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Introduct ion
IMPERFECT SHADOW is a multifaceted and evolving art exhibition, 
curated by Karie Liao about everyday parallel realities. It invites the 
exploration and re-exploration of past and present, fictional and 
real narratives, hidden and transitional spaces throughout Artscape 
Youngplace. From October 2014 through January 2015, Imperfect 
Shadow manifests in two phases.

PHASE ONE showcases Sarah Febbraro and Emily Gove’s  
Go To Your Destiny, a collaborative project that prompts visitors to 
search for secret hideouts in the building as imagined by children from 
the Givins/Shaw Jr. Public School. This exhibition catalogue briefly 
examines the tradition of hand-painted signs and elaborates on the 
importance of artistic expression at an early age to empower young 
voices. (pg 4)

In the stairwells, Alicia Nauta, Ginette Lapalme and Keith Jones 
weave unique, immersive environments filled with bizarre characters, 
enigmatic colourful shapes, new-age signs and celestial symbols. Each 
stairwell installation offers a gateway to a psychedelic realm through 
spatial articulations of two-dimensional print-based work. Art writer 
and researcher Maxine Proctor offers her insight on these otherworldly 
places. (pg 14)

PHASE TWO  features two new projects by Alison S.M. 
Kobayashi and Christine Swintak. 

Kobayashi’s Personality Unlimited reveals and eulogizes the inner fictional 
and non-fictional lives of objects and their previous owners. (pg 34)

Swintak’s The Other Its is a sculptural “timeless capsule” composed of the 
artist’s personal belongings delicately prepared for burial. The eventual 
location of the capsule will only be known by word of mouth. Drawing 
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from the research of Diana Taylor, a professor of Performance Studies 
at NYU, “Observations on Collecting” provides a brief analysis of 
Kobayashi and Swintak’s work as it relates to the discourse of the 
archive in the digital age. (pg 35)

Each facet of Imperfect Shadow explores our overlooked everyday 
objects, familiar places and people we think we know through vibrant, 
playful, humourous and experimental artistic interpretations. Through 
multi-media work, each artist captures and creates new reflections of 
our shared common, mundane and ordinary surroundings. Partially 
inspired by ideas in Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, this exhibition is a 
response to our sense of disconnectedness – from earth, from one 
another and from ourselves. This detachment can largely be attributed 
to the vertiginous speed of technology, the ever-increasing information 
production, and the fracturing of ideas, which contribute to a general 
sense of paranoia and isolation.

Imperfect Shadow is the culmination of Karie Liao’s Curatorial Residency 
and programming visions for the Artscape Youngplace Hallway 
Galleries in their inaugural year. This exhibition would not have been 
possible without the artists and their ingenuity, infinite talent, hard work 
and dedication. A special thank you to Artscape staff and community, 
the Artscape Youngplace Curatorial Advisory, Jacqui Arntfield, Nicolas 
Barrette, Suzanne Carte-Blanchenot, Lauren Cullen, Marcus Dowling, 
Marina Greeno-McNeil, Milan Kozomora, Lynn Liao, Rex Lingwood, 
Natasha Mytnowych, Ginger Scott, Hollis Sinker, and the Givins/Shaw Jr. 
Public School.

This exhibition was made possible, in part, thanks to the support of the 
Ontario Arts Council.

KARIE LIAO is a community-driven contemporary art 
curator with a knack for developing exhibitions and 
creative programming in unconventional spaces. She is 
dedicated to supporting the practices of emerging artists 
and making art accessible to a broad audience. 

Exhibition Photos: Garrison McArthur Photographers
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By: Karie Liao
“Go to your destiny” were the four words used by 10-year-old Eric 
Fulton to describe the way to his secret hideout. To “go to your destiny” 
suggests that there is a place, destination or purpose for which a 
person is intended. In the form of a sign, we are asked to embark on an 
adventure or journey in search of a place – possibly one that exists only 
in another time or dimension. 

GO TO YOUR DESTINY (named after Fulton’s sign) is the title of a 
collaborative art installation produced by artists SARAH FEBBRARO 
and EMILY GOVE with students from the Givins/Shaw Jr. Public 
School. Together, the artists worked with young people to create a series 
of hand-painted road signs made from reclaimed barn wood designed 
to steer visitors to the students’ fictional secret hideout spaces inside, 
outside, and around the Artscape Youngplace building. 

