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Situating “Interior Chinatown: Morris Lum

MHEETEEELR

What is Chinatown? A neighbourhood formed through displacement,
migration, and survival; a social world sustained through labour, kinship,
and mutual care; a cultural memory to be celebrated and negotiated;
or an image repeatedly produced for others? In the 1974 neo-noir film
Chinatown, Chinatown barely appears. It functions instead as an idea: a
distant, unknowable place associated with secrecy, corruption, and the
limits of understanding. Half a century later, Charles Yu’s novel Interior
Chinatown and its 2024 television adaptation turn that structure inside
out. Chinatown is no longer only the mysterious elsewhere of American
cinema. It becomes a set, a genre, a workplace, and an imposed reality in
which Asian characters are repeatedly assigned minor roles.

The television series makes this condition literal. Its characters move
between everyday life and the stylized police drama Black & White,
never fully certain where performance ends and reality begins. Much
has changed: characters initially confined to Chinatown’s background
as “Generic Asian Man” begin to occupy leading roles and gain public
visibility. Yet Chinatown remains a representational enclosure, a place
continually made legible through familiar roles and images.

Interior Chinatown: Morris Lum centres Morris within this interior, not

as its representative, but as someone whose practice has been formed
through being there. Rather than asking what Chinatown stands for, the
exhibition asks what it holds, how it is lived, and what forms of attention
are required to enter it. Interior Chinatown: Morris Lum | M IBE 118
emerged from this tension between Chinatown as image and Chinatown
as a world.
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The English and Chinese titles, however, do not say the same thing. While
the English title quietly acknowledges Charles Yu’s Interior Chinatown, the
Chinese title carries another intention. Chinatown has no single Chinese
equivalent. B A1 (Tangrénijié), F Bl (Zhonggudchéng), and Z=IR (Huabu)
are often treated as interchangeable, yet each constructs the place
differently.?

& A\#, rendered in Cantonese as Tong Yan Gaai, literally means “the street
of Tang people.” Morris titled his long-term Chinatown series Tong Yan
Gaali, reflecting his family’s Cantonese-speaking background and ancestral
roots in Guangdong. The term also carries the history of southern Chinese
migration: & A was a longstanding form of self-identification among
Chinese people, particularly within Cantonese-speaking communities
overseas. FE, literally “China city,” locates Chinatown more directly in
relation to the modern nation of China.

#5318 begins from another spatial history. 2= refers broadly to Chinese
people and culture, while 38 originally named a wharf or landing place,

then a commercial port, and eventually a locality or city. David Chuen-

yan Lai, an urban geographer whose foundational research on Canadian
Chinatowns has significantly influenced Morris’s practice, notes that early
Chinese migrants understood their overseas settlements in relation to

the commercial ports of China, or #1£.2 The word thus carries traces of
arrival, trade, movement, and settlement. We chose it not because it offers a
neutral or universal translation, but because these associations correspond
to the exhibition’s understanding of Chinatown as a formation that travels,
settles, and changes across places, without being reduced to a single
linguistic, cultural, or national origin.

The Chinese title does more than translate the English one. Interior
Chinatown: Morris Lum becomes MIZETEZEIR. 7 generally means “to be

in,” “to be at,” or simply “to be present.” Here, it conveys not only location,
but duration and participation: Morris’s continuing presence across the



places, encounters, and relationships from which the work has emerged.
He rarely appears within the frame, yet every photograph begins from
his being there, whether entering a space, returning to it, waiting, looking,
taking part, or spending time with the people who sustain it. Many of

the photographs depict community spaces in different forms, including
restaurants, association halls, places of worship, martial arts schools,
and local organizations. Once photographed, these places become
more than subjects. The images register Morris’s commitment to the
communities that made them possible. TAI2EEEEIE thus names the
condition of his practice: Morris is in Chinatown, and his work takes form
through being there. Photography is one of the principal ways through
which that presence is sustained, recorded, and carried into other
contexts.

Taking Photos as Remembering, Socializing,

Researching, and Advocating

Morris Lum’s photographs do not begin as artworks. They begin as acts
of attention within an ongoing relationship to place. Only later might

an image be selected, printed, framed, enlarged, exhibited, acquired,
reproduced in a publication, or circulated by a community organization.
This exhibition makes those different lives of the photograph visible for
the first time. Every city Morris has photographed through his long-term
Chinatown project is represented, while the images appear through an
unusually wide range of forms: framed archival pigment prints in different
sizes, monumental vinyl prints mounted on panels, chronological
sequences, archival displays, and small behind-the-scenes photographs.
The question is therefore not simply whether these images are
documents or artworks. It is how photography moves between memory,
social relation, research, and public use without ceasing to be the same
act of looking.

