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Despite global efforts to en-
gage women and girls in sci-
ence over the last 15 years, they 
continue to be excluded from 
full participation. Less than 30 
per cent of researchers world-
wide are women and UNESCO 
data shows that “only around 
30 per cent of all female stu-
dents select STEM-related 
fields in higher education”. 

To recognize the crucial role of 
women and girls in technology 
and promote their full and equal 
access to and participation in 

I arrived in British Colum-
bia over a year ago, and I’ve 

been in Vancouver for nine 
months. Time flies. I had 
no particular expectations 
when I left Paris other than 
to improve my English, prac-
tice more yoga and live close 
to nature. I believe that all 
these objectives were suc-
cessfully achieved: I became a 
yoga teacher, I can now watch 
Friends without subtitles and 
I have the impression that the 
house where I live is in a tree!

I did not know that expecta-
tions of which I was unaware 
would leave me bewildered 
and disappointed. I expected 
to find a culture similar to 
mine. I was convinced that 
what separated us was lan-
guage. Big mistake. It took me 
a while to understand – and 
above all, accept – that the 
rules of the game are dif-
ferent here. The way people  
relate, the way people eat and 
work… there have been a lot 
of misunderstandings and  
adjustments to make. At first, 
I sometimes even felt rejected 
and was left with a strong 
feeling of superficiality.

I think that what has been 
the most complicated for me 
is the food. I don’t understand 
the presence of GMOs, or 
overly processed foods in so-
called “healthy” food. I don’t 
understand why my body 
digests gluten less well here 
than in Europe and why fruits 
and vegetables are so bland. I 
don’t understand why there 
is mayonnaise on sushi and 
pizza. And why do people eat 
alone?!

Once I got used to this new 
environment, I started to 
open up more and see this 
city as it is. Or at least, as I 
live it: an international city 

science, the UN established Feb-
ruary 11 as the International Day 
of Women and Girls in Science in 
2015. This day aligns with UNES-
CO’s priority on gender equality 
and belief in the importance of 
expanding diverse perspectives 
and skills within science to as-
sist in addressing the challenges 
of the 2030 Sustainable Develop-
ment Agenda.

Barriers to girls  
pursuing science
Sarah Johnson, Physics Lec-
turer at Simon Fraser Univer-
sity (SFU), highlights that only 
20 per cent of undergraduate  

students majoring in physics are 
women, and this has remained 
stagnant since 2000.

“Physics has a reputation prob-
lem,” Johnson explains. “People 
see it as being difficult and very 
masculine and something that 
only geniuses can do. That you 
have to be like Sheldon Cooper on 
the Big Bang Theory to be a physi-
cist, which is not true. So, I think 
girls don’t see themselves as phys-
icists. And then just in general, the 
public doesn’t really know what 
physicists do and what you could 
do with a degree in physics.”

These misperceptions cause 
many girls to drop physics in 

grade 12, which limits them from 
pursuing careers in science later 
on if they choose, she adds. In 
2009, Johnson and four other fe-
male SFU faculty members cre-
ated the Girls Exploring Physics 
program. 

“The main goal is to show girls 
how interesting and exciting 
physics is, to show them all the 
possible career paths they could 
pursue,” Johnson says. 

She adds that the program also 
tries to show girls that physics can 
be used to help society and is not 

“an isolated, lonely” pursuit. The 
one-day program is open to girls 

Women and girls in science –  
still an uphill climb

Caring, loneliness 
and transformation 
are the three words 
that sum up my 
experience so far
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Cultural Spotlight

by Jasmyne eastmonD 

Embracing diversity in Black communities
cal and national voices to en-
courage active advocacy and 
educate the public about world-
wide humanitarian challenges. 
It encompasses the visions of 
The African Arts and Cultural 
Society and the deep-rooted 
objectives of Black History 
Month celebrations. The forum 
will welcome a panel of expe-
rienced, professional speakers, 
hand-picked by Mboussi to ad-
dress the following topics: Black 
Ownership & Generating Wealth, 
Media Representation, Arts & 
Black Identity, Mental & Physical 
Health, Accessing Justice & Com-
munity Safety, Migration & In-
clusion, Education, Democratic 
Engagement, Access to Afford-
able Housing and Shelter. 

Mboussi’s work continuously 
emphasizes diversity in cul-
tural expression. She aims to 
highlight the variation found 
through the experiences of even 
those with similar descent and 
heritage. At her prior events 
(even in limited space), she has 
readily displayed the 54 flags of 
the countries of Africa and the 
26 flags of the Caribbean to re-
spectfully present and embrace 
the beauty and complexity of 
cultural heterogeneity.

“Black people are trying to fit 
in other people’s shoes,” says 
Mboussi, when asked about 
cultural assimilation and Black 
pride. “You have to find your 
shoes and wear your own shoes.”

The Regional Black Canadi-
ans Forum will take place over 
the course of two days. Focus 
groups open to people of Afri-
can descent will run on Feb. 6 to 
discuss the Canadian Strategic 
Plan in response to the Inter-
national Decade. The events of 
Feb. 7 are open to all and will 
consist of brunch, networking 
opportunities, and discussions 
moderated by panellists and 
guest speakers.

 
For more information and to 
register for the forum, please 
visit www.eventbrite.ca/e/
regional-black-canadians-forum-
tickets-75224142435 and the 
African Arts and Cultural Society’s 
Facebook page. 

 

culture in the Greater Victoria 
area and starting the Victoria 
African Arts and Cultural So-
ciety in 2012, she acted as an 
advocate for African cultures  
in Quebec.

“I am always proud to tell 
people that I am originally from 
Cameroon, I am bringing a cul-
ture that I want to share,” she 
says. “My goal is to encourage 
every single Black person to 
showcase their own culture be-
cause that is a way to be more 
inclusive.” 

Mboussi celebrates African 
and Caribbean voices, creating 
accessible spaces to broaden 
cultural awareness and initiat-
ing reciprocal exchanges of sto-
ries through what she calls “sus-
tainable cultural sharing.” The 
Regional Black Canadians Fo-
rum aims to provide a platform 
for these forms of engagement.