Drawing on the in-between and transitory nature of the hallway, Go 
To Your Destiny was intended to transform the Hallway Galleries into a 
crossroad with multiple routes. Arranged in clusters, spilling off the walls, 
and tapering towards the ends of the hallway, the installation was an 
eclectic assortment of tall, skinny, wide, fat, large and tiny, yellow, white 
and blue, rectangular and square-shaped signs. Using black or white 
lettering and simple graphic symbols in the handwriting of each child’s 
distinctive style, the signage declared the names of the children’s secret 
hideouts: “The Lotus Casino,” “Happy Land” and “Casa da Chill.” More 
often than not, visitors are prompted to decipher the whereabouts of 
the secret hideouts, as suggested by one inscribed riddle: “Love of books 
will get you somewhere but reading this sign will get you nowhere.” 

GO TO YOUR DESTINY

PHASE ONE PART ONE
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IN SOME CASES, THE SIGNS DELIBERATELY MISLED READERS IN ORDER TO KEEP THE UNINVITED AWAY WITH ARROWS  
POINTING IN EVERY DIRECTION OR UNHELPFUL MESSAGES SUCH AS: “THIS WAY TO LIVE OR DIE.”“6



IN SOME CASES, THE SIGNS DELIBERATELY MISLED READERS IN ORDER TO KEEP THE UNINVITED AWAY WITH ARROWS  
POINTING IN EVERY DIRECTION OR UNHELPFUL MESSAGES SUCH AS: “THIS WAY TO LIVE OR DIE.”
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This project was a tribute to the tradition of 
hand-painted signs but also a nod to North 
American folk art. Folk art is sometimes 
described as naïve, plain, rural, provincial, 
outsider, idiosyncratic or nonacademic, 
terms that are all marred by implications 
of condescension, because of its utilitarian 
uses. Folk artists often moved from place to 
place courting local audiences, developing 
compositional formulas that allowed them 
to work quickly with limited materials and in 
makeshift studios. As such, many of these artists 
began their careers painting commercial signs, 
a skill which requires special techniques to 
ensure legibility and durability. Go To Your Destiny 
echoes the conventions of method, aesthetic 
and circumstance of nineteenth-century folk 
paintings.

Like folk art, children or young people’s art 
is often dismissed as insignificant. However, 
different types of art require different types 
of preparation. Each artist develops a unique 
repertoire of skills, a distinct vocabulary of 
subject matter, and a peculiar expressive 
vision. The young people who participated in 
this project varied in age (7-12) and were at 
different stages of skill development in reading 
and writing. Go To Your Destiny allowed these 
students to apply their skills and exercise their 
imaginations while having fun.   
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This project empowers youth by offering an opportunity to express 
their ideas and to be heard within the context of a professional art 
exhibition. The clever platform of the “sign” is an accessible everyday 
object that allows any one person to make a statement. Such mark-
making can make us think, believe or behave in a desired way. 
In our current information-saturated, knowledge-driven economy, 
many signs are produced using computer software and digital printers. 
These new signs are generic and repetitive, eliminating the diversity 
of individual personalities that comes with hand-painted signs. Go To 
Your Destiny brings our attention to the lost and unique expressiveness 
of the hand-painted sign trade. Furthermore, these vernacular signs 
act as portals to another world with boundaries, rules and aesthetics 
established on the terms of young people. Go To Your Destiny does 
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not necessarily unveil the secrets to childhood hideaways but rather 
provides evidence, and reminds us of our own secret spaces of 
childhood – places we went and perhaps still go. These hand-painted 
signs reach into the past, but the creativity of these young people and 
their imaginary places also projects into the future.  

Sources:
Barratt, Carrie Rebora. “Nineteenth-Century American Folk Art.” In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New York: The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–. Accessed Dec. 1, 2014. http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/afkp/hd_afkp.htm 
(October 2004).

Bellon, Daniel and Klaus Bellon. Typography for the People: Hand-painted Signs from around the World. Cincinnati: HOW 
Books, 2010. 

Foggin, Mark. “Fading Brush Strokes: Celebrating hand-painted signs.” Letter Arts Review 23.4 (Fall 2009): 16 – 27.