The photographic traditions Morris draws upon already hold these
possibilities in tension. The 1975 exhibition New Topographics, along



with the work of American photographer Stephen Shore and Canadian
photographer Lynne Cohen, offers a language of restraint, typology,
and sustained attention to vernacular landscapes and interiors. Morris
has described the large-format camera as a way of bringing presence
and dignity to places whose historical importance might otherwise be
overlooked. Chinese Canadian photographer and community organizer
Jim Wong-Chu and Chinese American photographer Corky Lee offer
another model, in which taking photographs is also a way of recording
one’s own community: its labour, political struggles, celebrations, and
everyday forms of belonging. Morris’s practice brings these lineages
together.® The photographs may appear formally detached, but their
making is socially embedded.

888 Dundas St. E., Units C3 & C4, Mississauga 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015,
2025 makes that tension personal. Morris’s family settled in Mississauga
after immigrating to Canada, making the city his Canadian hometown.
He knew the banquet hall through weddings, anniversaries, birthdays,
and other family celebrations. Across five photographs, the same
commercial units pass through different restaurant identities. What
begins as personal memory becomes a record of tenancy, migration,
and changing cultural reference points. Its most recent occupant, QJD
Peking Duck, connects an ordinary Mississauga commercial unit to the
international expansion of Quanjude, a Beijing restaurant established in
the nineteenth century.* The sequence thus hints at a wider demographic
and commercial shift: from suburban spaces shaped by earlier waves

of predominantly Cantonese-speaking migration from Guangdong and
Hong Kong to the growing visibility of more recent, regionally diverse
migration from across China, often mediated through Mandarin. That
transformation will become more explicit elsewhere in the exhibition, but
here it first appears through the repeated act of photographing the same
place.

When Morris speaks about his images, he rarely begins by assigning
symbolic meaning to them. He talks instead about what a place was,



who used it, how he entered it, whom he met, and what changed after
the photograph was taken. Chinatown Reflections, composed of behind-
the-scenes images made during the production of Tong Yan Gaai,
brings those conditions into view. The photographs record journeys,
encounters, and moments of connection with members of the Chinese
diaspora. They show that taking photographs is also a way of socializing
and participating. The apparent stillness of the finished works is not
evidence of distance from community life. It is made possible through
introductions, conversations, meals, repeated visits, and the trust
required to enter spaces not immediately open to view.

Advocacy develops from the same sustained attention. Chinese
Freemason & Dart Coon Club, Toronto 2017 depicts an institution whose
role extended far beyond cultural representation. During the years

of Chinese exclusion, organizations such as this provided housing,
financial assistance, mediation, and spaces for collective life, including
Cantonese opera. The photograph does not need to impose an external
political meaning onto the room. By bringing the space and its history
into institutional view, it makes visible an infrastructure through which a
community survived and organized itself.

Gate of Harmonious Interest, Victoria 2023 carries this relation between
photography and advocacy further. The gate was itself part of David
Chuen-yan Lai’s work on the revitalization of Victoria’s Chinatown,
recognized as the oldest surviving Chinatown in Canada and once the
country’s largest centre of Chinese settlement. Morris’s later photograph,
now part of the McMaster Museum of Art collection, does not originate
the advocacy associated with the site. It extends the afterlife of Lai’'s
earlier research and public intervention by carrying the gate into another
institutional context. Advocacy here is distributed across research, urban
action, image-making, and institutional preservation.

From the gate, Morris’s engagement with Lai moves from photographing
the outcome of his advocacy to retracing his research through the
archive. In Dragon Centre, Scarborough 2019, his photograph of the first
indoor Asian-themed shopping mall in North America is shown alongside



Lai's images from 1984, 1986, and 1997. In Selection of Photographs of Plaza
Pylon Signs from the David Lai Fonds, Morris follows Lai’s close attention to
plaza pylon signs, which register changing tenants and shifting community
needs.

By retracing Lai's movements and repeating his acts of looking, Morris
turns photography into a comparative research method. The earlierimage
becomes a question addressed to the present: what remains, what has
disappeared, and what has taken its place? Remembering, socializing,
researching, and advocating are not separate functions of the work. They
are different consequences of staying with a place long enough for the
photograph to change meaning.