The African Arts and Cultural 
Society presents the Regional 
Black Canadians Forum, a com-
munity forum focused on the 
International Decade for Peo-
ple of African Descent, from 
Feb. 6–Feb. 7 at the Greater Vic-
toria Public Library. 

 
As Black History Month ap-
proached, Founder of Victoria’s 
African Arts and Cultural Soci-
ety Pulchérie Mboussi sought 
the opportunity to enlighten 
her community on African cul-
ture and discuss socio-political 
issues affecting Black people of 
African descent. 

For seven years, Mboussi has 
hosted events for Black History 
Month ranging from live mu-
sic concerts to family-oriented 
activities. This year, however, 
Mboussi has been inspired by 
the International Decade for 
People of African Descent.

Proclaimed by the United Na-
tions General Assembly and  
officially recognized by Ca-
nadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau, 2015–2024 marks the 
International Decade for People 
of African Descent – an opportu-
nity to honour people of African 
heritage and promote anti-rac-
ist, anti-discriminatory recogni-
tion, justice and development.

 “Here in British Columbia, it 
is difficult to bring Black com-
munities together to discuss 
national issues,” says Mboussi. 

“When it comes to these national 
issues, they need someone con-
nected to the issues in both a na-
tional way and a local way.” 

 Including oneself in an 
inclusive environment
Originally from Cameroon, 
community leader Mboussi im-
migrated to Canada in the mid-
1980s. Before promoting African 

Pulchérie Mboussi, founder of Victoria’s 
African Arts and Cultural Society.

“We (Black Canadians) give up 
our own culture [to be] more 
inclusive. Canada encourages 
multiculturalism. Canada loves 
a mosaic culture. But you are 
not being inclusive by giving up 
one part of you,” says Mboussi. 

“Being inclusive is acceptance, 
so you have to accept the other 
person the way they are to find 
a way to live together.”

A forum for many voices
The Regional Black Canadians 
Forum brings together both lo-
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Mining and morality:  
upcoming lecture at UBC’s Green College
B.C.’s dependency on mining 
is set to increase in the future, 
creating a moral dilemma. 
The need to continue increas-
ing the output of the mining 
sector for different materials, 
clashes with  protecting the 
environment and culture of 
the areas where the materials 
are mined. 

Three associate professors from 
different schools within the uni-
versity will come together for 
the lecture Do We Have a Moral 
Duty to Protect the Environment? 
It’s Complicated! on Feb. 6 at the 
Coach House, Green College on 
the UBC Campus.

Emily Huddart Kennedy 
(School of Sociology), Fionn By-
rne (School of Architecture and 
Landscape Architecture) and 
Nadja Kunz (School of Public Pol-
icy and Global Affairs and Nor-
man B. Keevil Institute of Mining 
and Engineering) will discuss 
their perspectives on cases of 
contrasting morality as it relates 
to environmental protection 
from their areas of expertise.

Mining
Kunz’s focus will on water man-
agement and stewardship in the 
mining sector and its transition 
toward more sustainable opera-
tions. 

“When many readers think 
of the mining and metals sec-

by Chiara nonni tor, their minds may drift to the 
negative social and environ-
mental impacts that mining can 
cause,” she says. “Sometimes it 
can be easy to forget the extent 
to which we rely on minerals and 
metals as fundamental building 
blocks of modern society, from 
infrastructure, vehicles, and 
electronics to soaps and medical 
devices.”

The Glacier Media Group’s site 
www.mining.com, agrees that 
our dependency on mining is set 
to grow in the future. By some 
estimates, electric cars may 
require about four times more 
copper than gasoline-powered 
vehicles.

Kunz says Canadians especial-
ly have an important role within 
creating sustainable change, as 
Canada continues to rely on ma-
terials produced through envi-
ronmentally damaging methods. 

“I would also argue that Cana-
dians, and particularly British 
Columbians, have a moral duty 
to improve the sustainability 
performance of the mining and 
metals sector at a global scale. 
Not only are we consumers of 
mined products, but it is a key 
sector within our economy,” she 
explains. 

Morality 
In observing British Columbi-
ans’ dependence on mined ma-
terials, Kunz points out the dif-
fering levels of environmental 
morality relative to public policy 

Nadja Kunz works to improve water sustainability practices across  
the mining industry.

within the mining and metals 
sector. 

“In my experience, discussions 
about environmental protection 
or sustainability as it relates to 
mining projects can quickly be-
come polarized. A key challenge 
is that within our society, we may 
have different interpretations 
of sustainability and compet-
ing viewpoints about what ac-

tions are most important to get 
there,” she says. “I feel a lot can 
be learned from listening openly 
to those who may have different 
moral values, and showing re-
spect for one another as people.” 

Community
Kunz has years of experience 
working in mining companies, 
communities, and govern-

ments around the world. Over-
all she has a positive outlook 
on the future of this industry 
and how Canadians can con-
tribute toward more sustain-
able efforts moving forward. 
She recognizes the difficulty 
in shifting perceptions and 
actions within the mining 
community but is optimistic 
about creating systems and 
programs to alleviate environ-
mental degradation. 

“Community participation is 
so important! There have been 
some fantastic examples of how 
concerns raised by Indigenous 
rights-holders or community 
members have changed the 
practices of mining companies 
or, in some cases, prevented the 
development of projects in envi-
ronmentally or culturally sensi-
tive regions,” she maintains. “We 
are also very lucky in Canada 
and particularly B.C. to have a 
regulatory framework that al-
lows community voices to be 
heard during the environmental 
approval process of new mining 
projects.” 

Along with her fellow lectur-
ers, Kunz plans on discussing 
these topics in more detail with 
an interdisciplinary approach 
that fosters awareness of local 
sustainability and morality. 

To learn more,  
visit the following sites: 
www.greencollege.ubc.ca
www.mining.com 
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by raman Kang 

Hot chocolate, anyone? 
“I wanted to create something 
that wasn’t your regular cof-
fee shop,” says chef Elena 
Krasnova, owner of Mon Paris 
Patisserie.

Krasnova’s shop will be partici-
pating in the Hot Chocolate Fes-
tival for the fourth time in a row. 
The Festival features 44 “Choc-
stars” with 114 flavours. This 
year Krasnova is presenting 
hot chocolate lovers with three  
different flavours. 

