surrender to the pressures, and the statue remained on display until 2011,
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when new pressures from the Chinese consulate finally led to the statue’s
removal. 58 However, the Toronto Association for Democracy in China man-
aged to raise funds to build a bronze version by artist Ruth Abernethy, which
has stood outside the Student Union building since 2012. | fig. 4 |

Conclusion: Alternative Avenues of Remembrance

The analysis conducted above helps us understand the reticence of the City of
Toronto to fund or allow the construction, on publicland, of permanent art-
works commemorating conflictual situations or politically sensitive events.
Yet, in a country that recognizes the contribution of each culture to the nation,
and where transnational movements and connections are strengthening every
day, is this reticence appropriate? Toronto’s new public art donation policy
mightappear incompatible with Canadian multiculturalism laws. The Canadian
Multiculturalism Act (1988) points out “the right of Canada’s ethnic, racial and
religious minorities to preserve and share their unique cultural heritage.”?In
the same way that food, dance, music, or cinema festivals do, monuments and
memorials share and communicate a cultural heritage. Of course, these other
ethno-cultural expressions, even if they are seen in Toronto throughout the
year, are generally temporary events, and are thus more easily accepted. And,
as evidenced throughout this paper, ethno-cultural monuments in Toronto
are almost always permanent sculptural or architectural works.

However, Patricia C. Phillips argues that “public art does not have to last
forever.”¢° She concludes her seminal essay “Temporality and Public Art” by
explaining that: “The temporary provides the flexible, adjustable, and critic-
al vehicle to explore the relationship of lasting values and current events, to
enact the idea of the commons in our own lives.”¢* Reflection upon the life
or display cycle of works in public spaces, whether short-lasting interventions
or long-term projects, might generate new considerations of temporal speci-
ficity alongside imperative considerations of site-specificity.s? Fixing bound-
aries upon the narratives that may be channeled through public art, as Toron-
to’s new public art policy does, might be necessary, but it does not constitute
a permanent solution. Solutions may lie instead in opting for short-lived art
projects or in raising awareness about contemporary artistic practices as a way
to increase opportunities for social cohesion.

An appealing model is provided by national and international perma-
nent public art programs that offer temporary “shelter” (through a perma-
nent display system) for artworks. Prominent examples include the Mayor of
London’s Fourth Plinth Commission, in Trafalgar Square, the forthcoming
High Line Plinth program in New York, and the Vancouver Art Gallery’s pub-
licart program Offsite, an outdoor exhibition space featuring cutting-edge
temporary public art projects by local and international contemporary art-
ists. Similar permanent platforms could temporarily host contemporary art-
works, whether sculpture, media-based, or participatory projects,®? that rep-
resent ethno-cultural histories and eventually serve as fora for public debate.
Nonetheless, podiums that host public art for a limited period of time are
the outcome of programs that require substantial funds and a high level of
coordination and logistics. Ethno-cultural groups, no matter how well organ-
ized they are, could not afford these initiatives without government support.
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Furthermore, powerful temporary or temporarily displayed art projects might
oppose or compromise the original notion of the monument, which has
historically been created to recall for future generations the things, values,
people, or events that matter for the generation who erected it, and which
has provided a place for commemorative activity. Perhaps communities and
municipal authorities should further explore virtual space, where artists and
groups of victims are already “erecting” memorials.s*

In conclusion, despite the restrictive character of Toronto’s new public art
donation policy, the door remains open to individuals and groups which are
able to respect the donation guidelines’ artistic, thematic, and financial cri-
teria, and which count on their economic and political influence at different
levels of government. s This case-by-case strategy allows public officials to
approve those proposals that reflect their own social and political views, aes-
thetic leanings, and urban planning projections. As Bogart remarks, “Cooper-
ation and compromise on the part of the commissioners [AcNY’s members]
occasionally proved to be more productive than rigid adherence to ideal of
judgment.”s¢ However, as long as Toronto’s municipality does not find a bet-
ter and more “permanent” solution for managing commemorative proposals,
and as long as the privatization of public and civic spaces continues, ¢ existing
and future ethno-cultural monuments will potentially disrupt Toronto’s com-
memorative landscape. ¢
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