Unit Bruises:
Theodore Wan & Paul Wong, 1975-1979

Unit Bruises pairs for the first time the works of two Chinese-Canadian body and lens-
based artists active during the 1970s: Theodore Saskatche Wan (b.1953, Hong Kong; d.1987,
Vancouver) and Paul Wong (b.1954, Prince Rupert). Working in and around Vancouver, Wan
and Wong were contemporaries whose complementary practices were informed by national
and international currents of conceptualism and performance. Albeit in much different
tashions, due to respective difterences in terms of their backgrounds and social circles,

Wan and Wong both responded to dominant expectations of assimilation for individuals of
Chinese-descent into white Canadian society. Notably, both artists mobilized their bodies in
works that appropriated the tropes of medical and procedural illustrations, subverting the
naturalized notions of objectivity that often dehumanize individuals, particularly those who
are "othered.”

The exhibition is named after Wong and Kenneth Fletcher’s 60 Unit; Bruise (1976) a
disturbingly procedural yet abject video that documents the “ritualized” withdrawal of
Fletcher’s blood and subsequent insertion into Wong's body via a syringe. Wong's works
of this period are complemented by a selection of Wan’s equally unnerving photographs in
which the artist performed as a patient in a series of medically accurate diagrams. During
his studies at Nova Scotia College of Art and Design (NSCAD) in Halifax between 1976 and
1978, Wan created an important series of photographs that served both as instructional
surgical illustrations and photo-conceptualist interventions, depending on the audience.

[t is important to note that Wan and Wong brought their own respective intellectual
approaches to their distinct practices. However, through their work, we can see that both
artists critically asserted their othered subject positions as people of colour in intensely
physical works that, in hindsight, ruminated on the topics of illness, death, and the human
condition.

— Michael Dang, curator

Content Advisory: Unit Bruises is intended for mature audiences and contains works with sexual references,
violence, and music featuring coarse language. Visitor discretion is advised.

The exhibition features artworks and ephemera on loan from the Vancouver Art Gallery, and the private collections

of Sophie and Christos Dikeakos, and Paul Wong Projects. Unit Bruises is made with the support from the Audain
Endowment for Curatorial Studies through the Department of Art History, Visual Art and Theory in collaboration with
the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery at the University of British Columbia. This exhibition is part of the 2024 Capture
Photography Festival Selected Exhibition Program.

Listen to an audio recording of this label.
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Paul Wong

All of Paul Wong's works in this exhibition were produced between
1976 and 1978, during which the artist was a member of the self-
proclaimed “art gang,” The Mainstreeters, that was based in and
around Vancouver’s Main Street on the East side. The Mainstreeters
were a group of friends and self-taught artists that had met at Sir
Charles Tupper Secondary School and were invested in blurring the
boundaries between their lives and their art. Along with Wong, the
Mainstreeters included Kenneth Fletcher, Deborah Fong, Marlene

MacGregor, Annastacia McDonald, Charles Rea, and Jeanette
Reinhardt.

In addition to being a member of the Mainstreeters, Wong also
worked as a video technician at the artist-run centre Western Front
and, alongside his mentor Michael Goldberg, was a founding board
member of the Satellite Video Exchange Society and its storefront
Video Inn. Wong was exposed to key influences in art, video and
dance, predominantly made by white artists through these new
artist-run centres, and the international networks of communication
and distribution that they facilitated.

Instrumental to Wong's artistic practice in this era was the
contemporaneous advent of the handheld Sony Portapak, an
accessible means of documenting his life and work through the
burgeoning medium of video. As professional camera and editing
equipment was quite expensive at the time, the Portapak allowed
for practitioners such as Wong to make videos inexpensively on-
the-go and to edit in-camera with match cut and/or jump transitions
during shooting.



Theodore Saskatche Wan

Theodore Wan was born in Hong Kong on June 29, 1953 and
immigrated to Vancouver with his family in 1967. Wan received

his BFA from the University of British Columbia in 1975 where

he studied under such artists as Tom Burrows, Fred Herzog, and
Glenn Lewis, among others. In 1976, Wan attended the Nova
Scotia College of Art and Design in Halifax for his MFA. Under the
leadership of then-president Garry Neill Kennedy, who facilitated
visits from many prominent international artists, NSCAD in the early
1970s had a reputation as a hotbed for cutting-edge conceptual
art. In Halifax, Wan developed an interest in the tropes of surgical
diagrams and medical technology coinciding with a job as a
photographer at the Dalhousie School of Dentistry. While the
majority of Wan's work included in this exhibition was made while
he was studying at NSCAD, Wan would often take trips back and
forth between Halifax and Vancouver via Greyhound bus.

Wan's photographic and conceptualist practice, both in Vancouver
and Halifax, was informed by newly burgeoning international artist
networks of communication as facilitated by such schools as NSCAD
and also Vancouver’s new artist-run centres, such as Western Front
and Pumps, among others. While Wan wasn’t closely associated
with any of the artist-run centres in Vancouver (until he opened

his own gallery Main Exit in 1980), he was known to be hyper-
cognizant of the currents in conceptual art. As his peer and friend
Christos Dikeakos disclosed, Wan sought to find the convergence
of art and lite through the use of deadpan humour and irony, which
often included playing with language. As a student of NSCAD, his
vernacular aesthetic was very much in conversation with the photo-
conceptualist style of the moment.

Wan's untimely death in 1987 at age 33 from cancer struck many of
his peers as tragically ironic, in light of his earlier interests in medical
sclence.





