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Abstract 

As a hauntological artist, I deconstruct my silenced First Nation Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) 

ancestry as I look towards the intergenerational narratives of my grandmother, mother, and I. As 

I employ the methodology of a/r/tography, the intersection of autobiography and art-making, I 

utilize diverse art forms to find that g(hosts) reside amongst spaces of liminality. Supported by 

the methodology of a/r/tography, as I draw on works which blur the boundary between past and 

present, self and other, I deconstruct the silencing of my First Nation lineage by creating three 

art(works). These art(works) are placed within an exhibition catalogue and inquire into 1) the 

spectres that loom between the evocative objects of our narratives, 2) how script-writing and the 

script’s performance can reveal ghosts in spaces of liminality, and 3) how sculptures facilitate 

spectral movement. Each individual art(work) plays a role in breaking the silence. A(wake), 

specters arise. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 iv 

Table of Contents 

 

Prologue 

From the past……………………………………………………………………….………..….…1 

Research Questions – Ghosts and tensions unravelling………………………………………...…2 

A/r/tography: towards a praxis for living in my haunted house……………………...…..…….…3 

An art exhibit: introduction to article……………………………………………………….…..…6 

 

Exhibition catalogue 

This is not a wake……………………………………………….………………………….……10 

With the literature…………………………………………………………………….…..……...13 

Hauntological materiality…………………………………………………………………..….…17                                                                    

Art(work) I: g(hosts) through intervention (a series of photographs)…………………………....20 

Art(work) II: g(hosts) through script-writing (a performance).……………………...….…….…23 

Art(work) III: g(hosts) walking through sculptures………………………………….………..…26 

[In]conclusion: the haunting continues…………………………………………………………..31 

 

Epilogue 

Arts-based research and liminality…………….………..……………………………….……….40 

For future considerations…………………..…………………………………………...………..41 

  



 1 

PROLOGUE 

From the past 

People often asked me if I was First Nation or “an Indian” when I was a child. I 

suppose it was because my skin was darker. I practically lived outside. Sun drenched, 

my hair was long, going down to my elbows, at times. In response though, I always 

told them that there was no relation.    

  When I was ten years old, a neighbour brought me to the Odawa Pow Wow. 

I remember dancing in the circle with everyone. I remember flowing bodies, the trees, 

the campsite around us, the feathers, the beading–the sense that people were coming 

together to experience this relationality as drumming and dancing filled the space 

with colour and movement. The circle was alive with the dynamic motion that 

everybody brought forth. I thought about the experience a lot afterwards, and grew up 

to have an expanding interest in Aboriginal knowledge and education.  

  In 2007, I learned that my grandmother’s grandfather was First Nations, 

that my grandmother only found out when she was thirty years old, that the ancestry 

was silenced by the family. I knew a lot about First Nations history, the historical 

trauma that comes with it, but I was not prepared to be so close to that history. How 

was I to proceed? 

 

A(wake): a documentary film 

I was filming my grandmother and mother as the story about my silenced First Nation lineage 

became known. A documentary about the subject emerged. The process of making the 

documentary film has impacted me deeply, both academically and artistically. The film itself 

was shown at Emily Carr University of Art and Design, and was entered into a competition 

organized by the Doxa Documentary Film Festival and the National Film Board of Canada. The 

film was selected and I went on to participate in a mentorship program run by both 

organizations. 

 Since then, I have wanted to revisit, rework, and reestablish a relationship with the 

ghostly presences of that documentary. Now, as an artist/researcher/teacher (Irwin, 2004; Irwin 

& de Cosson, 2004; Springgay, Irwin, & Kind, 2005; Springgay, Irwin, Leggo, & Gouzouasis, 

2008), while I draw from Jacques Derrida’s (1994) notion of hauntology and am supported by 
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the methodology of a/r/tography, I develop praxis for being with my haunted house. Throughout 

my thesis, my documentary is my working material. The intergenerational narratives, the 

documentary film that emerged, is the catalyst for this thesis. 

 As I work through my silenced lineage by interweaving autobiography and art-making 

(Irwin & DeCosson, 2004), I consider the notion that we are haunted by the past. Haunting, as a 

metaphor, speaks of the ghosts that reside amongst us, behind us, in front of us, and between us. 