Kasabian, Meredith. “Road Notes.” Society for Commercial Archeology News 22.3 (Fall 2014): 1 – 2.

Price, Margaret. “Negotiating Boundaries, Regenerating Ruins: The ‘Secret Spaces of Childhood’ Exhibition.” Michigan 
Quarterly Review 39.2 (Spring 2000): 248 – 262.
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GO TO YOUR DESTINY DOES 
NOT NECESSARILY UNVEIL 

THE SECRETS TO CHILDHOOD 
HIDEAWAYS BUT RATHER 

PROVIDES EVIDENCE, AND 
REMINDS US OF OUR OWN 

SECRET SPACES OF CHILDHOOD 
– PLACES WE WENT AND  

PERHAPS STILL GO. 

“
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By: Maxine Proctor
The second part of Imperfect Shadow: Phase One brings together 
three young Toronto artists whose work creates strange and uncanny 
worlds that parallel and critique our contemporary relationship with 
technology, nature and social interaction. These alternate worlds use 
humour and kitsch to expand beyond the ugliness and banality of 
everyday life to showcase the forgotten and often overlooked details 
that make the human experience fascinating, extraordinary and often 
painful. Taking place in the intersecting stairwells of Artscape Youngplace, 
this triad of installations explores the oscillation that exists in the liminal 
spaces that construct reality.

THE STAIRWELLS

PHASE ONE PART TWO



THE STAIRWELLS

15

ALICIA NAUTA, GINETTE LAPALME and KEITH JONES were 
compelled by the fluid and progressive nature of the stairwells to create 
immersive environments. Each artist’s work was printed into large-scale, 
two-dimensional, non-reusable stickers, not unlike the ones used to 
adorn elementary school notebooks, and wallpapered throughout the 
stairwells to create a collection of dreams and desires that break up the 
generic functionality of school. Although each artist’s style and practice 
is very different, they all chose to cover the walls with a mixture of the 
distinct characters and themes that epitomize their oeuvres and hand cut 
abstract shapes resulting in expansive landscapes of imaginary worlds. 

Imperfect Shadow’s curator Karie Liao was also inspired by the 
transitional space of the stairwell. She reflected upon The Allegory of 
Plato’s Cave when discussing how she saw these three young artists’ 
work tying together. Liao understands that there is an intrinsic need 
within human nature to piece together a concept of reality, even when 
we are tied to the back of a cave desperately making faces out of 
shadows.  The Allegory of Plato’s Cave explains how difficult it is to 
look outside of your concept of reality and to recognize that it is an 
illusion constructed out of ideas, both good and bad. In order to break 
free from the cave it is essential to recognize that the ideas, thoughts, 
cultures, patterns and objects known as truth are human made. The 
allegory also suggests that we are so used to living in the shadows that 
it is painful and difficult to look at ideas and objects in a new way. Nauta, 
Lapalme and Jones explore the world outside the cave through the 
invention of other-worldly characters, symbols and truths that parallel, 
mock and cajole the familiar societal, cultural and technological illusions 

of contemporary life.

GINETTE LAPALME :0) PAGES 14-21 
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GINETTE LAPALME is a self-described hermit, a self-actualization 
that was the catalyst behind this exhibition of watercolour paintings. 
Lapalme’s drawings, installations and art objects typically utilize a 
similar bright neon palette of pinks, purples and blues, abstract organic 
shapes, and a consistent repetition of a body of characters: kittens, 
puppies (Pnut and Quintz), tulips, clouds and Lumpies. Her work is 
often cheeky, sexual, and pushes the boundaries of interspecies love, 
but for the project at Artscape Youngplace Lapalme chose to create a 
world that flourishes into an emotional reflection and evolution.  The 
creatures at the bottom of the staircase live on the forest floor, hiding 
under toadstools and peeking out from rocks. As the viewer climbs the 
staircase, the creatures, resembling both common and fantastical flora 
and fauna, come out of their safe hiding places, becoming more active 
and animated. Eventually the kittens, puppies, tulips, clouds and Lumpies 
are transcending the natural world into a feast of fantasy.  By the third 
floor the creatures are floating in an alternate outer space where tulips 
ride butterflies in a galaxy of puppy planets and sassy stars.

