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1 Spruce in the Tropics 

At 6-years-old, I lived in a small town called Pondok Cibubur just south of 
Jakarta, Indonesia. My maternal grandmother and paternal great aunt lived a 2-
minute walk away from us; tropical trees and bushes lining a quiet street, and 
rusty metal gates enclosing middle-class bungalows. Visiting my aunty Lin was 
always thrilling—I can still smell chocolate pudding boiling on a hot plate, and 
hear the sound of seeds hitting wood on a Congklak board. She also had the 
most peculiar tree in her front yard, nothing like I had seen before. Its foliage was 
a dusty green colour and felt like rubbery needles which looked unnatural to me 
compared to the wide and thin leaves of the equatorial plants I’m used to. It was 
only in 2015, when I migrated to Canada, that I started to identify this tree as an 
evergreen spruce. To this day, when I encounter a piney spruce tree, I am 
reminded of my aunt’s home and the lone dislocated spruce in the tropics.


Like many immigrants, I have felt a seemingly incurable loneliness from years of 
cultural isolation. Identifying the plants around me has become an important way 
to combat this sense of alienation in my environment. Robin Wall Kimmerer, an 
Indigenous Potawatomi scientist and author writes about a phenomenon called 
“species loneliness,” a deep sadness derived from humankind’s “estrangement 
from the rest of Creation” and from the loss of a relationship to the natural world. 
In her book Braiding Sweetgrass, Kimmerer writes about the teachings of plants 
and animals and how they relate to our sensorial knowledge, consciousness, 
and kinship to ecosystems.


“This is really why I made my daughters 
learn to garden—so they would always 
have a mother to love them, long after I 
am gone.”

― Robin Wall Kimmerer

Glory Hole Gallery’s exhibition Sensing, Feeling, Being brings together works 
by three artists—Vanessa Dion Fletcher, Yara El Safi, and Jessica Karuhanga
—whose works utilize multi-sensory interactions to make tangible fleeting 
concepts such as emotion, memory, and time. Through experiments in taste, 
smell, and sound, they examine our relationship to food, narratives, and 



liberation. The artists also centre their own lived experiences of neurodiversity, 
nostalgia, joy, and reclamation.

\\ 

2 The Gift of Strawberries 

Moxa Wiingan Tastes Really Good is a video work by Vanessa Dion Fletcher 
that meditates on a single action: eating a strawberry. Following a closeup shot 
of a person eating the plump red fruit, various microscopic strawberry seed 
patterns fill the screen which shifts in and out of focus. Unidentified sounds 
accompany this imagery; fragments of what could possibly be friction static, 
moving or falling water, breathing, sighing, and walking. The combination of 
these visual and sonic elements connote a deeply intimate relationship between 
the consumer and the object of consumption—digestion as an ultimate unifier. In 
her artistic practice, Fletcher contends with the complexities of navigating 
identity through a gendered, neurodiverse, and Indigenous perspective. She 
prioritizes representing non-textual and sensory-focused experiences to illustrate 
that the mind and body (which includes what we consume) are not separate 
entities. 

“I  look  for  knowledge  embedded  in 
materials  and  techniques.  Embodiment 
and visual art allow a reprieve from the 
colonialism and ableism of English.”

― Vanessa Dion Fletcher

Fletcher’s individual perspective is something that is inescapably fractured and 
politicized. Her preference to communicate messages through performance, 
composite media, and tactile evidence of the body (as seen in other works that 



brings attention to and utilizes bodily fluids) comes from a lack of access to 
Indigenous languages and the experience of living with a learning disability. 
Moxa Wiingan Tastes Really Good revels in the potential joy of indeterminate 
perception as well as multi-sensory and material-focused forms of knowledge, 
for the gift a strawberry brings is not a descriptive compound, but its touch, 
smell, taste and nourishing affects. 
\\ 

3 Skies Are Not Just Blue 

Mazze is an installation of soft sculptures by Yara El Safi which were created by 
stuffing dried grains, beans, and lentils into beige-coloured pantyhose. Layered 
below are pieces of pita bread, and above, a generous helping of various spices. 
Accompanying this installation is a video of repurposed clips from the artist’s 
documentary tiled Skies Are Not Just Blue, a 25-minute documentary about 
varying queer and Muslim-specific experiences in Toronto and Montreal. 
Originally part of a solo exhibition at The Factory in Hamilton, Ontario, Mazze 
tantalizes the smell of food while simultaneously being inedible. It strategically 
uses strong odour to grab the visitor’s attention in a customarily sanitized gallery 
space. 


Much of El Safi’s work is focused on imagined stories from queer, Muslim 
ancestors—combining parts of her intersectional identity that is often viewed as 
polarizing and disdainful of each other. By framing cultural preservation as a 
means towards (instead of against) understanding the queer and othered body, 
El Safi attempts to reconcile with contrary identity markers, reclaim her own 
body, traditional symbols, and language, and ultimately resist assimilation. She 
represents queer Muslim lives that are non-monolithic and nuanced, and 
poetically asserts that the horizon’s skies (our present and future) offer more than 
just the colour blue.


“[There  is]  a  kind  of  dysphoria  that 
comes from being in a different country 
and  having  to  rewire  your  brain  to 
understand  who you are.”

― Yara El Safi



El Safi identifies as a neurodivergent visual artist and performer. In 2018, she 
self-published a series of illustrations and poetry called Masha’allah ya Habibiti 
which revealed periods of mania and recovery through changes in mark-making 
and linguistic tone. In Mazze, a similar revealing of the subconscious is done 
through a combination of culturally-specific visual and olfactory signifiers—a 
glimpse into the artist’s own memory. El Safi’s body of work cleverly utilizes 
engagement tactics to challenge perception and self-contained definitions of 
identity.
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4 Borrowing Time  

The relationship between music and time is manifold. In music, time is flexible. 
Musicians may know this as “tempo rubato,” Italian for “stolen time.” In Jazz, it’s 
called “swing,” whereby you “steal a bit here, give a bit back there.” (Krukowski, 
Ways of Hearing). Musical genres are also closely tied to specific eras in history 
and can trigger memories from past periods in our personal lives. ALL OF ME is 
a 23-minute audio work by Jessica Karuhanga composed of musical clips and 
various stories of longing, nostalgia, and time-travel. It is inspired by a notion 
proposed by Angela Davis that Black feminism is rooted in the blues.


“Emerging during the decades following 
the abolition of  slavery,  the blues  gave 
musical expression to the new social and 
sexual  realities  encountered  by  African 
Americans as free women and men.”

― Angela Davis

ALL OF ME begins with a clip of Viola Davis’ acceptance speech at the 2017 
Oscars: “People ask me all the time: what kind of stories do you want to tell? 
And I say, exhume those bodies, exhume those stories… the stories of the 
people who dreamed big and never saw those dreams to fruition, people who fell 
in love and lost.” It then resumes to present narrative contributions by seven 
Black women and gender non-conforming people who are admired by and part 
of the artist’s community. Accompanying the stories are a diverse range of 
musical samples: choir gospels, soulful chord progressions, bluesy brass, 
synths, and trap beats. In the work, music sampling is utilized effectively to 
amplify the specific emotion/mood of each story; from sombre and sentimental, 
to agitated and eccentric. It is also a way to form connections between different 
points in time and across seemingly disparate experiences. Deeply associated 



with the rich history of Black cultural and creative output, Karuhanga’s 
experimental sampling asserts a sense of belonging and agency for the context 
of Black embodiment and subjectivity—a constant act of reclamation—
borrowing power from across time and place.
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