Hot Chocolate three ways 
For the festival’s 10th anniversary, 
Krasnova is presenting a very spe-
cial drink called Mademoiselle  

Sesame hot chocolate.

  Ruby hot chocolate.

The Van de Graaff electrostatic generator is one of the many hands-on 
physics experiments girls can experience at the workshops.

“Women in Science” from page 1
in grades 9 and 10. Participants 
engage in hands-on activities, 
have lunch with some students 
and faculty, receive a campus  
observatory tour and a presenta-
tion about various career possibili-
ties in the field. Johnson reports that 
a higher proportion of the girls who 
attend the workshop take Phys-
ics 12 than the general population  
of girls. 

Challenges faced by 
immigrant women 
Sweta Rajan, an immigrant sci-
entist originally from India, faced 
bullying in her first laboratory 
position in the US. Her experience 
with isolation and cultural barri-
ers ultimately led her to co-develop  
Immigrant and International 
Women in Science (IWS Network) 
to support other women going 
through similar challenges.

Rajan notes that a critical chal-
lenge in coming to a new country 
is a lack of support networks. 

“The biggest challenge for me 
was because I was out of my own 
cultural context, I had no idea 
whether the experience I was 
going through was normal or 
not,” she says. “It was only after I 
came out of that experience and 
started talking to others about 
it, that I realized that it was not 
normal and that I was actually 
being bullied.”

She highlights the systemic 
impacts of bullying and discrim-
ination in a workplace environ-
ment, not only on the psyche of 
the person affected but in loss of 
productivity and consequent fi-
nancial cost for the organization. 
And although Rajan’s experience 
happened almost twenty years 
ago, she notes that these kinds of 
experiences are unfortunately 
still prevalent today. 

Started in 2018, IWS now has 
nine sister chapters across Canada:  
Vancouver, Ottawa, Saskatoon, 
Montreal, Quebec, Toronto, Mis-
sissauga, Charlottetown and 
Calgary. Rajan sees the core of 
the work as creating safe spaces 
where people can share their 
experiences and receive sup-
port. The collective wisdom of 
the group provides a pathway 
towards solutions. 

“I remember clearly one of our 
members saying, ‘I am in psychol-
ogy, this is so cathartic for me that 
I can share this and I know that it 
didn’t happen just to me, and I’m 
not alone’,” shares Rajan.

A recent Statistics Canada re-
port highlights the barriers to 
employment that immigrants 

face, stating that only 39 per cent 
of immigrants with a bachelors in 
STEM are employed in their field 
of expertise. Rajan emphasizes 
that IWS Network’s membership 
reflects “people with exceptional 
skill sets [who] face the ‘no Cana-
dian experience’ challenge, and a 
lot of untapped talent and experi-
ence is lost, costing the Canadian 
economy billions of dollars,” ac-
cording to a 2019 Vancity report.

Potential pathways  
forward for Canada 
Johnson believes science needs 
diverse teams with different 
viewpoints.

“There are lots of examples,  
especially in engineering, where 
things have been designed by 
only men and they didn’t take 
the female perspective into ac-
count and they missed impor-
tant things,” she notes.

 She recommends that Canada 
adopt the US STEP UP Program, 
which focuses on providing high 
school teachers with awareness 

of bias and the skills to break 
down stereotypes which may 
discourage girls from pursuing 
physics as a career path.

Rajan highlights the ongo-
ing lack of women in leadership 
roles and the dependence on be-
ing granted permission to speak 
where it should be the norm. She 
invites the Canadian govern-
ment to create grant programs 
where companies can take on 
an immigrant at low risk and see 
firsthand how capable they are. 
She urges companies to engage 
with immigrant communities to 
see what they can offer and begin  
to utilize the wealth of existing 
untapped talent. According to 
BDC, given that over 45 per cent 
of small- to medium-sized com-
panies in BC are struggling to 
find talent, hiring immigrants 
creates a win-win situation.

For more information, please visit 
www.iwsnetwork.ca
www.sfu.ca/physics/outreach/
girls-exploring-physics.html

“There’s only so much you can 
do out of your home,” she says.

Opening up shop
Three years ago, with the help 
of her family, she opened her 
first shop, Mon Paris Patisserie, 
a French-inspired shop with 
pink walls, beautiful tiles and an  
Eiffel tower that adds a certain 
je ne sais quoi. 

In traditional French fashion, 
Mon Paris Patisserie doesn’t 
have a lot of seating because the 
desserts are meant to be taken 
away to enjoy. 

“Family support is very impor-
tant, especially in the beginning 

when you can’t hire too many 
people,” says Krasnova. 

Krasnova’s mother started 
working at the shop to help 
support her daughter and still 
works there today. 

Mon Paris Patisserie has all 
kinds of pastries, macarons, 
chocolates, cakes and desserts 
that are baked fresh daily and 
even classes for those unable to 
travel all the way to Paris. 

“All of my recipes are tradi-
tional French but with a modern 
twist,” says Krasnova.

For more information, visit 
www.hotchocolatefest.com

Design a fantastic resume and cover 
letter, fine tune your interview tech-
niques, learn valuable skills to suc-
ceed in the Canadian workplace, 
gain insight into the job market, 
access special services for skilled 
works – all at NO COST. The Pro-
gressive Intercultural Community 
Services (PICS) Society, Vancouver 
Branch, has been helping immi-
grants and newcomers to Canada 
for over 14 years !

Our Group Job Search Work-
shops are a flexible, 5 module rotat-
ing program, running weekly, with 
16 sessions each month. This in-
cludes basic computer orientation, 
with instruction on using Word and 
Excel, and accessing the Internet. 
Workshops are held within a cul-
turally diverse environment, led by 
qualified facilitators. 

Past and current E.I. receipients 
are always welcome. Knowledge-
able case managers are available to 
guide you through the process of 
reaching your career goals.

PICS Vancouver also offers one-
on-one employment assistance, 
paid on-the-job work experience 
through our Wage Subsidy pro-
gram, and a one-stop Career Centre 
with a broad range of job hunting 
resources. Funding for all programs 
is provided by the Ministry of Social 
Development, Employment and La-
bour Market Services Division.