Lapalme breathes life and individuality into each of her creatures. While 
at first glance it seems like a repetitive and chaotic cluster of Lisa Frank 
stationary, upon closer inspection the audience becomes engrossed in 
the details and interaction of the cleverly detailed world Lapalme has 
created. The organic flow and detail of Lapalme’s panorama evokes many 
of the same disrupting tropes as the theological work of Hieronymus 
Bosch. Although The Garden of Earthly Delights intricately details the 
creation story, it is commonly interpreted as a “satirical comment on the 
shame and sinfulness of mankind”1 as well as a portrayal of the exciting 
new discoveries in technology and exploration that occurred during the 
High Renaissance. For centuries, Bosch’s triptych has excited an eclectic 
mix of scholars as it showcases a number of human achievements that 
reach beyond strict pious life such as alchemy, folklore, astrology and 
humanism. 
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Similarly, Lapalme’s flora and fauna are seen laughing, crying, living in 
family units and even intimidating and assaulting one another; paralleling 
characteristics of our own emotional lives. However, their bodies, 
personalities and interpersonal relationships oscillate and evolve 
beyond the nature/culture binary into abstraction. Lapalme transcends 
the personification of the creatures and creates an imaginary world of 
interspecies kinship and infinite possibilities. Presented with limitless 
potential, the viewer’s imagination is extended beyond expectation, 
consequently subverting preconceived notions of love and truth. 
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LAPALME TRANSCENDS 
THE PERSONIFICATION 

OF THE CREATURES AND 
CREATES AN IMAGINARY 

WORLD OF INTERSPECIES 
KINSHIP AND INFINITE 

POSSIBILITIES.

“

19



20



21



ALICIA NAUTA’s blog Klassic Kool Shoppe is an on point example 
of her attraction to dated, low-quality graphics and fascination with 
outmoded technology.  Much of her work adheres to DIY culture 
as she chooses not to use technology that would make her sticker 
shapes perfect, lines straight, or quadrants properly proportioned. 
Nauta prefers to leave her personal touch on the installation, creating a 
dynamic between the precise lines and layering of computer-generated 
objects in the images and the finished wallpaper installation. Although 
all images are found and nothing is hand-drawn, the graphics are 
digitally manipulated, enlarged, collaged, reorganized, repurposed and 
photocopied over and over again. Nauta mines the cultural landfill for 
tech garbage and forces us to live, once again, within our own mess and 
outdated ideas. She puts objects and ideas we once thought we couldn’t 
live without, but now hoped to never see again, back in our homes, 
reestablishing and repurposing them in our hearts and minds. 

Nauta expresses her admiration and affection for the photocopier in 
her ongoing series Am I in my own house at all Mister?. The photocopier 
is considered an outmoded piece of technology; however, simple image 
reproduction has become such a basic part of office life it is easy to 
forget just how useful and intrinsic it has been in the development 
of a global community and the digital age. Nauta photocopies, scans, 
digitally manipulates and screen prints source materials ranging from 
Adobe manuals showcasing classic clip art, home decor guides and 
illustrated botany encyclopedias to create imaginary living spaces. Nauta 
is particularly interested in replicating, repurposing and collaging images 
of plants, windows, abstract shapes, diagrams, art history, Greek artifacts, 
archways and columns. The architectural elements, open windows and 
abstract objects created out of half-tone dot patterns create celestial 
and astronomical spaces that teeter and whimsically regain balance in a 
constant state of movement and flux. 
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NAUTA MINES THE 
CULTURAL LANDFILL  

FOR TECH GARBAGE AND 
FORCES US TO LIVE, ONCE 

AGAIN, WITHIN OUR  
OWN MESS AND 

OUTDATED IDEAS. 