From Tong Yan Gaai to the Suburban Asian Mall

Morris usually titles a photograph after the business, institution, or address
occupying the site when the image was made. The title locates rather than
interprets. His exterior photographs are generally taken in the morning

with available light, when storefronts and facades can be seen before the
fuller activity of the day begins. By limiting staging and artificial illumination,
he allows names, architectures, and uses to carry much of the image’s
historical information. Across the series, these fixed names and addresses
become coordinates within a much larger movement.

That movement cannot be understood only as a local progression from
downtown to suburb. It belongs to a global history in which changing
regimes of labour, exclusion, capital, and migration repeatedly reorganized
the relationship between China, Canada, and Chinese diasporic life. In 1881,
Canada’s Chinese population numbered 4,383, more than 99 per cent of
whom lived in British Columbia. By 1911, it had reached 27,774. Early migrants
arrived largely through gold mining, railway construction, agriculture,
domestic service, and other forms of labour, while the head tax and the
Chinese Immigration Act of 1923 restricted entry and family formation.5

Early migration was drawn heavily from a small number of counties in
Guangdong’s Pearl River Delta, particularly Siyi—Taishan, Kaiping, Xinhui,
and Enping—and Sanyi—Nanhai, Panyu, and Shunde—with Zhongshan



another major place of origin. At this scale, place of origin, dialect,
surname, association structure, and urban settlement could be mapped
in close relation to one another. What appeared from outside as a unified
“Chinese” enclave was internally composed of highly specific regional,
linguistic, and familial worlds.®

The scale and structure of migration changed after the repeal of
exclusion and the introduction of Canada’s points-based immigration
system in 1967. The Chinese population rose to 118,815 by 1971, 652,630
by 1991, and 921,585 by 1996. Much of the suburban development Lai
studied was shaped by migration from Hong Kong, particularly during
the decades preceding the 1997 handover. Immigration became
increasingly associated with professional mobility, entrepreneurship,
education, and investment capital. Lai’s archival clippings register the
geopolitical dimension of this movement: Canada and other immigrant-
receiving countries competed to attract Hong Kong migrants and their
assets as the territory’s return to China approached.”

The suburban malls produced through this period were not simply larger
or newer Chinatowns. They operated through arterial roads, automobiles,
enclosed shopping centres, regional markets, strata ownership, and
transnational flows of capital. Lai’'s own terminology shifted accordingly.
Developments initially described as “Chinese malls” or “new Chinatowns”
increasingly became “Asian-themed malls.” The new term acknowledged
a wider range of tenants and customers, but also marked a conceptual
threshold. “Chinese” could no longer securely describe the population,

market, or cultural field these spaces contained.8

Auric King, Markham 2025 gives this transformation a spatial and visual
form. The banquet restaurant occupies a space formerly used by the
chain restaurant Pickle Barrel inside Markville Mall. The banquet hall,
familiar from historic Chinatown as a setting for weddings, association
events, family celebrations, and collective meals, now operates within

a mainstream regional shopping centre. Its social function persists, but



the population, architecture, and geography supporting it have changed.
So have its visual codes. The room does not rely on the red-and-gold
palette commonly associated with older Chinatown restaurants. Instead,
its skylight, purple sequin curtain, lighting, and contemporary decorative
materials produce a different atmosphere and register a different

sense of taste. The work does not show Chinatown simply moving to

the suburbs. It shows Chinese collective life taking form within another
metropolitan and aesthetic system.

Historic Chinatowns nevertheless remain the centre of gravity of Morris’s
practice. The suburban works do not displace them or present them as
obsolete. Instead, they extend the geographic field through which the
histories, values, and social relationships Morris first encountered in
historic Chinatown communities can be understood.

Morris photographs these spaces after another demographic
transformation. Canada’s Chinese population now exceeds 1.7 million,
while migration from mainland China has become a major component

of more recent arrivals.® Yet “mainland China” is a far broader and less
internally precise category than Siyi, Sanyi, Taishan, or even Hong Kong. It
gathers substantial regional, linguistic, economic, and social differences
under a single designation. The numbers increase, but their ability to
explain how social relations are formed becomes less exact.

This loss of precision has political consequences. The rise of the
People’s Republic of China as an economic and geopolitical power has
changed how newcomers from mainland China are perceived. They
are frequently read through the political image of the PRC, or through
the capital associated with its global ascent, rather than through the
varied circumstances of their own migration. In historic Chinatowns,
where displacement and redevelopment remain urgent concerns,

they may consequently be perceived as an external force or as agents
of gentrification. These tensions cannot be dismissed. At the same
time, newcomers from mainland China cannot be understood solely



through their presumed relationship to the Chinese state, the Chinese
Communist Party, or the capital associated with China’s global ascent.
Such readings collapse substantial differences in class, region,
language, generation, political position, and migration history.

