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Foreword
Anik Glaude

It was my pleasure and privilege to curate the 
exhibition Luke Parnell: Repeat the Chorus Three 

Times at the Varley Art Gallery of Markham in 2021. 
In development for several years, the project was 
initially slated to open in May 2020, but was delayed 
by the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Ultimately, although physically installed, the project 
existed primarily as a virtual exhibition1, as the 
gallery remained closed for much of 2021. Even 
so, we were thrilled to have the project recognized 
through an Exhibition of the Year Award presented 
by Galeries Ontario / Ontario Galleries, a provincial 
art service organization that supports public art 
galleries. This recognition speaks to the importance 
of Parnell’s work, its resonance among the jury and 
those who experienced it, and its relevance in this 
period of truth and reconciliation. 

1 https://bit.ly/RepeatTheChorusThreeTimes

Following the publication of the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission of Canada’s final report two 
years prior, I was struggling to understand how we 
at the Varley could respond to the Commission’s 
Calls to Action as they relate to Indigenous artefacts 
in museum collections. With no historical artefacts to 
repatriate, my focus ultimately turned to supporting 
the work of contemporary Indigenous artists and 
to opening the galleries in order for them to tell 
their own stories. I first came upon Luke Parnell’s 
work in 2017 when I was researching Northwest 
Coast carvings. It was fortuitous that he was based 
in Toronto and working at OCAD at the time, some-
one local that I could meet and consult with. The 
gallery has several small Haida argillite carvings 
in its collection, as well as a large wooden relief 
sculpture in our community room, and I wanted 

to understand them better. My interest in learning 
about contemporary and critical applications of 
Northwest Coast traditions led me to visit Luke’s 
studio and learn more about the work he was doing 
at the time. I was struck by the poignancy and depth 
of his practice, and by the ways in which difficult 
topics such as cultural assimilation and trauma were 
tackled in formal and conceptual ways. But also, 
it was great to find a likeminded arts professional 
who could talk as easily about carving techniques 
as the latest Star Wars series.

I invited Lisa Myers to contribute an extended 
essay for this publication as it was essential to 
include an Indigenous writer in the project. I’ve long 
admired Lisa’s curatorial and artistic practice and 
since she had included Luke’s work in a previous 

exhibition, I felt she was well suited to further 
explore his work in writing form. In her opening 
paragraph she remarks that “Humming in a holding 
pattern, Luke Parnell’s Repeat the Chorus Three 
Times (2020) carries frequencies and vibrations of 
readiness.” Even before the pandemic shut down, 
I was struck by the silence that emanated from the 
gallery where the work was installed. The silent 
frequencies that echo through you when walking 
around these drums remain deafening. Even if only 
audible in your imagination, their beats resonate 
for all to hear—or for all who are ready to listen. 

Anik Glaude, Curator

https://bit.ly/RepeatTheChorusThreeTimes
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Sounding and Readiness
Lisa Myers

There is a sound, but we can’t hear it. Humming 
in a holding pattern, Luke Parnell’s Repeat the 

Chorus Three Times (2020) carries frequencies and 
vibrations of readiness. The work is comprised of 
three box drums placed in a row from large to small. 
Each drum carries different stories that reverberate 
through and within the painted surface designs 
and carvings of the red cedar wood of which 
each box is made. This work suggests soundings, 
and carries the resonance of knowledge through 
families and artwork, across generations. To me 
this work is about understanding the intangible 

value of knowledge/story for now and for future 
generations. As a triptych, this work holds a kind 
of balance wherein the drums are interdependent; 
together they convey the emboldened heft of 
cultural continuance while contending with the 
weight of trauma. Through a discussion of Repeat 
the Chorus Three Times, Phantom Limbs (2010), 
and his film Remediation (2018), I will expand the 
concept of carrying as creation; both the literal act 
of carrying while hiking and walking, but also as a 
metaphor for the way that belongings, songs and 
stories carry knowledge through generations. Since 
Repeat the Chorus Three Times is comprised of 
drums, I want to consider sounding as another form 
of carrying, percussive resonance that reverberates 
as an intergenerational continuance.

