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Rebecca Bair, Collaboration With The Sun (detail), 2019. Shea butter and charcoal drawing on 

Plexiglas, 1.82 x 1.21 metres. 

Rebecca Bair 

Though a photographer by training, Rebecca Bair states that she is “100 per cent a 

multidisciplinary artist.” Based in Vancouver, where she recently completed an MFA at 

Emily Carr University of Art and Design, Bair explores various forms of mark-making in 

her work, often using unorthodox materials. “My practice right now is about abstraction 

and non-figuration,” she says, “and how these can be used as methods for representing 

the Black body, particularly the Black body on Turtle Island. I use this language because I 

am trying to decolonize my mind and my tongue.” In Collaboration With The Sun (2019), 

a piece Bair claims was “probably my favourite work to make” because of “the physicality 

of it,” the artist combines charcoal with shea butter to draw on Plexiglas. With a desire to 

trace existence with a substance she wears on her skin and in her hair, Bair mixed the 

materials to give her medium a darker hue, intending for it to reference the Black body 

but also concentrate the effects of sunlight. “The work was made in a window,” Bair 

explains. “As I drew with shea butter and charcoal, the sun would come and melt it…it 

was a ‘call and response’ between me and the sun. I think that this work carries this idea 

of Black plurality, Black change and Black expansiveness most directly, and is still 

changing to this day.” 
 

- Sally Frater, Making Throughlines, Canadian Art, October 2020 

https://www.rebeccabairart.com/


 
 

 

 

Ultraviolet light transits through hair the way light moves through a fibre optic tube. If 

the shaft is straight, the light is conducted easily. But kink the shaft, or curl it, and it 

no longer works. The relationship between tube and light changes. In the case of 

hair, it stops being a conduit for UV light, and instead an adversary. An obstacle, an 

equal; something that no longer carries the light passively, but plays with it instead. 

This play, between sunlight and hair, is the rhythm that scores the work of Rebecca 

Bair. A photographer by training, Bair photosensitises cotton sheets with cyanotype 

chemicals, exposing hair to sunlight and leaving prints on the sheets that evoke 

movement and play. The hair makes marks that are variously precise, ambiguous, 

and glyphic. They tease out a dance-notation of improvised choreography, as the 

artist allows for chance interactions between hair and light to occur. The cyanotype 

medium, recognisable for its blue colour, creates a sky against which hair becomes 

elemental: cloud, wind, and lightning. 

When material is exposed onto the cyanotype medium, what results is a photo-

negative: an outline, a photographic imprint of the shadows cast by that object. The 

hair that Bair exposes zigzags and glows, like filaments of plasma—the stuff that 

stars are made of. Hair transmutes into sunlight itself. 



 
 

 

Bair has fabricated brushes using hair extensions, with which she applies the bold 

blue chemicals onto the cotton. Movement and play are suggested through gestural 

strokes, from which a recurring motif emerges. It at once resembles a stylised sun 

beaming rays of light; and a girl whose curly hair radiates in a glory around her head. 

The motif is a self-portrait of the artist, but one that celebrates Black womanhood in 

its expansiveness. As a photographer, Bair has long explored representation of Black 

female identity without allowing the body to be shot or captured. Hair is her favoured 

subject in this endeavour. These prints—with their intimate renderings of natural hair, 

of hair extensions, of shea butter and care and styling—realise exciting possibilities. 

Evolutionary biologists have speculated that the curl of Afro-textured hair gave early 

humankind an advantage. Its buoyancy kept the head cool; its structure prevented 

the harsh UV of equatorial light from transiting right to the scalp, thus protecting the 

human brain and allowing its development. An interplay of sunlight and hair 

underscores human history, back to the first mass migration out of the African 

continent. As for the second mass migration from Africa: the resemblance of 

cyanotype to indigo—the original slave crop, coveted for its “royal blue” dye—is not 

lost on Bair. Her cyanotype exposures celebrate Black joy and autonomy. Their 

invocation of air and sky is the very image of uplift. 

Such caprice might be considered uncharacteristic of cyanotypes. Cyanotypes are 

often associated with blueprints, or object studies: measurable, scientific. 