“
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Nauta wallpapered her black-and-white graphic prints in a grid 
throughout the stairwell to reiterate the feeling of personal space. Our 
homes are manufactured spaces comprised of a well-curated collection 
of objects and material culture, which combined become the personal 
effects that represent our lives and personalities. Nauta’s title for the 
exhibit, Am I in my own house at all Mister?, is a line from the 1970 novel 
A Pagan Place by Edan O’Brien. Nauta was inspired by the iconic line 
because it exemplifies the importance of creating a safe and recognizable 
space for yourself and the uncanny experience when that space has 
been altered and becomes no longer recognizable or your own. Nauta’s 
work references this idea by taking a recognizable or common image 
out of its context and placing it in a space that is supposed to be 
comfortable, warm and personal. Nauta’s prints contain the elusive 
cultural artifacts and symbols of an ancient document, spiritual guide or 
diary that is waiting to be discovered, studied and decoded; unlocking a 
secret guide to the mysteries of life.
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KEITH JONES is a comic artist and illustrator who has published a 
number of books and maps that intricately examine and poke fun at the 
human condition. For his installation at Artscape Youngplace, Jones made 
large stickers of his many recurring characters as well as an abundance 
of abstract shapes, objects, words and garbage to surround them. Jones 
is typically brief when discussing his work, but transcribing a few recent 
tweets from his hilarious, misanthropic and culturally poignant Twitter 
feed will perhaps provide a glimpse into his state of mind and worldview:

“Earth blew up and everyone died and nothing mattered because 
the universe kept spinning on and on endlessly for no apparent 
reason” @Keith__Jones - 9:58 AM -12 Jan 2015

“Toronto Alert – Just spotted what to appears to be Drake drinking 
coffee staring out of a tim hortons window” @Keith__Jones - 9:46 
AM - 9 Jan 2015

“Happy new year I’m at home eating cold chicken playing video 
games need chips tonite” @Keith__Jones - 4:27 PM - 31 Dec 2014

“Halfway to 2030 ten years after 2020 five years from now”  
@Keith__Jones - 11:23 AM - 31 Dec 2014 

Jones’ anthropomorphic dogs come in a variety of costumes and 
personalities: nervous dandy, cunning mob boss, disgruntled bourgeois 
victorian, panicked explorer and dopey police officer. They are arranged 
in small packs throughout the stairwell and are surrounded by clusters 
of colourful shapes and objects resembling rocks, rods, ropes, irons and 
tape dispensers. The words “shopping,” “dandruff,” “blogspots” and “Ding 
Dong” are incongruously scattered within the mess yet still manage 
to create narrative and communication between the characters. The 
tradition of anthropomorphized animals has roots in storytelling and is 
commonly used to explore the moral aptitude of a particular culture. 
Jones’ absurd and fantastical display reminds the viewer of similar tropes 
seen in fairy tales, fables, mythology and children’s literature. 
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ALTHOUGH HIS  
WORLD IS FILLED WITH  
DISORDER, HAVOC AND 

GARBAGE, EVERYONE AND 
EVERYTHING IN IT WEAVES 

WITHIN THEMSELVES AND FITS 
TIGHTLY TOGETHER. 

“
31



The anthropomorphization of animals creates distance between the 
audience and the story but initiates critical and empathic thinking. This 
phenomenon elicits a powerful dynamic between the emotional lives of 
the animal characters and the unsettling experience of witnessing the 
natural world stray from our expectations. Jones uses this encounter 
to heed a critical assessment of a shared reality. His work expresses 
that life is “an endless cycle of things that don’t make sense,”2 but 
opening your eyes to chaos and confusion brings one closer to truth 
and understanding. Although his world is filled with disorder, havoc and 
garbage, everyone and everything in it weaves within themselves and fits 
tightly together. 

In considering the stairwells as transitional spaces, Alicia Nauta, Ginette 
Lapalme and Keith Jones were interested in constructing immersive 
environments that use lo-fi aesthetics, abstraction, humour, kitsch and 
cliché to provoke the audience into an emotionally volatile interaction 
with love, truth and an alternate reality. Each installation, although 
idiosyncratic to each artist, sought to create an otherworldly realm that 
straddles our engagement with everyday mundane objects and cultural 
allusions of the present and the infinite potential of our imaginations. 

Maxine Proctor is an independent art writer, researcher and curator. 
She grew up in rural Saskatchewan and currently lives in Toronto. She 
received her BA in Art History and Studio Art from the University 
of Saskatchewan and an MA in Art History from York University. 
Her interests include human-animal relationships, money, outdated 
technology, fashion and pop culture.