I am haunted as I watch the documentary film. There are so many moments of (un)knowing as 

my grandmother and mother talk about their own understanding of our silenced lineage. These 

intergenerational narratives and the hauntings that emanate from them, call for further inquiry. 

Hauntings speak of histories that have yet to be worked through. I look towards haunting as a 

metaphor, as it “can be an empowering literary and artistic trope that can evoke trauma, loss, 

rupture, recovery, healing and wisdom. It is also, at its core, political. It provokes (and insists 

upon) questions about ownership, entitlement, dispossession, and voice” (Goldman & Saul, 

2006, p. 44). 

 

Research questions: Specters and tensions unravelling 

 I have wondered about the significance of this thesis. I worry that this story should not be 

told by someone who does not identify as a First Nation person. My great great grandfather was 

assimilated into French Canadian culture in the early twentieth century. What significance does 

this narrative have after so many decades have passed? On the other hand, I wonder if it is not 

my responsibility to share this story, because like Marie Battiste (2000), I wish to “unravel ethnic 

tensions and wars and allow humanity to 

rebuild society based on diversity rather than on an ancient quest for singularity” (p. xviii). I 

believe that this is one of many stories that should be told about the silencing of First Nation 

Peoples. 

 I go into this research with many questions. I ask: Will this inquiry serve to unravel 

tensions? Whose ghost will come forth? Can my great great grandfather’s ghost speak through 

us? How will this inquiry change my perception of self, if at all?  These unravelling questions 

lead to two foundational ones: 

1. How do the intergenerational narratives of my silenced Wolastoqiyik lineage affect me as an 

artist, researcher, and teacher? 
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2. How does my art-practice, as an a/r/tographer, facilitate an inquiry into the intergenerational 

narratives of my silenced Wolastoqiyik lineage? 

 

A/r/tography: towards a praxis for living in my haunted house 

With my research questions in mind, while supported by a/r/tography, I dedicate myself to an 

emergent journey through art and text, and look towards creating a theoretical blueprint for 

living in my haunted house. As I consider how the intergenerational narratives of my silenced 

Wolastoqiyik lineage affect me as an a/r/tographer, I am drawn towards a relationality. I place 

myself amongst the movement that I experience as I break the silence of my First Nations 

ancestry. This movement, beyond the self, is a hauntology. Through a/r/tography, I work towards 

including “voices in research that may not otherwise be heard (Sinner, Leggo, Irwin, 

Gouzouasis, & Grauer, 2006, p. 1249), and consider how inquiring into the intergenerational 

narratives have emphasized a multiplicity of subjectivities, emerging, still. 

 Through a/r/tography, with the many voices around me, I draw on works which blur the 

boundaries of self and other, past and present (Bhabha, 1994; Chambers, 1994; Derrida, 1994, 

1997; Aoki, 1993, 2003), because within the scope of narratives, “disjunctive temporalities” 

(Bhabha, 1994, p. 254) remind us that we are always being haunted by the past–With that, I 

reflect on how I do not want to privilege presence over absence (Aoki, 2003, p. 3). Drawing from 

these philosophical notions, and supported by the methodology of a/r/tography, I deconstruct the 

silencing of my First Nation lineage at sites of liminality.  

 Liminality, while blurring presence and absence, resides amongst intertextual spaces of 

ambiguity (Hurren, 2003). I think about how “artists, researchers, and teachers can linger in the 

liminal spaces of unknowing/knowing” through their art practices (Leggo, Sinner, Irwin, 

Pantaleo, Gouzouasis & Grauer, 2011, pp. 239-240). Through the layered, interwoven, and at 

times fragmented identities of artist/researcher/teacher, I experience liminality–between these 

blurred identities.  

 Through intertextual spaces, as I experience movement through art-making, I think about 

the liminal space of being dislocated while “maintaining a spectral presence” (Palulis, 2003, p. 

269). With this liminality, I think about how the spectre, too, resonates with and blurs the 

distinction between presence and absence, because the spectre is neither present nor absent– “the 

specter is the future, it is always to come, it presents itself only as that which could come or 
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come back; in the future” (Derrida, 1994, p. 48). The spectre is not present, and “this non-

presence of the specter demands that one take its times and its history into consideration” (Ibid, 

p. 126). I think about the spectre of my silenced First Nation lineage–one of my hauntologies–

haunting me, still.  