Cyanotypes are concerned with accuracy. To make a cyanotype of Black-diasporic 

play, of womanhood and self-love, is to trace a lived sense of splendour. Accuracy is 

not the aim here, yet perhaps it occurs anyway. For these are works that are both 

seen and felt. They are buoyant; they are light. 

—Elliott Ramsey 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Rebecca Bair: Deep Conditioning 

January 19 — March 12, 2022  

About the exhibition 

At the start of the COVID-19 lockdown in 2020, Rebecca Bair was at the end of her 

MFA at Emily Carr University of Art + Design, and staying with her parents in Ottawa. 

Eager to produce, she found a stack of four-by-six photo paper, left forgotten in a 

desk drawer. Slowly, she began to use the paper to draw on with a fine-tip black 

sharpie, creating circles inspired by the curls of her hair. This became a daily practice 

and an outlet for her anxiety—not only an antidote for the universal uncertainty, but 

also a record of daily life. These drawings are, in fact, integral to her larger practice, 

often referencing her hair and are made in paean of her identity as a Black woman. 

About the artist 

Rebecca Bair is an interdisciplinary artist based in Vancouver—the traditional and 

ancestral territories of the Coast Salish peoples—and a 2020 graduate from the 

Masters of Fine Arts program at Emily Carr University of Art + Design. Since 

graduating, she has received the Governor General's gold medal for her academic 



 
 

 

achievements, and she has been in group shows at the Vancouver Art Gallery (Where 

Do We Go From Here?), the Surrey Art Gallery (Facing Time), Wil Aballe Art Projects 

(The Cinematic) and The Polygon Gallery (The Philip B. Lind Emerging Artist Prize). 

Film 

The art museum was pleased to partner with the School of Motion Picture Arts 

Capilano University and students Bowen Munsil, Taran Sukert, and Ryan Hanna to 

make this film about the exhibition. 

 
 

           
 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Q4MKDNs_mA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Q4MKDNs_mA


 
 

 

 

Rebecca Bair Creates Love and Life in ‘Deep 

Conditioning’ 
February 16, 2022 

  

Written by Natasha Ponda 

The body has always been a source of contemplation in art. More specifically, the 

female form has had countless interpretations produced by artists throughout human 

history. And stationed in the crossed-orbits of anatomical identity and womxn 

experience, is where we find Rebecca Bair. 

https://www.instagram.com/beckybair/


 
 

 

Her current works on display at the West Vancouver Art Museum utilize abstract 

representation to explore a concept readily discussed in social politics, which she 

then redirects into varying visual art mediums. The title, Deep Conditioning, is a play 

on words where conditioned, social responses to physical differences are refuted 

with Bair’s own responsive conditioning – self-love and generational celebration.  

This established ‘soft’ response to negative prejudice regarding a body’s appearance 

allows her work to fall into a relationship of love towards the part of herself that has 

been under external scrutiny.  

Hair is explored in a number of ways. One piece which stood out is a constellation of 

charcoal and shea butter, flowing and curling into what can look like two figures 

embracing. A nod to a shared experience of identity between generations, a 

connection from mother to child.  

Two figures brought together by something shared. Being made from the same 

strand, having the same hair, causing the same bodily subjugations they may face by 

the outside world. And maybe even from themselves as a result of pervasive social 

pressures around image and looks. Influencing identity and self-perception. 

Instead of remaining a body’s mundane extension, an unliving aspect, Bair very much 

reminds us that hair is a living challenge connected to Black experience. Deep 

Conditioning is a deeply personal and reflexive exhibition around Blackness, 

generational ‘body’, and space presented by softly curving lines and self-identified 

love. 

Located in the lively waterfront neighbourhood of Ambleside, it is a beautiful trip to 

check out art and enjoy the scenery. 

Visit Deep Conditioning until March 12, 2022 at the West Vancouver Art Museum. 

Entry by donation. 