Sources:
Mateo Gomez, Isabel. “Hieronymous Bosch: The Garden of Earthly Delights”. In Gaillard, J. and M. Hieronymous Bosch: The 
Garden of Earthly Delights. New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1989.
2 “ArtStars* 6 - Keith Jones.” (video) YouTube, June 2009. https://youtube/_7AxwavUjy4 (accessed 15 January 2015)
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PHASE TWO

PERSONALITY UNILIMTED & 
THE OTHER ITS

ALISON S.M. KOBAYASHI Answering Machine Cassettes, Personality Unlimited



Observations on Collecting
By: Karie Liao

“What you should do is get a box for a month, and drop everything in 
it and at the end of the month lock it up. Then date it and send it over 
to Jersey. You should try to keep track of it, but if you can’t and you 
lose it, that’s fine, because it’s one less thing to think about, another 
load off your mind.”

– Andy Warhol from The Philosophy of Andy Warhol: From A to B and Back Again (1975)1

It might be hard to imagine how collecting could be considered an 
art form; however more often than not artists have collected things 
for inspiration, research or otherwise. Whatever the reason, artists’ 
personal collections have directly or indirectly informed their practices. 
Such collections end up being a life’s work, not just a piece of art. Andy 
Warhol, for example, hoarded a storage locker full of uniform cardboard 
boxes filled with accumulated miscellaneous stuff – cultural ephemera, 
source material and cassette tapes – each dated and sealed. Known as 
The Time Capsules, the boxes are arguably Warhol’s most massive work, 
which went largely unknown until his death. 

To hoard is “to amass and put away (anything valuable) for preservation, 
security, or future use; to treasure.”2 Common representations of 
hoarding are predominantly negative in popular culture, such as the 
documentary television show Hoarders, which depicts individuals 
diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder, anxiety and depression 
who struggle with extreme hoarding. In contrast to these popular 
connotations, I would like to reconsider “hoarding” within the workings 
of the archive, albeit unorthodox and chaotic, alongside the more 

1 Andy Warhol, “Atmosphere,” The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (Orlando: Harcourt Books_): 145.
2 “hoard, n.1”. OED Online. December 2014. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.depaul.edu/view/Entry/87398?rskey+HaH0wW&result=1&isAdvanced=false  
(accessed January 11, 2015)
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common systems of organization including the collection, library, 
inventory and museum. Here I suggest that the act of hoarding is an 
uncanny reflection of society’s current obsession to save, contain, 
record, upload, preserve and share through the multitude of social media 
platforms and online virtual worlds. 

In the last decade or so, the archive has become a site of contestation 
in the digital age. In her lecture Archiving Performance: The Digital as Anti-
Archive?, Dr. Diana Taylor discusses how the digital calls into question 
the notion of spatiality in established practices of the archive. She poses 
the question (and I paraphrase): Do digital technologies extend what 
we do in embodied and material cultures into the virtual arena, or do 
they have their own systems of transmission which share some familiar 
features while moving us into very different systems of knowledge and 
subjectivity?3 In an analysis of their work, I argue that both Alison S. M. 
Kobayashi’s PERSONALITY UNLIMITED and Christine Swintak’s 
THE OTHER ITS investigate the archive in the digital age. Whereas 
the former uses digital technologies as a way to negotiate the archive 
as thing, place, and practice, the latter work attempts to reject these 
traditional characteristics in favour of hoarding.4 Using select works 
exhibited in Imperfect Shadow: Phase Two, this essay briefly addresses the 
archive as a strategy to revive or mourn the life of objects and their 
previous owners, the archive as portrait or eulogy, and the continuation 
of technologies as archival tools with built-in nostalgia.

3 Diana Taylor, “Archiving Performance: The Digital as Anti-Archive?” (video) Animating the Archives Conference, Brown 
University (December 3–5, 2009): search iTunes for Animating the Archives, “Keynote”, 22:00 – 1:03:56.

4 According to Taylor, the archive is “simultaneously an authorized place, the physical or digital site housing collections, 
a thing and object, or a collection of things, the historical records and unique or representational objects marked 
for inclusion and a practice, the logic of selection, organization, access, and preservation over time that deem certain 
objects archive-able. Place, thing, practice - function in mutually sustaining ways.” Taylor, 22:00 – 1:03:56.
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ALISON S.M. KOBAYASHI Black & White photographs of Rainbows, Personality Unlimited 

ALISON S.M. KOBAYASHI Dog Hug, Personality Unlimited 
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ALISON S.M. KOBAYASHI Personality Unlimited 
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KOBAYASHI EMANATES THE SPIRIT OF THE TRADITIONAL 
SCHOLAR-ADVENTURER WHO DIGS THROUGH DUSTY 
BASEMENTS AND CLUTTERED THRIFT STORES FOR 
HIDDEN AND OVERLOOKED TREASURES.

