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TIFF BELL LIGHTBOX, TORONTO

Condominium brochures, glossy and cold, narrate a future that is at once 
attractive and unlivable. London-based Palestinian artist and filmmaker 
Larissa Sansour understands the appeal in their artifice. In Nation Estate 
(2012), she cautiously roams the daunting emptiness of a futurist Palestine: 
a sparkling gated community, marble-floored and metallic, enacting the 
fear and awe of returning home. As a performer, she self-directs, her 
breathing measured yet heaving. In part, it attempts to scan the distance, 
echoing a longing for place. “I cannot enter Jerusalem anymore,” she said 
about her birthplace during a talk at the 2016 Toronto Palestine Film 
Festival. “It’s been more than 10 years.”

After the occupation (ends), things will change. They will also remain, 
and freedoms will take their time to settle. In A Space Exodus (2009), 
Sansour images the first Palestinian woman to land on the moon. The 
moment is comedic, taking partly from Stanley Kubrick’s suspense for 
timing. It reminds one of the thrill in takeover, or conversely, the sadness 
in return. “For a lot of Palestinians, it seems to be easier to reach the moon 
than it does to reach Jerusalem,” the artist quietly concludes. Symbolic-
ally, the Palestine sunbird, she claims, in her astronaut’s traditionally 
embroidered sleeves and keffiyeh-patterned footprints, has landed. 

Sansour fashions humour in fantasy. Academic Sinéad Murphy calls 
this her “fictional futures,” grounded in a prospective Palestine, one that 
bears the age of the occupation as it lasts. In In the Future They Ate from 
the Finest Porcelain (2015), a woman’s voice-over calls to bury white por-
celain bowls inked with keffiyeh print under the terrain of the Occupied 
Territories, to be excavated generations later. The urge to lay claim is 
glamorous in its ambition. It is also a way to mourn, and take back time.

Her futures leap scale-wise but stall emotionally, graphing a riddle: 
what happens to the walls and who transforms them once the settlers 
leave? As filmmaker Nadia Awad once wrote of futurity in Palestinian film, 
“What is occupied time? What burden does it place on those under its 
watch?” Sansour does not wait to answer.  —AADITYA AGGARWAL
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tion, Tisiga, who is of Kaske Dene heritage and based in Whitehorse, has 
produced a collection of paintings depicting scenarios that resemble hallucina-
tory ethnographic dreamscapes, where humans populate a hostile, supernatural 
terrain. These confounding scenarios extend the artist’s personal cosmology, 
which draws from an array of sources: Indigenous belief systems, settler-colonial 
landscapes, European and American modernisms. Seen together, the poster 
works and paintings establish a narrative of conflict and survival. 

Each painting (some watercolour; some watercolour, acrylic and oil) 
resembles a diorama. Amid makeshift structures, figures are confined by brick 
walls and orange construction fences. In this way, Tisiga sharply delineates 
space using a viscous medium. The scenes suggest a landscape being actively 
carved up for resource extraction and population control. In their confinement, 
the figures collide: they wrestle, and fuck out in the open. 

The apparent intermediary between worlds is the recurring top-hatted 
figure, recalling the performative “civilized Indian” of George Catlin’s 19th-
century portrait gallery. An architect of strange devices, or a trickster-tinkerer, 
the top-hatted man represents a kind of ambivalent artistic impulse.

It would be tempting (or perhaps reassuring) to view these images as 
terrifying fantasies rather than allegories for histories and lived realities. One 
of the legacies of the Indian Act and the potlatch ban is that spaces for survival 
of cultural practice were pushed underground. 

For Tisiga, settler-colonial aesthetics and imagery have been absorbed and 
reformulated in the space of a hallucinatory mindscape. At the same time as 
the conditions of colonialism force boundaries to be erected on the landscape, 
they also force Indigenous consciousness into a boundary state that straddles 
dual realms. This split identification comes out through Tisiga’s masterful 
manipulation of realism and magic.  —NICHOLAS BROWN
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