 

westvancouverartmuseum.ca 

 

*Photos by Natasha Ponda 

https://westvancouverartmuseum.ca/
https://westvancouverartmuseum.ca/


 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 
 

Artist Rebecca Bair’s powerful work 

examines the complex identity of Black 

women in the Canadian landscape 

The MFA grad exhibits her work “We Are Not What We Are Oppressed To Be (Black 

Speaker, White Walls)” at the Vancouver Art Gallery in the group exhibition ‘Where do 

we go from here?’ 

By Sára Molčan  

Acting on the Vancouver Art Gallery’s statement in solidarity with the Black Lives 

Matter movement during the summer of 2020, the exhibition Where do we go from 

here? examines the gallery’s own collecting and exhibiting history. The exhibition is 

an open and collaborative endeavour by six members of the VAG’s curatorial team 

along with guest curator Nya Lewis of BlackArt Gastown. 

Within this exhibition, you will find We Are Not What We Are Oppressed To Be (Black 

Speaker, White Walls) by Rebecca Bair (MFA 2020). From outside the room, you can 

hear the muffled sounds of talking. It sounds playful, inviting. Inside the room, there 

is a symphony of looping voices telling stories of racism, microaggressions, and 

oppression which are addressing the Black identity, specifically that of Black women 

on Turtle Island. 

https://ecuaa.ca/
https://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/exhibitions/where-do-we-go-from-here
https://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/exhibitions/where-do-we-go-from-here
https://nyalewiswilliams.com/
https://nyalewiswilliams.com/blackart
https://www.rebeccabairart.com/


 
 

 

 
We Are Not What We Are Oppressed To Be (Black Speaker, White Walls) by Rebecca Bair, as installed 

at the Vancouver Art Gallery. View from room entrance.  

Rebecca shared the history around creating the piece, which was completed during 

her undergrad in 2017 out of necessity, according to the artist. “It’s funny to think it’s 

still so pertinent now,” said Rebecca. “The piece and its content still resonate with 

me today. It is also incredibly relevant to our current cultural and social context. Many 

of the motifs from that work have carried through and influenced the rest of my 

practice.” The artist continues that seeing the work have a second breath in a new 

city has given her time to reflect and absorb the piece and process all over again. 

“I think about the fact it was made in Ottawa alongside my friends, and while their 

stories are still incredibly important, I question what the experience would be like of 

re-recording the sound,” said Rebecca. “Physically the piece could remain the same 

in every way but the sound could evolve. That potential is so exciting.” 



 
 

 

Rebecca explains that in Ottawa, diversity is experienced in a very different way, and 

for Black women in the lower mainland, there is a difference in representation, or 

rather a lack thereof. “When I first arrived in Vancouver, it was incredibly isolating,” 

continued Rebecca. “I went many days, if not weeks, without seeing another Black 

person. I kept asking, how is this possible?” 

 

 

https://vimeo.com/250212546?embedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=786

75291 

 

The piece could morph ever so slightly over time and place would allow Rebecca to 

amplify the voices of Black women from the city where the piece is exhibiting. “I think 

about what the voices of Black women in Vancouver could bring to a piece like this,” 

said Rebecca. “Speaking specifically about location, place, and the experience within 

that. If it is shown again, I believe more than ever that it should, and has to, address 

that. It’s an exciting prospect.” 

Rebecca explains that the creation of the work occurred within her group of friends, 

with the intention of having them come in one by one to sit with her and chat about 

their experience. “I asked them, ‘tell me about your experience as a Black woman in 

Canada’,” said Rebecca. “As they shared their experiences with me, I found myself 

feeling a sense of unity, of liberation with the cathartic release of these experiences.” 

https://vimeo.com/250212546?embedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=78675291
https://vimeo.com/250212546?embedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=78675291


 
 

 

Instead of the recordings being one-on-one as Rebecca had planned, as each person 

arrived, the previous participants would stay. Others would arrive early and listen to 

the person before. “We came together as a community and felt this closeness,” said 

Rebecca. “The closeness came from these racist experiences, but in coming 

together, it made us feel safer as well as seen and heard. It ended up being a really 

beautiful experience. There was still laughter, even though the stories were difficult.” 

 
We Are Not What We Are Oppressed To Be (Black Speaker, White Walls) by Rebecca 

Bair, as installed at the University of Ottawa. Photograph by Julia Martin.  