ALISON S.M. KOBAYASHI Six photographs collected from photo albums donated to thrift stores 
2010 to present, Lost Cat Poster found in Clinton Hill, Brooklyn, 2014, Personality Unlimited 

ALISON S.M. KOBAYASHI L-to-R, For Arms, Abdomen and Legs; For General Firming and Smoothing; 
The ‘Bicycle Exercise’; Personality Unlimited 



In the age of digitization, where most of the “search” in research 
becomes a virtual experience, Kobayashi emanates the spirit of the 
traditional scholar-adventurer who digs through dusty basements and 
cluttered thrift stores for hidden and overlooked treasures. Personality 
Unlimited, the title of her presented body of work as well as a new 
video piece created for Imperfect Shadow: Phase Two, references a book 
published in 1943. The text, Personality Unlimited: The Beauty Blue Book 
by Veronica Dengel, is a self-improvement manual offering guidance 
and rules for “beauty-building” and etiquette for women of all ages. 
In the video, Kobayashi dons a modern non-gender-specific outfit and 
appropriates many of the exercises – represented by photographs from 
Dengel’s book – into a choreographed dance routine. Though intended 
for self-improvement of the domestic woman, the exercises become 
a whimsical performance of the self without the effort to necessarily 
improve. By digitally documenting her performance of Dengel’s 
exercises, Kobayashi revives and extends the life of the book but also 
inserts her own interpretation of the original text. Moving into a 
different system of knowledge and subjectivity, the book simultaneously 
lives a mixed reality: printed material embodied as performance and 
digitized information.

Another example of Kobayashi’s work that expands the system of 
knowledge and subjectivity around an archival object is The Possessed 
Artifacts and Detritus of Mrs. Florence Hazel Davis Bland, an interactive 
website created by Kobayashi that explores the life of a woman who 
lived from 1913 through 1988. Through archival and online research into 
this woman’s life, Kobayashi’s website features several floating objects, 
representing the last publicly accessible traces of Mrs. Davis Bland: an 
obituary from the local paper, a twirling pencil that tells you how she 
styled her hair, a spinning record revealing the only known recording 
of her voice, and other ephemera that weave together a story of both 
fact and fiction. In part, it is the onus of the viewer/user to implement 
their imagination or embark on their own Internet sleuthing to fill in the 
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narrative gaps. Though presented in the format of an interactive website, 
the evidence of earlier technologies, such as a cassette tape and a vinyl 
record album of old recordings and the visually tactile objects encircled 
by dust particles, create a sense of nostalgia. 

In her lecture, Taylor also talks about the constructed relationship 
between nostalgia and technology. She suggests, “since the late 19th 
century, Kodak has socialized people into living with and using new 
technologies. In order to sell memory as a commodity, Kodak actively 
promoted nostalgia as an epistemic lens…these early technologies 
staged the vanishing ‘now’ to construct the past that could be accessed 
and mourned at some later time.”5 The pace of socialization, however, 
has accelerated rapidly. Kobayashi’s SELFIE GIFS aptly captures the 
present-day urgency to make, save and mourn memories with digital 
technologies as proof of our existence. The work is a documented live 
performance of four characters – a paranoid recluse, a stoner, a gym 
junkie and an elderly chain smoker. These characters were based on 
everyday objects found by the artist on the sidewalk and in secondhand 
shops in New York City including a CliffsNotes guide to The Iliad, a 
handwritten order list of fast food items, a Shake Weight, and an empty 
pill bottle for respiratory distress. Each portrait was created live using 
cell phone-to-camera tethering technology, resulting in four infinitely 
looping gestures by Kobayashi’s imagined characters. Though fictional, 
some of these characters seem eerily familiar and ubiquitous on our 
social media feeds. 