 I work through this haunting via “the methodological concepts of contiguity, living 

inquiry, openings, metaphor/metonymy, reverberations and excess” (Irwin & Sinner, 2013, p. ii). 

Through a/r/tography, I present and perform my experiences of liminality and spectrality as I 

displace meaning through art-making. There is a blurring of presence and absence– through 

metonymic moments: a “tensioned space of ambiguity, ambivalence, and uncertainty” (Aoki, 

1999, p. 181). Like de Cosson (2008),  “I choose these symbols to wrestle with, to play with, in a 

tangled dance of metaphor and metonymic spaces to crack some new space of seeing, of 

learning” (p. 285). 

 

Art education in Canada: Why a/r/tography?  

Many tensions exist in the arts education community in Canada. I presented a paper at the 

graduate student symposium of the Canadian Art Education Association (CAEA) Conference in 

Montreal in the spring of 2013. Much emphasis was placed on studio practice as research 

(Barrett & Bolt, 2010; Dombois, 2012; Sullivan, 2005, 2010) suggesting that the art education 

community in Canada needs to rethink and re-imagine scholarship in order to include studio 

practices as research. I have gone to art school, have an art-practice, and agree with the 

epistemological inclination, but I am pleased to have found an interdisciplinary arts-based 

methodology with a built-in notion of autobiographical inquiry (Irwin & de Cosson, 2004).  

 It continues to spur controversy however. David Pariser (2008) exclaims that 

“a/r/tography illustrates one of the pitfalls of ‘socially engaged’ arts-based research, namely the 

development of research that is neither credible or coherent”. While I believe there is some merit 

to the criticism, in as far as a/r/tographical works are not being assessed on their artistic merits, it 

is important to note that a/r/tography does not seek to do research into the contemporary art 

alone. Rather, it opens doors for pedagogues who wish to explore their research topic by 

interweaving autobiography and art-making. Most importantly, in relation to Pariser’s critique, I 

consider how coherence leaks (MacDermott & Varenne, 1995) and ask: what are we leaving out 

when we endeavour to layout and qualify coherence? What remains unsaid? I look towards the 
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potentiality in this-so-called incoherence–transitional encounters with the unsaid–An unfolding 

without a point of origin–leaks out, still. 

 Jan Jagodzinski (2013) also opposes a/r/tography, exclaiming that it “begins to fall into 

narcissism and subjectivism” (p. 76). In response to his statement, I would like to reiterate the 

importance of interweaving the personal and the public. They are inseparable. Through stories, 

social fabrics are de(re)constructed. It all begins with narratives. Our multiple subjectivities, as 

relational dynamic forces, extend outwards. Within the context of my research, I hope that the 

intergenerational narratives of my silenced Indigenous ancestry will illuminate the spectres of a 

silenced history in Canada. I share the personal with desire to move forward, outwards– a piece 

of an assemblage, walking, still. 

 

A/r/tography as an emergent method 

 My praxis emerges as I take my working material to the studio. Art-making is used as a 

way to work through the intergenerational narratives of my silenced First Nation ancestry. As I 

watch and re-watch the footage of my documentary, art-making allows me to work through and 

generate knowledge. As an “artistic process of creating rather than discovering information” 

(Leggo, 2012, p. 248), our creative reflections become sites of meaning-making, where thoughts, 

desires, and spectres emerge. 

 Through art, I consider “the ways different strands of narrative rise, fall, and intertwine – 

leading to a complex and nuanced understanding of participants’ voices” (Sorsoli & Tolman, 

2008, p. 495). I acknowledge the importance of “listening to thought” (Kind, 2008, p. 169) as I 

look for the “themes” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 125) that emerge. This happens “by hand” 

(Creswell, 2012, p. 239), with paper sprawled on the floor, cutting and gluing, notes posted on 

my walls, and emergent modes of art-making, which will “extend into the realm of analysis and 

interpretation” (Leavy, 2009, p. 231). 

