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Located throughout the city, The Good Host can be expe-
rienced as one or a series of encounters that provoke 
deliberation. The aim is to unfix the viewer’s perception 
of prescribed uses for urban space, and reconsider their 
own agency within it. 

As a proposition on spatial problems in the urban 
environment, The Good Host draws attention to issues of 
access to and denial of space, the prescriptive assign-
ment of spaces and the manner in which these conven-
tions shape our consciousness. Through parasitic tactics 
the artists—Michael Connor and Heather Keung, Atom 
Deguire, and the collective of Janis Demkiw, Corwyn 
Lund, and Duncan MacDonald—propose strategies to 
enable agency, intervene upon, and become auteur of 
urban space. Their methods include grafting, piggy-
backing and mimicry. Although these methods are 
deployed upon the built environment, it is the potential 
consequences or implications of the structure rather 
than the physicality or object of the structure that the 
artists comment upon.

Michael Connor and Heather Keung’s occupation 
of overlooked space, Atom Deguire’s revision of gallery 
space and directional iconography, and Janis Demkiw, 
Corwyn Lund, and Duncan MacDonald’s “revolving-door-
turned-music-box” adapt and occupy systems through 
parasitic tactics. Aptly, philosopher Michel Serres char-
acterizes the parasite as noise, “a break in a message” 
or static interrupting the system.1 Further, the concep-
tion of systems as harmonic and rational is false, and in 
fact, as Serres indicates, systems work because they do 
not work.2 That is, systems work by means of parasitic 
noise or interruption, which impels them to evolve. The 
interruptions created by these artists cause the keepers 
and users of the spaces occupied to reflect and navigate 
differently—rerouting, rethinking, adapting, and evolving 
their relation to the set of circumstances.  

The tactic of usurping the systems’ or structures’ own 
traits as deployed by these artists is akin to détournement. 
Détournement was among the foils Guy-Ernest Debord 
proposed against the alienation caused by “spectacle.” 
For French Marxist theorist and Situationist Guy-Ernest 
Debord, “the spectacle represents the dominant model 
of life. It is the omnipresent affirmation of the choices 
that have already been made in the sphere of production 
and in the consumption implied by that production.”3 
Détournement mimics and modifies existing spectacle/
media to reveal the implications of the original. Original 
elements can be taken from anywhere, and, in an act 
of turnabout, can be used to create a new formulation, 
correction, integration, or alteration. In the example set 
by Connor and Keung, an unaddressed exterior niche 
inadvertently relegated to smokers in an otherwise 
purposefully defined building is an opportunity to refer 
back to the phenomenon of the milieu. Waste such as 
that generated from the industries of art production, 
renovation, and new construction prolific all around 
Queen Street West, where the Museum of Contemporary 
Canadian Art (MOCCA) is situated, is purposed by the 
artists. Connor, himself a builder and Keung a cultural 
producer, operate with consent from the MOCCA to build 
upon their courtyard. The parasitic noise produced by 
the artist/builder and artist/Artistic Director/curator is a 
constituent of the system. In effect, the pair détourn the 
system, employing it with the production and nurturing 
of its own parasitic growth. 

Debord also propositioned to counter the spectacle 
by expanding the conception of geography through 
psychogeography. Psychogeography was defined by 
Debord as “the study of the precise laws and specific 
effects of the geographical environment, consciously 
organized or not, on the emotions and behaviour of indi-
viduals.”4 The emphasis is placed on the effect of, rather 
than the prescribed function of the space. Denying us 
our expectation of gallery as container for art, Deguire’s 
obscuring treatment of the Blackwood Gallery provokes 
mental and physical repositioning. Viewing the artist’s 
work as such necessitates a reconceptualization of the 
gallery’s relationship to art, and places where we seek 
art. In a complimentary proposition, situated a distance 
from the suburban gallery, Deguire’s postering project 
relates the manner in which prescriptive symbols and 
spaces become didactic and paternalistic. The artist’s 
vinyl and poster applications subtly transfer and reposi-
tion symbols and iconography from public space shifting 
both perception and reception. Through psychogeog-
raphy, assigned functions as either places of industry or 
play are nullified, eliminating the separation between art 
and its surroundings. Installed at Toronto’s Metro Hall,  
a space prescribed for municipal government functions, 
Demkiw, Lund, and MacDonald’s MusicBox Revolv-
ingDoor conflates the functions of administrative and 
recreational space. The installation adapts the apparatus 
of a music box to the building’s revolving door. As pedes-
trians move through the door, music is plucked out by 
tines attached to the handle that sweep over “activating 
strips.” Setting the mechanism in motion while entering 
and exiting the site of governmental power, individual 
citizens are given unexpected agency. Each rotation  
of the “revolving-door-turned-music-box” creates a  
ludic alteration of the structure from bureaucratic to  
one of play, repeating until it is uncertain whether a  
division remains. 

The predominant characteristic of these artists’ prac-
tices is their opportunistic interface with a pre-existing 
system or structure. The ensuing interfaces of their 
work capitalize upon and push the original function and 
meaning of the host structure. As inside agents, artist/
builder Conner and artist/Artistic Director/curator Keung 
employ their familiarity with the physical, cultural, and 
institutional structures of the MOCCA to alter and test 
the institution’s limits. In a different approach, Deguire 
sends up the prescriptiveness of spaces, and directional 
signage and symbols.  Deguire relocates, appropriates, 
and at times, outright mimics common understand-
ings and visual language. Revealed is how effectively 
the system of symbols and directives are entrenched. 
Together, Demkiw, Lund, and MacDonald exploit playful 
inventiveness to gain entry to the governmental seat 
of Metro Hall, piggybacking their scaled-up music box 
mechanism upon a revolving door. Typically a miniature 
device, the music box is adapted to architectural dimen-
sions crossing the scale divide, and intersecting the func-
tions of business/art/play. 

The implications of these works include: the sugges-
tion of participatory urban planning, where built, 
economic, and social environments are not exclusively 
authored by architects and official sanctioning bodies; 
advocacy of subversive strategies; and, the appropriation 
and reclamation of space and hybrid interventions.
— Su-Ying Lee
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Opening reception and bus tour: Sunday April 17, 12–3pm 
12 noon: Pick up at Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art (MOCCA), 
952 Queen Street West, site of intervention by Michael Connor & 
Heather Keung, and a postering project on Queen Street West by 
Atom Deguire.

1st stop: Blackwood Gallery, University of Toronto Mississauga, for 
the opening reception and site of Atom Deguire’s intervention (addi-
tional events include tour of Karen Henderson billboard and Gordon 
Monahan exhibition).

2nd stop: Metro Hall, 55 John Street, site of MusicBox RevolvingDoor

3pm drop off: MOCCA

Free Contemporary Art Bus Tour: Sunday May 22, 12–5pm
Tour starts at 12 noon at Blackwood Gallery’s off-site exhibition at 
Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art (952 Queen Street West), and 
then departs for Blackwood Gallery (UTM), Art Gallery of York Univer-
sity, Koffler Gallery off-site exhibition (Sheridan Plaza), Blackwood 
Gallery off-site exhibition (Metro Hall) and returning to MOCCA for 
5pm.

To make a reservation, contact the AGYU at scarte@yorku.ca or call 
416.736.2100 ext 44021 by Friday May 20.
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