5 Taylor, 22:00 - 1:03:56.
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ALISON S.M. KOBAYASHI L-to-R, Thank You, Have a Nice Day Bag;  
Heart Notebook; McDonald’s Order List, Personality Unlimited 

ALISON S.M. KOBAYASHI Selfie Gifs, Personality Unlimited 
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In contrast to the instantaneous polaroid-like picture production 
of SELFIE GIFS and Kobayashi’s other works presented in Personality 
Unlimited, Christine Swintak’s The Other Its attempts to resist nostalgia. 
The Other Its, as claimed by the artist, is a “timeless capsule” that has 
been prepared to be permanently buried on-site at Artscape Youngplace. 
Unlike the traditional time capsule, a container used to store a selection 
of objects thought to be representative of a particular moment in 
time and exhumed at a date in the future, the “timeless capsule” will 
be bricked into a place inaccessible to the public, never to be opened. 
Treating everyday objects as both forms and latent carriers of narrative, 
the capsule is an artifact of the artist’s transitory lifestyle, migrating 
from city to city, residency to residency, obtaining and discarding objects, 
recording and saving data. Composed of fifty or more of Swintak’s 
personal belongings, the capsule is not monetarily valuable nor meant to 
be sentimental. Each item, including a storage drive with 500GB of data, 
is individually wrapped in black saran resembling garbage bags, allowing 
the objects to be visible as recognizable forms but devoid of narrative 
details. An accompanying extended plaque offers a poetic description 
and somewhat mad rant: “hoarding before hex, knackers and poliwags, 
shipped, clipped, shined up and slit, data for your daddy, curationist crits, 
transfigured bureaucrat, things without tits, inflated jargon, concealed to 
display” (excerpt). The text suggests clues about the artist, her life, the 
contents of the capsule and the time and place from whence it came but 
more than that, it seems to evoke a weight that is not merely material 
but also emotional, mental and digital.  The project confronts our 
tendency to compulsively hoard instead of archive, negating the purpose 
or use value of the objects. In favour of creating a myth around its burial, 
the final location of the time capsule will only be known years from now 
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by word of mouth, a lost and hidden body within the walls.

It seems as though Kobayashi and Swintak, who have different objectives 
for their archives, both acknowledge that there is an abundance of 
storage online (e.g.,  YouTube, Vimeo, websites, etc.) and offline (e.g., in 
the basement of Artscape Youngplace). However, the issue is not storage 
and the goal is not to remember everything. Selective forgetting can 
be productive. Apropos to Warhol’s philosophy regarding how to deal 
with accumulated things, the co-presentation of these works offers 
a useful lesson in collecting, one that asks us to pay closer attention 
to the significance of objects that we easily discard and forget but 
also to dispose of excess baggage in our lives such that our precious 
possessions and commodities do not consume us. As Taylor observes 
of our current digital age, “perhaps the current rush to archive has less 
to do with place, thing, practice, and more about trying to save and 
preserve as a sense of self as we face the uncertain future emphasizing 
our agency in the selection and meaning-making process that we fear 
threatens to outpace us.”6

Sources:
“hoard, n.1”. OED Online. December 2014. Oxford University Press. Accessed January 11, 2015.http://www.oed.com.
ezproxy.depaul.edu/view/Entry/87398?rskey=HaH0wW&result=1&isAdvanced=false.
Taylor, Diana. “Archiving Performance: The Digital as Anti-Archive?” Paper presented at Animating the Archives Conference 
at Brown University, Providence, RI, December 3-5, 2009. (Search iTunes for Animating the Archives, “Keynote”, 22:00 - 
1:03:56).
Warhol, Andy. “Atmosphere.” The Philosophy of Andy Warhol. 139-160. Orlando: Harcourt Books, 1975. 
6 Taylor, 22:00 - 1:03:56.
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Part ideas laboratory, part creativity workshop, Artscape Youngplace 
is a community cultural hub located in Toronto’s West Queen West 
neighbourhood, with 75,000 square feet of space devoted to artistic 
inspiration, learning, growth and expression including three floors of 
spectacular gallery space. For more information about the Hallway 
Galleries please contact Ginger Scott, Programming Manager at 
gscott@artscape.ca.
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180 Shaw Street
Toronto, ON M6J 2W5
(416) 530-ARTS (2787)
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Artscape operates Artscape Youngplace and is responsible for 
ensuring it continues in the vision of the community. Artscape 
is a not-for-profit urban development organization that makes 
space for creativity and transforms communities. | artscape.ca
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