 Through art-making, I “remain flexible and open to modifications” (Hesse-Biber & 

Leavy, 2008, p. 3). I let the material and the ghosts speak to me. Artistic processes are emergent 

by nature, after all. Like Indigenous artist and activist Jimmie Durham (1993), I believe that the 

“visual arts are complex and sociable, not controllable” (p. 251). My art, my research, is 

emergent by nature. Emerging, still: I think about how “the researcher and the research are part 
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of an intricate dance that is always evolving” (Sinner, Leggo, Irwin, Gouzouasis, & Grauer, 

2006, p. 1242).  

 

An art exhibit as educational research 

I deconstruct and work through my silenced First Nation lineage by creating three art(works), the 

culmination of which results in an art exhibit as educational research. With my thesis questions 

in mind, I reflect on how spectres loom between the language and objects that relate to the 

intergenerational narratives, and come to believe that I must move and shift language and objects 

in order to uncover the traces of my silenced ancestry. I employ intervention (resulting in a series 

of photographs), scriptwriting, and sculpture to allow spectres to emerge. My article interweaves 

images of my art(works) in relation to the development of my praxis.  

 Having chosen to write my thesis as an article, my challenge is to honour the project 

within the length requirements. To do so, I design the article as an art exhibition catalogue: “an 

accompanying printed publication for a temporary exhibition or installation at a gallery or 

alternative space. It documents the contents of an exhibition, providing a forum for critical 

dialogue” (Ontario College of Art and Design library Information & Access Services, 2005). 

This allows me to showcase and perform all of my art(works) while I blur the boundaries 

between art and educational research methodological approaches to writing and research. 

  In the catalogue (the article), upon contextualizing the inquiry, and walking through the 

literature that has helped me on my journey, I go through the different components of the exhibit. 

The art(works), along with emanations from working material (excerpts from my documentary), 

are interspersed throughout the catalogue as my praxis is described. In Art(work) I: G(hosts) 

through intervention (a series of photographs), I inquire into the meaning we put on things, as 

evocative objects (Turkle, 2011); how they are interwoven with our narratives. I take a selection 

of things out of my grandmother’s apartment and photograph them in the studio. I reflect on the 

importance of deconstructing things in order to uncover the spectres that loom between and 

around them. A series of photographs emerges as I inquire into objects as events in progress. In 

Art(work) II: G(hosts) through script-writing – a performance, I inquire into how the 

intergenerational narratives affect me. I write a script inspired by Samuel Beckett (2009), and 

perform it alongside a projection of my documentary. This results in a video projection that 

inquires into its capacity to reveal ghosts. And in Art(work) III: G(hosts) walking through 
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sculptures, I describe a series of sculptures: Flowers from my grandmother’s apartment are 

placed in wooden boxes and are sprawled across the gallery floor. In order to see and hear the 

video and the photographs, I need to move around the boxes. While walking through the gallery, 

I consider moving objects and bodies, textual traces, the loss of site and liminality. I come to 

believe that ghosts are continually revealed within movement. The catalogue, then, synthesizes 

my research in relation to my praxis to reveal the way in which g(hosts) push us towards the 

future, from the back.  
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EPILOGUE 

Arts-based research and liminality 

Here, I am supposed to present “a general discussion and conclusion, which integrates the 

material addressed in the article and provides a global summary and analysis” (University of 

Ottawa MA guide, 2013, p. 18), but I am finding it difficult to do so, because “the oblique in 

a/r/tography hints at more, what is not said (Leggo, 2012, p. 2). I do not wish to suffocate this 

inquiry with ‘analysis’. I position my inquiry amongst liminality.  

 As a graduate student making my way through “the labyrinth of institutional 

requirements and an array of methodologies” my interest in arts-based research is getting 

stronger (Knowles & Promislow, 2008, p. 513). Indeed, “if we seek to illuminate, reveal, give 

meaning, surely there are many languages through which we can communicate” (Leavy, 2010, p. 

242). In the “studio of life” (C. Morawski, personal communication, June 24, 2013), art-making 

illuminates its complexity. I turn to art-making because it illuminates the “unspeakable, 

unsayable and unwriteable” (Laurier & Philo, 2006, p. 354). 

 I look towards the methodology of a/r/tography because it “is always evolving and 

emerging with oblique liveliness, it is never simply a method like a screwdriver with a dozen bits 

in the handle” (Leggo, 2012, p. 5). The methodology has become my “habitat” (P. Palulis, 

personal communication, December 19, 2013) as I work through my emergent inquiry. This 

habitat is one that flows, between spaces, giving me the means to inquire into the unfolding 

narratives that continue to shift.  