Nor does the absence of older village, surname, and district structures
indicate an absence of community. People arriving from large cities
and through education, employment, entrepreneurship, family
migration, and other transnational routes are unlikely to reproduce the
forms of association created by early migrants from a small number
of Guangdong counties. Collective life may instead develop through
schools, restaurants, religious organizations, professional and online
networks, and recurring practices of shopping, eating, worshipping,
recreation, and gathering across a dispersed metropolitan region.
These relations may be less visible within inherited images of
Chinatown, but they are not therefore less substantive.

Morris’s and Lai’s practices align in their sustained attention to these
changing relations. Both revisit sites, record businesses and signage,
and use photography to study connections between migration,
commerce, and place. Yet even when they arrive at the same plaza, they
do not encounter the same place. Lai’s surveys, maps, photographs,
menus, business cards, and clippings register suburban formations
emerging through Hong Kong migration and investment. Morris
encounters those spaces after new migrations, changing tenants,
different languages, and altered forms of social connection have
entered them. Time is not simply the interval between their records. It
participates in producing the places themselves.

What takes shape across Morris’s work might therefore be understood
as a changing “Canadian China™: not a nation enclosed within another
nation, but a field produced through Canadian immigration policy,
diasporic history, global capital, and multiple relationships to China
and to other sites across the Chinese diaspora. Morris’s own trajectory
complicates any simple relation between origin and diaspora. Unlike
artists whose work is shaped by personal or familial journeys to China,



Morris has spent years photographing Chinese communities in Canada
and elsewhere without a comparable relationship to China as a place
of origin. His work moves among historic Chinatowns, suburban

malls, and newer community spaces shaped by multiple Chinese and
diasporic migration histories.

What his photographs hold is not one overseas China, nor a linear
passage from an authentic Chinatown to a supposedly placeless
suburb. They record a living and internally differentiated field whose
social forms are continually remade through change. The question is
not whether community has moved beyond or replaced the historic
enclave, but how historic Chinatowns and newer spatial formations
continue to coexist, overlap, and change—and whether our inherited
frameworks are capable of recognizing the different forms they take.

Togetherness-in-Difference

In Charles Yu’s Interior Chinatown, “Kung Fu Guy” is the highest-ranking
role available to an Asian man within its hierarchy of racial types. It
promises visibility, but only through an identity already scripted and
made legible to others. Wayland Li Wushu School, Markham 2026
begins from another relationship between martial arts and visibility.
Located inside an industrial compound in suburban Markham, the
school occupies a modest, makeshift training space where students
repeat forms, receive corrections, and prepare for national and
international competitions. The school has produced world champions,
yet little in its surrounding architecture announces what takes place
inside.

The exhibition developed through more than a conventional
conversation between curator and artist. In a collaborative process
that might be described as being “on the road with Chinatown,”
Morris and the exhibition’s curatorial and research team travelled
across the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area, moved through
commercial, cultural, religious, and community settings, spoke with
local participants, compared memories, and returned to sites over



time. Through this process, Chinatown began to operate not only as

the exhibition’s subject but also as a method of working. At the Wayland
Li Wushu School, we spent hours watching the students practise.
Repetition gradually changed what we could see. What might be broadly
described from outside as “kung fu” became recognizable as modern
wushu: a standardized and competitive form shaped by modern Chinese
institutions, training systems, and ideas of national culture. At the same
time, the school produced different forms of recognition among us.
Morris was drawn to the relationships between the sifu, former students
who had become parents, and younger students growing up within the
school. He understood these connections through kinship, extended
family, loyalty, and intergenerational bonds—values that also inform

the historic Chinatown associations and community institutions he has
photographed. | approached the same space through a different lived
history. Having grown up in Shanghai, | was also attentive to modern
wushu as a system of standardized training, institutional discipline,
performance, and competitive ambition.

These different forms of recognition became integral to the exhibition’s
collaborative process. Our relationships to Chinatown, Canadian China,
Chinese languages, and Chineseness overlap without coinciding. Morris
was born in Trinidad and Tobago and raised in Mississauga within a
Cantonese-speaking family with ancestral roots in Guangdong. As

the exhibition’s curator, | bring another position. | am Han Chinese and
grew up in Shanghai’s former French Concession. | came to Canada

as an international student to attend university, then moved through

the positions of foreign worker, landed immigrant, and citizen. Yantong
(Simon) Li, the exhibition’s curatorial researcher, is ethnic Bai and grew
up in Dali. He moved to the United States to attend high school as an
international student and later came to Canada through marriage during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

In What Did David Lai See?, Yantong and | respond to materials from
the David Lai Fonds through our own migration histories and lived
experiences. We speak in Mandarin alongside our respective regional



forms of speech, allowing the archive to be heard through voices that
do not align with a single linguistic or ethnic authority. The video does
not attempt to complete Lai’s unfinished research. It puts his archival
materials into motion through the distinct demographic, cultural, and
migratory conditions that shaped our own arrivals in Canada.