Please call 604-324-7733,  
go to www.pics.bc.ca,  
or visit us at  
200-8161 Main St.,  
Vancouver, to  
find out how  
we can best  
help you.

Need the skills to find 
a job? We can help!

dark Cocoa Barry chocolate (a 
type of chocolate Krasnova uses 
almost exclusively in her choco-
late dishes) infused with straw-
berry and jasmine tea, served 
with whipped cream, a white 
chocolate flower and a choco-
late-shaped strawberry.

The Ruby introduces choco-
late fans to a different type 
of chocolate; after the classic 
milk, white and dark chocolates 
comes a fourth, and it’s red. 
Krasnova says this kind of Calle-
baut ruby chocolate was just in-
vented in the past few years and 
is made from red cacao beans 
which are fermented, giving the 
chocolate a natural red colour. 

“Not many people know this 
chocolate exists; I want to edu-
cate people, and I want people to 
try it,” says Krasnova. 

That’s why she decided to use 
this chocolate in her second 
drink: the Ruby. 

Krasnova explains that the 
Ruby has a really unique flavour 
profile, composed of ruby choco-

late, raspberry puree and rooi-
bos tea. The drink is served with 
a goji berry cluster, also made 
with ruby chocolate. 

Lastly, Sesame Sesame is 
an Asian-inspired drink made 
with 64 per cent white choco-
late, infused with black sesame 
seeds and matcha, served with 
black sesame tuile and whipped 
cream on top. 

From accountant to baker 
“I’ve always liked working with 
my hands in my spare time as 
a hobby and at home I used to 
paint,” says Krasnova. 

Krasnova moved to Vancou-
ver from Russia 18 years ago 
with her family. After graduat-
ing from school, she became an  
accountant. However, her need 
for creativity took her into a dif-
ferent direction.

“Art is what made me relax and 
helped me through life,” she says. 

About 10 years ago, Krasnova 
took her first cake decorating 
class and instantly loved it. She 
began volunteering at a local 
cake shop where she would help 
them decorate cakes.

“I really liked it. It was three-
dimensional art as opposed to 
the paintings,” she says. 

She eventually quit her job 
when an opportunity arose to 
attend culinary school in France. 
There, she studied French pas-
tries and recipes and worked 
to get more experience so that 
when she came back to Vancou-
ver, she knew she wanted to open 
up a French-inspired patisserie. 

Back in Vancouver, Krasnova 
started out working from home, 
baking desserts for people she 
knew, but it wasn’t sustainable.

Jasmine, the same one she 
served in her first year of partic-
ipation along with The Ruby and 
Sesame Sesame. 

A nod to her love of French  
patisseries, Mademoiselle Jas-
mine is composed of 64 per cent 

Elena Krasnova in her shop Mon Paris Patisserie.
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Sweta Rajan.
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Decolonized voices: celebrating 
Canadian Black HERstories

Contributions through aca-
demic and artistic perfor-
mance are celebrated at UBC’s 
Museum of Anthropology with 
the Black Canadian Women, a 
series with poetry, discussion 
and music for Black History 
Month (Feb. 6).

“If they are reaching out to shift 
this paradigm of race and cul-
ture in this city, I’d love to be 
part of that support,” says Nan-
yamka Lewis, founder and di-
rector of BlackArt Gastown, 
talking about her involvement 
as co-curator of the event, De-
colonizing Voices: A Celebration 
of Canadian Black HerStory.

Black HerStories
Strong Black women have a long 
history here in Vancouver. In 
1972, feminist and community 
leader Rosemary Brown was 
elected into British Columbia’s 
provincial legislature, becom-
ing the first African-Canadian 
woman to ever be a part of a 
parliamentary body in Canada. 
In 1975, she ran for the NDP 
leadership race getting all the 
way to the 4th ballot but lost to 
Ed Broadbent.

Further back in 1858, before 
Confederation, one of the first 
Black American families to 
reach the shores of the West 
Coast were the Starks. Sylvia 
Stark, a true pioneer, lived on 
Salt Spring Island before most 
people inhabited the island com-
munity. Later, she became a liv-
ing legend at 106 years old; many 
people would often gather to 
hear her tell stories of her child-

and advocacy to her Trinidadi-
an parents. 

“Both my parents’ careers in-
volved acts of service. My father 
was director of Arts and Culture 
while my mother was a social 
worker,” says Lewis. 

Evening’s event
The lineup for the evening fea-
tures Adelene da Soul Poet (aka 
Bertha Clark), a celebrated local 
spoken word poet and activist. 
Her rhythmic words shine a light 
on the rich history of herself and 
the Black community of Vancou-
ver in Hogan’s Alley, one of her 
famous spoken word anthologies. 

“My writing reflects the wis-
dom, humour, positive spirit and 
the strong will of my mother. As 
an adult, when I write, I feel a 
deep spiritual connection com-
ing from a source before my 
time. I feel the spirit and soul 
of the people. I write under the 
name of Adelene in honor of my 
mother,” says Clark. 

Clark hopes the audience 
will glean an uplifting message 
from the poetry as she narrates 
through spoken word on her 
family’s history. Reflecting back 
on past family reunions, she re-
calls how it was always such a 
joy-filled event. 

“There was always laughter. 
These are the memories I have 
from my childhood,” says Clark.

Following Adelene da Soul 
Poet, Chantal Gibson, an artist, 
award-winning educator and 
poet, will read from her poetry 
book, How She Read. This will 
pre-empt a book signing of this 
most recent publication.

“The book is a celebration of 
Black womanhood; it explores 

A historical image of Bertha Clark’s relatives.
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hood and her journey across the 
United States to Salt Spring Is-
land.

“It is traditional in the African 
diaspora to start any ceremony 
or event with an acknowledg-
ment of those that came before 
us,” says Lewis, co-curator of 
the event. 

When Lewis was approached 
to be part of this celebration of 
black culture and black people, 
it was an obvious fit. BlackArt 
Gastown was one of her first 
major community acts initiated 
back in 2017. 

“It came out of desperation to 
put Black Art and Culture at the 
forefront for the upcoming gen-
erations,” says Lewis. 

Lewis, originally from To-
ronto, attributes her dedica-
tion to community involvement 

our representation across the 
Canadian cultural imagination. 
It is the book I wish I had in 
school,” says Gibson.