 Amongst liminality, nuanced narratives expressed through a/r/tography offer nuanced 

ways of knowing and coming to know. Within the context of my inquiry, they function to 

acknowledge the complexity involved in haunting silenced histories, what is outside of the 

narratives, in between. By paying  “attention to the un/said and un/known” through a/r/tography, 

“encounters within the visual and textual are imbued with dis/comfort and struggle that allow 

one to conceive of possibilities unthought of before” (Springgay, 2005, p. 909). A/r/tography, as 

it emphasizes the unheard and unseen, gives me the necessary space to experience a hauntology. 

 As a hauntological artist, while pushing the boundaries of qualitative research practices, I 

see immense amounts of potentiality in deconstructing haunting histories through the arts, and in 

particular, through a/r/tography. In this regard, I have taken “an opportunity to reconsider the 

imaginative possibilities between and within theory and practice” (Sinner, Leggo, Irwin, 
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Gouzouasis & Grauer, 2006, p. 1253), and am thankful to the methodology of a/r/tography for 

supporting me on this journey. 

 As I work within the difficult spaces of speaking about the unseen and unheard, as I work 

through my silenced First Nation ancestry, I continue to uncover silenced narratives, silenced 

histories. This is only one (among many gestures) that are required to work towards uncovering 

the spectral presences of Canada’s traumatic history with Aboriginal Peoples. I continue to work 

through and deconstruct the objects and language, the traces that emanate from my silenced 

ancestry and plan to do so in an ongoing manner. The ghosts dance, still.  

 

For future considerations 

Writing home 

I had initially proposed to work with Cynthia Chambers’ (1994) writing regarding looking for 

home as a work in progress and imagined that I would be employing life writing and literary 

métissage (Chambers, Hasebe-Ludt, Donald, Hurren, Leggo, & Oberg, 2008; Chambers, Hasebe-

Ludt, Donald, Hurren, Leggo, & Oberg, 2007; Chambers, Hasebe-Ludt, Leggo, & Sinner, 

2012)). Although I did draw from Cynthia Chambers’ work, I felt that I should edit my 

methodological choices. Within the context of my article, my art(works) needed to be worked 

through, and a/r/tography made this possible. In addition, as I began to search for home, with the 

voices that haunt, between the cracks and the silence: I felt a sort of reinvigoration in and 

through space and time. My desire to search for home was replaced by a desire to acknowledge 

the movement inherent in this search. 

 I do plan to turn towards life writing and literary métissage in the future however. Indeed, 

as the haunting continues, with and alongside the ghosts of my silenced ancestry and the voices 

of my grandmother and mother, my inquiry will continue to unfold. As I continue my journey, I 

consider the importance of sharing our stories, making our voices known. This thesis focuses on 

a/r/tography as a form of métissage, but I would like to revisit my silenced ancestry through 

literary métissage – So that our voices can continue to move through this haunting. Life writing 

and literary métissage would be another important extension of this research in the future.  
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(De)place-based inquiry 

Born out of my Masters thesis research is a term coined by my thesis supervisor, Dr. Cynthia 

Morawski. Upon meeting about my work, she conceptualized it as a (de)place-based inquiry. 

Right away, we knew this was a topic we would like to collaborate on in the future. We are both 

quite passionate about place-based education, but through our own lived experiences believe that 

(de)place-based inquiry will offer a thought-provoking addition to the literature. Through a 

métissage of offerings, our writing will offer nuanced personal accounts of (de)placed-based 

learning, how our imaginations and memories carry us through; how the artifacts of our lives 

transport us to different places, different times. For me, this is an another opportunity to inquire 

into hauntology, into the notion that we, in the present, are re-negotiating the ghosts of the past. 

Like my a/r/tographical inquiry, (de)place-based inquiry pays attention to what is unheard and 

unseen. Our lived experiences are layered with the fabrics of the past. The ghosts of yesterday, 

today, live with us and around us. Indeed, “a ghost never dies, it remains always to come and to 

come-back” (Derrida, 1994, p. 193). The traces, the roars from the sides, come forth. 
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