Karen Law, the exhibition’s production coordinator, grew up in Markham
within a multigenerational Chinese Canadian family. During the COVID-19
pandemic, she moved to Toronto and began spending more time in the
city’s historic Chinatown before returning to Markham. Her perspective

is shaped by this movement between suburban Chinese community

life and the downtown neighbourhood, and by the different forms of
belonging, memory, and participation each makes possible.

Karen’s Chinatown in Action extends the exhibition beyond the
perspectives of the artist and curatorial team. Through interviews with
Amy Wang of Chinatown Lion Dance, Howard Tam of Dragon Centre
Stories, Chiyi Tam of the Toronto Chinatown Land Trust, Jessica Chan of
the JIA Foundation, and Rick Wong and Brenda Joy Lem of Long Time No
See, the project introduces people for whom Chinatown is maintained
through organizing, performance, storytelling, advocacy, memory

work, and care. Their contributions show that Chinatown is not only
represented in Morris’s photographs. It is continually produced through
collective action.

The exhibition and graphic design by Studio Pianpian He and Max Harvey
also form part of this interpretation. Pianpian He, from Changsha, and
Max Harvey, a Francophone Canadian designer who speaks Chinese

and teaches design in Changsha, specialize in working across bilingual
and multilingual contexts. Their design does not function as a neutral
container for completed artworks and texts. The choice of typeface, the
placement and relative scale of English and the Chinese-language texts,
the relationship between simplified and traditional characters, and the
spatial arrangement of photographs, interviews, archive, and video all
influence how linguistic and cultural authority becomes visible. Design



is one of the places where the exhibition’s differences are negotiated
rather than concealed.

Chinatown became a method through the time spent among these
positions. The research unfolded through journeys across downtown
Toronto, Scarborough, Richmond Hill, Markham, and Hamilton;
through malls, restaurants, temples, schools, archives, and community
organizations; and through eating, watching, listening, translating,
comparing memories, and disagreeing. These encounters did not
reveal one Chinatown waiting to be correctly understood. They showed
how the same place becomes differently legible according to where
one has come from, what one remembers, and how long one remains.

In On Not Speaking Chinese: Living Between Asia and the West, len Ang
uses the phrase “togetherness-in-difference” to describe a condition

of relation without sameness and collective life without requiring
differences to disappear.’® The project also moves through what might
be called a Sinoglossic field: a condition in which Cantonese, Mandarin,
Shanghainese, regional speech, written Chinese, translation, partial
literacy, and non-literacy coexist unevenly." No one occupies the whole
field. Linguistic competence, ethnicity, birthplace, cultural familiarity,
and belonging do not align in predictable ways.

The title of this essay, Situating “Interior Chinatown: Morris Lum | #f#2
E 1318 ” draws on Donna Haraway’s account of situated knowledge
as partial, embodied, and accountable.’? To situate Morris is not to
assign him a fixed position within a stable definition of Chinatown. It

is to recognize the particular relationships through which his practice
has taken form, while remaining accountable to the limits of any single
interpretation. Morris’s photographs do not offer the same Chinatown
to everyone. They create points of recognition, but what is recognized
depends on the histories, languages, memories, and attachments we
bring with us.

The exhibition was built around Morris’s practice through these partial
positions. They do not add up to a complete view of Chinatown,



Canadian China, or Chineseness. Instead, they produce a field in which
different histories become visible and answerable to one another.
Togetherness-in-difference does not overcome partiality. It makes partial,
embodied, and accountable knowledge the condition of working together.

Yan Wu
July 2026, Parkdale, Toronto
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Toronto-based photographer and artist whose work explores the
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and the United States and has received numerous accolades
including the CONTACT Photography Festival Burtynsky Grant
(2023) and the A&E Short Filmmakers Award (2010). Lum holds
a Masters of Fine Arts in Documentary Media from Toronto
Metropolitan University (formerly Ryerson) and is an Assistant
Professor of Visual Studies at the John H. Daniels Faculty of
Architecture, Landscape, and Design, University of Toronto.
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Y. D. P. (London), MACA Art Center (Beijing), Momenta Biennale
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