To complete the evening, 
multidisciplinary artist, musi-
cian and arts facilitator Tonye 
Aganaba will perform at Haida 
House. Aganaba’s debut perfor-
mance at MOA draws from their 
new album, Something Comfort-
able, noted as one of the best 
R&B recordings to come out of 
Vancouver. 

“Decolonizing Voices is the 
concept of being in control of our 
own narrative, which is noth-
ing new. There is such a thing as 
the Black Canadian experience,” 
says Lewis. 

For more information:  
www.moa.ubc.ca
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Alex Leslie, author.

Leslie was inspired to write Vancouver 
for Beginners after he read the book 
Invisible Cities by Italo Calvino. 

by Kristy DoCKstaDer

Vancouver for Beginners 

The city through a  
poetic kaleidoscope 

poems describing 55 fictitious 
cities through parables on dif-
ferent aspects of the human 
experience. By the end of the 
novel the reader learns that 
each city described is actually 
just different aspects of a sin-
gle city, Venice.

“He wrote about Venice in quite 
a kaleidoscopic way,” she says.

Leslie loved this idea and 
began writing her book about 
Vancouver. She has worked in 
the field of social work and has 
been involved with community 
volunteering most of her life. 

“Poetry gives you the opportu-
nity to describe things as they 
really are, in a heightened way, 
to bring out what is actually 
there,’’ says Alex Leslie, au-
thor of the new book Vancou-
ver for Beginners.

Leslie has always loved to read 
and write. As a child she found 
herself amazed with the tales 
by authors like Jules Verne and 
Agatha Christie. This love of 
stories and story-telling grew 

with her as she aged and has 
led her to write multiple books 
of her own, including Vancouver 
for Beginners, We All Need to Eat, 
The things I heard about you and 
People Who Disappear.

A literary world expands 
As she reached her teenage 
years, Leslie found the world of 
poetry and short stories and by 
her early 20s, she already had 
her work published in literary 
journals. Her work has also been 
nominated for multiple awards 

This has offered her a unique 
perspective not only of the city, 
but also of the humanity that 
lives here. 

“Parts of the book are about 
disorientation. I grew up here 
and Vancouver has changed 
completely in my lifetime. It’s a 
disorienting feeling watching 
your home change before your 
eyes,” she explains.

The book explores alternate 
possible futures and touches 
upon the extreme stratification 
between the rich and the poor 
that she feels has become more 
apparent within Vancouver over 
the years. She also explores the 
power that nature has over the 
city; being surrounded by ocean 
and forests plays a big role in 
making Vancouver the city it is.

Vancouver for Beginners 
is available for purchase on 

Book*hug Press’s website and 
Leslie will be appearing later 
this month as a featured author 
at the Jewish Book Festival on 
Feb. 10 at the Jewish Community 
Centre of Greater Vancouver. 

For more information,  
please visit the following sites: 
www.jccgv.com
www.bookhugpress.ca

and she has won the Dayne Ogil-
vie Prize as a top Canadian LGBT 
Emerging Writer.

For the last 6 or 7 years, Leslie 
has been writing poems about 
the many diverse facets of her 
hometown of Vancouver. She has 
used a mixture of realism and 
surrealism to take readers on a 
journey of Vancouver, one piece 
at a time. 

“I hope that people have the 
experience of relating to the city 
when they read Vancouver for 
Beginners. I hope that they think, 
‘Oh yeah! I recognize that tree on 
top of the building,’” she says. 

The inspiration for Vancou-
ver for Beginners came about 
after Leslie read the book Invis-
ible Cities by Italo Calvino. In-
visible Cities is a book of prose 

“ Parts of the book are about 
disorientation. I grew up here  
and Vancouver has changed 
completely in my lifetime. It’s a 
disorienting feeling watching your 
home change before your eyes. 
Alex Leslie, author of Vancouver for Beginners
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A closer look at emotions

emotional journey was an obvi-
ous choice, as he sees art and the 
process of making it as one of 
the most sacred secular parts of 
our world.

“Making art – it’s one of the 
most spiritual things one can 
do,” he says. “Your mind has to 
be fully present, free from any 
kind of distraction. Once you tap 
into that creativity, there’s noth-
ing like it.”

Continually changing
In the main exhibit area are a 
couple of Wong’s acrylic paint-
ings immediately to the left, and 
the light box to the right. But 
not for long, as the positions of 
the artwork will change weekly. 
That is where the “moving com-
position” part of the exhibit’s 
title comes into play, an idea  
initially put forward by Centre A 
curator Henry Lu.

“It’s like a live exhibition, al-
ways breathing and moving,” 
says Wong. “We’re incorporat-
ing the art into a sort of perfor-
mance.”

The pieces are presented 
somewhat unconventionally: 
some in a corner, some not 

The world is as soft as a vol-
cano: a moving composition 
is one of the two recently 
opened exhibitions at China-
town’s Centre A gallery. 

A collection of works by local 
artist Lam Wong, the pieces on 
display are varied yet connect-
ed, abstract yet highly personal. 
The exhibition runs until Mar. 14.

Personal abstraction
While there are some multimedia  
aspects to the exhibition –  
including a photograph light 
box and a volcano made of ce-
dar mulch and charcoal – the 
majority of the pieces are paint-
ings that focus on the theme of 
emotions. 

“First there is a series of ab-
straction works,” says Wong, 

“paintings depicting emotions 
as if under a microscope. Then, 
there are some smaller works I 
started painting last year called 
the History of Emotions series; 
more somber, darker paintings 
with muted colours.”

Wong describes himself as a 
tool or medium or vehicle, chan-
neling something higher than 
himself. He sometimes refers 
to his paintings as experimen-
tal rather than conceptual, and 
likes to work in more abstract 
styles.

“The abstraction allows me to 
express myself intuitively,” says 
Wong. “I call it attacking the can-
vas: I enter into a boxing ring 
with the canvas and deal with it. 
There is one painting I re-painted  
three or four times, and some 
come out naturally.”

On top of the first two series, 
there is a third that lends a very 
personal weight to the exhibi-
tion. It includes one of the few 
non-abstract works: a large 
portrait of Wong’s mother, who 
tragically died a decade ago. It 
took a long time for Wong to be 
able to create pieces about her, 
much less share them with the 
public, but he feels that their 
addition adds a powerful di-
mension to the exhibition.