For those of you who have been unable to visit the Vancouver Art Gallery to see this 

incredible show and Rebecca’s installation, it’s difficult to do the work justice in mere 

text alone. You can hear the work escape the room, refusing to be silenced. Once 

inside the space, you’re greeted by the rumbling of voices, laughter, and snippets of 

conversations. The ten plinths with attached speakers are painted black and stand at 

the height of the artist. By standing close to any structure, you can isolate the voices 

and hear only that story. Floating above the plinths is a cylindrical photo abstracting 

the identities of the subjects. The piece is a visual powerhouse that could make a 

statement in silence, but it is loud. Combined with the cacophony of voices, the piece 

envelopes you within the room. You are forced to lean in. 

The piece has two audiences: those it asks to sit in their discomfort and those it 

welcomes home with collective experience. 



 
 

 

“I love watching people lean in, to accept that invitation to listen without hesitation,” 

said Rebecca. “Or unwillingly accept it, where you see their eyes widen at the story 

and they sink into it. Which is a really important aspect of the work.” 

 

https://vimeo.com/250212486?embedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=786

75291 

The impact of showing at the Vancouver Art Gallery is not overlooked. Rebecca noted 

that the institution is respected by the art world, and there is a certain amount of joy 

showing there. “It does feel like a big deal to be showing there, but it also means that 

a typical demographic is listening,” she continued. “It is incredibly powerful to me to 

have infiltrated the space of those who could otherwise avoid discussions of racism.” 

The show itself presents another collective and community experience, by showing 

the work of marginalized artists in conversation with one another. “While it is odd to 

not be showing this work to a predominantly Black audience, it does feel like we’ve 

made a statement together,” said Rebecca. “The community aspect in particular is 

incredible. Black people, Black women in particular, can relate to these experiences, 

can enter this conversation. For the non-BIPOC viewer and listener, it becomes an 

exercise on actively listening, often against their will.” Rebecca notes that the viewer 

is brought in by the voices and that often it can sound like a party before you really 

listen in. 

https://vimeo.com/250212486?embedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=78675291
https://vimeo.com/250212486?embedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=78675291


 
 

 

 
We Are Not What We Are Oppressed To Be (Black Speaker, White Walls) by Rebecca Bair, as installed 

at the Vancouver Art Gallery. View opposite room entrance.  

It’s important to recognize that this work, especially within the context of the 

Vancouver Art Gallery, challenges the status quo that the audience may be 

accustomed to. “I think what Nya [the curator] is proposing through this show is that 

an institution can be about representation and they can prioritize it. There are so 

many artists, particularly BIPOC artists right now, who are making great work with 

powerful messages if people are prepared to listen,” says Rebecca. “Particularly if an 

institution is prepared to listen, to have those difficult conversations, to create that 

space, you end up with this incredibly impactful show that breaks and interrupts the 

status quo.” 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 
 
The Image Centre at Toronto Metropolitan University hosts a four-part series of artist talks 

featuring conversations between the multi-disciplinary image makers presented in CANADA NOW: 

New Photography Acquisitions, on view through December 3, 2022.  

 

Representing a diverse set of life experiences, and locations across the nation, the CANADA NOW 

artists employ photographic media to engage with issues of identity and belonging. Each 

instalment will pair artists that share themes in their work, facilitating a dialogue that delves into 

their respective approaches and areas of focus. 

 

In conversation with exhibition curator Denise Birkhofer, Rebecca Bair and Séamus Gallagher 

discuss parallel aspects of their works, which share a focus on the performance of self in their 

images, and as a starting point for themes explored in their work. The pair were each 

commissioned to create works for The Image Centre collection, purchased through the Canada 

Now Photography Acquisition Initiative.  

 

All works on view in CANADA NOW: New Photography Acquisitions were purchased through the 

Canada Now Photography Acquisition Initiative, funded by photographer Edward Burtynsky and 

Nicholas Metivier Gallery in support of emerging or mid-career photographic artists from across 

the country. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9CDE1tJujKw 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9CDE1tJujKw