“I think the personal themes 
are what make the show special,” 
he says. “The pieces really re-
flect what I feel, especially in the 
current moment, here in 2020.”

For Wong, using painting as 
a medium to express his own 

by JaKe mCgrail 

exactly at eye-level, gener-
ally not laid out how a visitor  
might expect. 

“The works are quite dynamic  
and not confined to a particu-
lar subject matter,” says Lu, 
who was named the gallery’s 
curator in July. “So I thought it 
would be interesting to liter-
ally make the works move, as 
[Wong] dictates, to create dif-
ferent dynamics and feelings.”

Wong describes the exhibit 
as continually evolving. He 
carefully considers how each 
piece speaks to one another, 
and how they relate to their 
neighbours while on display. 
For Lu, the “moving composi-
tion” speaks to the individual-
ity and expressiveness of this 
exhibition.

“I find that his works are 
highly personal,” says Lu, “and 
abstracted in a way that is 
very affected by his ways of 
knowing the world. To me, the 
project is expansive, not con-
fined to a singular display of 
art objects.”

For more information, 
visit www.centrea.org

where a lot of people are just 
passing through, where na-
ture in all its beauty is very 
present. It is a city of entre-
preneurs, where people work 
hard – a dream location for 
lovers of the mountains and 
yoga. Vancouver, in fact, offers 
its residents a fairly pleasant 
quality of life, provided you 
have the means, because it is a 
very expensive city for what it 

“Verbatim” from page 1 or the importance of intimacy 
and connection with others in 
my life. In the end, I knew very 
little about my attachments, 
my habits or everything I took 
for granted.

On the other hand, I also 
didn’t know that I was going to 
fall in love with the freedom 
that this lifestyle offers. Free-
dom that you tame with its 
share of loneliness. In that way 
I learned to like loneliness and 
today I cherish it. We feel freer 
to say no or “I don’t feel it any-
more”. We allow ourselves to  
respect our needs first and in 
this way we learn to practice 
kindness towards ourselves 
and, indirectly, with others.

Living here transforms me ev-
ery day and it becomes more and 
more complicated to stay con-
nected with my previous life. We 
learn to break away, to choose, to 
lighten up and to live in the pres-
ent. To be continued. 

Translation by Barry Brisebois

has to offer. Oops, I’ve gone off 
track!

What is certain is that I learn 
about the local culture every 
day, but I believe, in my heart of 
hearts, that my exploration is 
very selfish. In the end, it is my 
own self that this experience 
is allowing to be revealed. I did 
not know my own culture or my 
thought patterns before I settled 
here. I didn’t know how attached 
I was to food and all its rituals 

Artist Lam Wong researches the notion of ‘emotional refuge.’

Vancouver is a city where a lot of people are just passing through.
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different artists. She believes 
that the Labour’s Trace exhibi-
tion is a great event to attend in 
order to learn about different 
cultures. 

“The exhibition presents an 
opportunity for our Richmond 
community, many who were 
born outside of Canada, to learn 
more about Indigenous and 

by tina Qu

Labour’s Trace: a history of cultural identities
Labour’s Trace, a two-person 
exhibition with artists Karin 
Jones and Amy Malbeuf show-
casing pieces that reflect 
ideas connected to labour, 
livelihood and histories of 
colonization, will run from  
Feb. 15–Apr. 11 at the Rich-
mond Art Gallery (RAG). 

The exhibition is based on the 
idea that notions of labour 
thread through works grounded 
in concepts of livelihood. Jones 
and Malbeuf are makers of ob-
jects who transform traditional 
and contemporary materi-
als into works of art centered 
around cultural identity and 
historical narratives. Through 
their own labour, they confront 
historical misrepresentations 
with expressions of pride and 
strength, and teach their audi-
ence other ways of knowing his-
tory. 

“I’ve long admired Karin and 
Amy’s work,” says Nan Capogna, 
RAG curator. “Karin lives in Van-
couver, and Amy, who was born 
in Alberta, now lives in Halifax. 
They both bring intelligence and 
a strong sense of materiality to 
their works.” 

The artists 
In this installation of eight 
works, Jones draws on her Af-
rican-Nova Scotian heritage 
when examining the impact of 
historical narratives that shape 
identity. Drawing from exten-
sive metalsmithing experience, 
Jones created the works as ob-
jects of adornment, with deliber-

ate references to restraints used 
during the period of the enslave-
ment of African peoples in North 
America. Made from found ob-
jects – leather horse tack, hom-
iny (corn) kernels, human hair – 
and combined with handcrafted 
components of steel, silver or 
brass, the pieces are fabricated 
to fasten around the neck.

Métis artist Malbeuf presents 
a dozen individual works, bound 
together by a firm observance of 
traditional Indigenous practices 
adeptly shaped to reflect con-
temporary ideas and concerns. 
Malbeuf uses tarpaulin as she 
might have customarily worked 
with animal hide for clothing: 
stretching, beading (Tarp 2017) 
or creating fringe (Outer Seam 
1–3). In many of the works, she 
employs beadwork and animal 
hair tufting, skills learned from 
other women sharing their cul-
tural knowledge working side 
by side. Hair tufting has become 
an important part of Malbeuf’s 
art practice and, like beadwork, 
it is labour intensive, requir-
ing a deep commitment to the  
art form. 

Malbeuf has exhibited her 
work nationally and interna-
tionally in over forty shows at 
venues such as the Winnipeg 
Art Gallery, the Art Gallery of 
Alberta and the Museum of Con-
temporary Native Arts. She has 
also participated in many inter-
national artist residencies, in-
cluding the Melbourne Institute 
of Technology, The Banff Centre 
and The Labrador Research In-
stitute. Malbeuf has been the 
recipient of the 2016 Lieutenant 
Governor of Alberta Emerging 

African-Nova Scotian histories 
through an art experience,” says 
Capogna. “These are histories 
that have been absent or mis-
represented and it is important 
to bring works like Karin and 
Amy’s to a public art gallery.” 

For more information, please visit 
www.richmondartgallery.org

Choke, 2017 (detail). Handmade steel chain, corn, brass, handmade brass mount on wood panel. W 61 cm, H 122 cm, D 30.5 cm. 

Artist Award, the 2016 William 
and Meredith Saunderson Prize 
for Emerging Artists in Canada 
from the Hnatyshyn Founda-
tion and the 2017 REVEAL award 
from the Hnatyshyn Foundation.

An opportunity for learning
As a curator, Capogna is always 
working with and learning from 
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by Xi  Chen 

Itamar Erez weaves  
music beyond borders 
Recently nominated for In-
strumental Solo Artist of the 
Year at the Canadian Folk Mu-
sic Awards 2020, Vancouver-
based Israeli musician Itamar 
Erez is a composer and a per-
former with great versatility 
and eclectic style. 

A talented soloist who is highly 
skilled in both piano and guitar, 
Erez will be performing with 
his trio at Pyatt Hall on Feb. 7, 
sharing his music in a quartet 
at Performance Works on Feb. 
23 and touring in a Tango 3 trio 
in British Columbia early March, 
including a stop in Vancouver.

“We will play some pieces from 
my album (Mi Alegria) at the 
Pyatt Hall show. We will make 
some new arrangements for 
the pieces and also play some 
new pieces. It is exciting; there 
will be a lot of improvisation on 
stage,” Erez says. 

His latest and fourth album, 
Mi Alegria, released last June, is 
a combination of solos and en-
sembles. According to Erez, this 
album features his piano play-
ing more prominently and has 
a more significant jazz flavour 
than his previous recordings.

Early influence
Born and raised in Israel, Erez 
says that spending his forma-
tive years there from age 15 to 
24 instilled world music in him 
early on. 

“Israel is like a melting pot of 
all kinds of cultures; the music 
is very diverse. If you turn the 
radio on, you can hear Arabic 
music or the Beatles,” says Erez. 

“My father was also a pilot with 
an eclectic taste in music, and he 
would bring records from every-
where.”

Erez started playing the piano 
at age six and quickly realized 
he had a talent for it. He also 
took up the guitar when he was 
15, and after that music became 
an inseparable part of his life. 

Having perfect pitch and in-
spired by just sounds, Erez says 
music follows him everywhere 
in his head when he is working 
on a new piece.

“I like sounds so I may sit by 
the piano and improvise and dis-
cover something that sparks my 
imagination. Over the next few 
weeks, I keep trying to solve the 
puzzle,” says Erez, talking about 
his creative process. 

Exploring new  
horizons in music
Classically trained and having 
initially studied music composi-
tion, Erez’s musical journey is a 
constant exploration of new ho-
rizons. 

“As a composer, there is a dif-
ference between music on paper 

and how it sounds in the end. Im-
provising is really important for 
me, so at some point, I decided to 
express my own musicality,” he 
says. 

He also made a major shift 
away from the classical world 
when he first moved to Vancou-
ver around 2002. 

“I was missing home (Tel Aviv) 
a lot, so I started incorporating 
music from where I came from 
as well as jazz to create some-
thing personal. Desert Song was 
created in Vancouver in 2006,” 
recounts Erez, referring to his 
debut album with his Adama En-
semble. 

In the ensuing years, life has 
taken him and his family back to 
Israel where he joined Turkish 
musician Omar Faruk Tekbilek’s 

“ It is exciting to 
meet someone 
from a different 
background, 
and you become 
friends through 
music.
Itamar Erez, musician

ensemble. He had to adjust his 
guitar playing for Turkish music 
and got deeper into Middle East-
ern music. He also added flamen-
co music and Brazilian choro to 
his repertoire and released two 
more albums, Hommage (2010) 
and New Dawn (2013), before 
moving back to Vancouver again 
in 2015.

Despite the complicated polit-
ical situation in the Middle East, 
Erez feels that in the common 
language of music, communica-
tion is always easy.

“It is exciting to meet someone 
from a different background, 
and you become friends through 
music,” he adds.

His next project will be a duet 
album with Persian-Canadian 
percussionist Hamin Honari 
who he has collaborated with for 
a few years. 

Aside from composing and 
performing, Erez also teaches 
music. He is a faculty member 
at the Vancouver Symphony 
Orchestra School of Music and 
has written a book, Exercises & 
Etudes – an Advanced Method 
for the Fingerstyle Guitarist. 

“I am excited about getting 
people excited about music. If 
you understand more about mu-
sic, it can really open up your ho-
rizon,” Erez says. 

Learn more about his work  
at www.itamarerez.com
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by simon yee  
     ContriButing eDitor

February 4–18, 2020

Welcome to February - one month 
down in the new year, 11 more to 
go! Some of the events happening 
this month include Family Day, 
Valentine’s Day and Black History 
Month! Celebrate them with your 
friends, family and loved ones 
by exploring the many dancing 
performances, roundtables, film 
fests, theatrical plays and operas 
happening throughout the city.

* * *
Black History Month at VIFF
Feb. 1–29
Vancity Theatre, Vancouver
www.viff.org

Curated by Barbara Chirinos in 
partnership with VIFF Vancity 
Theatre’s Tom Charity, the Black 
History Month film series is a 
significant contribution to Van-
couver’s cultural diversity. This 
year’s series provides a wide 
range of black experience and 
creativity, from Fela Kuti’s radi-
cal Afro-beat to Toni Morrison’s 
haunting literature, it includes a 
history of horror movies and the 
new (Academy Award-nominat-
ed) Underground Railroad his-
torical drama, Harriet, as well as 
an all-ages $5 animation show, a 
Queer Night and a tribute to the 
late writer-director John Single-
ton, with Boyz n the Hood.

* * *
Dana Michel
Feb. 6–8, 8 p.m.
Scotiabank Dance Centre, 
Vancouver
www.thedancecentre.ca

The audacious and original 
works of Montreal-based dance 
artist Dana Michel have earned 
international attention and pres-
tigious awards including the 
Jardin d’Europe Award at ImPul-
sTanz (Vienna), and the Silver 
Lion for Innovation in Dance at 
the Venice Biennale. At the Sco-
tiabank Dance Centre, Michel 
will break through conventions 
with her daring choreographies, 
rejecting stereotypical physical-
ity and identity and creating a 
liberated world of shape-shifting 
metamorphosis, incorporating 
elements ranging from sculpture 
and comedy, to psychology and 
social commentary. There will be 
a post-show talkback on Feb. 7.

* * *
Genevieve Robertson: Looking 
Through a Hole in the Earth
Feb. 6–Mar. 22

* * *
Fan Expo Vancouver
Feb. 15–17
Vancouver Convention Centre
www.fanexpovancouver.com

The Fan Expo Vancouver is a 
three-day pop culture conven-
tion at the Vancouver Conven-
tion Centre. The convention is 
a wonderful celebration of all 
things nerdy, with tens of thou-
sands of attendees celebrating 
all that pop culture has to offer. 
Attendees can shop hundreds of 
vendors and exhibitors, check 
out panels and workshops, meet 
their favourite stars and cre-
ators and celebrate what makes 
them geeky with thousands of 
other fans in cosplay. For tickets, 
show information and more in-
formation, check out the expo’s 
website.

* * *
Family Day in British Columbia
Feb. 17
Various venues around  
the Lower Mainland
www.childrensartsfestival.ca
www.cypressmountain.com
www.museumsassn.bc.ca

The Family Day holiday in British 
Columbia happens on Feb. 17 this 
year and there are many Fam-
ily Day events happening around 
the Lower Mainland. Some of the 
events happening on and around 
Family Day include the Cypress 
Mountain Family Day weekend, 
the Richmond Children’s Arts 
Festival and local programming 
at many municipal community 
centres, museums and galleries. 

Burnaby Art Gallery
www.burnabyartgallery.ca

Over the past four years, interdis-
ciplinary artist Genevieve Rob-
ertson has developed a studio 
practice that involves extensive 
physical and material explora-
tion, engaging with the complexi-
ties of our relation to land and 
water in a time of large-scale in-
dustrial exploitation and climate 
precarity. Drawing with found 
materials, her work links biology, 
geology and environmental stud-
ies with contemporary drawing. 
The exhibit presents three series 
of recent explorations: works on 
paper composed with bitumen 
and seawater; forest-derived 
charcoal and graphite; and silt, 
seaweed and limestone. Robert-
son’s practice of drawing and 
painting with found materials - 
whether harvested, collected or 
dug up from the ground - is a way 
of implicating herself directly in 
the process of landscape repre-
sentation, and of learning about 
the entanglement of non-human 
life forms and geologic landforms 
that coexist in our biosphere.

* * *
Between Roots and Rings
Feb. 8, 12:30–5:30 p.m.
Maplewood House,  
North Vancouver
www.northvanarts.ca

The cedar tree is strong and 
grounded, bringing hundreds 
of years of wisdom. Indigenous 
mixed media artist Melanie Riv-
ers, Tiyaltelwet, will lead the Be-
tween Roots and Rings workshop, 
which will center around the qual-
ities and medicines of the cedar 
tree. Participants will spend time 
outside by a cedar tree and write 
down all that they experience 
(sounds, colours, textures, smells, 
emotions). Participants will then 
create their own 11×14 mixed me-
dia painting of a tree person using 
collage papers, book pages and 
acrylic paints. No previous art ex-
perience is needed.

* * *
Nikkei Mubi
Feb. 8, 2–3:30 p.m.
Nikkei National Museum and 
Cultural Centre, Burnaby
www.centre.nikkeiplace.org

The Nikkei National Museum has 
digitized over 40 historical home 
movies from its moving image 
collection. These fragile 16mm, 
8mm and Super 8 films can now 
be safely placed in long term stor-
age, and its digitized versions will 

soon be available online. At this 
screening, get a glimpse into the 
personal and public lives of Japa-
nese Canadians from the 1930s 
to the 1970s on the west coast, 
throughout Canada, and abroad. 
Nikkei Mubi presents a unique 
perspective on Canadian history 
highlighting generations of the 
Japanese Canadian community 
and their resilience in a time of 
discrimination.

* * *
What Aborigines Sang:  
Aynu, Yukar and Some 
Problems in Japan Studies
Feb. 10, 6:30–8:30 p.m.
Asian Centre Auditorium at UBC, 
University Endowment Lands
www.asia.ubc.ca/events/
event/2019-20-john-howes

The John Howes Lecture in Japa-
nese Studies is an annual public 
lecture for prominent scholars 
from around the world to speak 
to the university community and 
alumni on topics in Japanese 
Studies. On Feb. 10, University of 
Chicago professor James Ketelaar 
will draw on his most recent re-
search into the concepts of the 
barbarian and the frontier in the 
construction of Japanese national 
identity and history; coupled 
with this, he will examine some-
thing of the roles and meanings 
of emotion in the construction 
of the historical imagination in 
Japan.

* * *
Ghost
Feb. 12–15
Historic Theatre at The Cultch, 
Vancouver
www.thecultch.com

This February, six of Montréal’s 
best street dancers will immerse 
themselves in the mysterious 
mechanics of breathing, and in-
terpret its life-giving rhythm, 
at the Historic Theatre at The 
Cultch. Combining elements of 
contemporary dance, hip hop 
and martial arts in a physical 
score that echoes the subtle 
pulse of respiration, Tentacle 
Tribe approaches the body as a 
musical instrument with infinite 
possibilities. Inhalations and 
exhalations sculpt the group’s 
gestures, movement and rhythm 
as interconnected bodies form 
striking human structures that 
shift, alter and evolve in synergy 
with the music.
 

* * *
The Barber of Seville
Feb. 13–23
Queen Elizabeth Theatre, 
Vancouver
www.vancouveropera.ca

Chase away the February blues 
with The Barber of Seville, a feast 
of frivolous fun, playing at the 
Queen Elizabeth Theatre this 
month. Enjoy Figaro’s mischie-
vous escapades as he assists 
Count Almaviva in prising the 
beautiful Rosina away from her 
lecherous guardian, Dr. Bartolo. 
Italian composer Gioachino Ros-
sini’s comic masterpiece fizzes 
with memorable melodies in 
an entertaining production that 
proves that the road to true love 
is paved with theft, lies, bribery, 
brawling – and wicked comedy. 
Check out the Vancouver Opera’s 
website for tickets and more in-
formation.