Over many years of working with Luke as a 
curator and fellow artist, I have only scratched 
the surface of building my fluency in Northwest 
Coast imagery and form; the pictorial traditions of 
my Anishinaabe culture have a different language 
and emerge from different cosmologies that are 
relatable to Parnell’s yet remain distinct. Learning 
from Parnell’s artwork and writing has raised really 
interesting questions for me about art audiences 

Repeat the Chorus Three Times, Installation view,  
Varley Art Gallery of Markham, 2021

Beat One: A Common Gift, 2020 (Front)

and traditional stories of which imagery is a key 
part. His work also points to the way an audience’s 
fluency in visual language may contribute to levels 
of their interpretation and meaning making. The 
following discussion of each of the drums is my 
humble learning about and interpretation of the 
work from my many visits with the artwork and 
with Luke.

Repeat the Chorus Three Times is personal 
and autobiographical, yet also has broader entry 
points for Indigenous and BPOC experience of 
trauma through systemic racism, physical violence 

Beat One: A Common Gift, 2020 (Back)

and the everyday devastating experience of racial 
profiling. Conceptually, the work draws from tra-
ditional stories woven with personal experience. 
Beat One: A Common Gift, the first in the line of 
three box drums standing in a row through the 
middle of a long gallery space, is the largest, yet 
the same shape and form as the other two. This 
first drum has an open top with four sides; two 
sides, the front and back, are wide and two are 
narrow, and strong thick boards offer a bottom 
foundation for each. The front of this large drum has 
an eagle design painted in red and black form lines 
representing Parnell’s maternal grandmother’s clan.  
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This design is complex and detailed with a bold 
use of ochre red outlines around the eagle’s wings 
and head. A raven design takes up the back of 
the drum, rendered in solid black lines the form 
is pared back to its essential elements. Parnell 
created this simplified raven design on the side of 
the drum that can be played or sounded. Of the 
three drums, Parnell explains to me, this is the one 
drum that will sound good when played. This side 
also represents another matriarch in Parnell’s family, 
the raven is his paternal grandmother’s clan. These 
designs face out from opposite sides of the drum,  

yet when played the eagle would face away from 
the drummer and be visible to an audience or the 
other drummers. The box drum usually leads a 
group of hand drummers.1

Inside the top edge of the drum’s opening and 
at each narrow end are two rounded and smoothly 
sanded blocks of wood, neatly concealed, and 
that appear as handles to carry the box. Looking 
further inside, a giant eye carved into the wood 
on the bottom of the drum peers back. The eye 
design is symmetrical, outlined in black from the 
corner of each eye and abundantly curved around 
a large red circle, which represents the iris of the 
eye. I interpret the eye as the presence and care 
of grandmothers. Parnell expounds that he was 
inspired by a phrase written by artist and poet 
Storme Webber “The Ancestors Know Who We 
Are” and this eye is symbolic of that knowing.2 
As this is the one drum of the three to be played 
and sounded, I get the sense that this larger drum 
leads the rest.

Parnell tells stories through his work, though 
using the word story seems inadequate. From 
Haida and Nisga’a perspectives, stories are not 
to be taken lightly, and not all stories may be told or 
heard by everyone.3 As the artist explains, “stories 
are tied to the land, so if you own a certain story 
then it means you own certain lands, which comes 
with different rights and privileges, so stories are 
very important, different families can own stories 

Beat One:  
A Common Gift, 
2020 (Interior)

and songs.”4 Many different nations have presented 
Oral histories and songs as evidence of First Nation 
jurisdiction over territory where legal processes 
such as the Delgamuukw decision made Canadian 
law recognize oral histories including songs as 
evidence. However, nations such as the Gitxsan, 
Haida, Nisga’a (and others) have been using them in 
this way since time immemorial.5 In his book Hungry 
Listening, Stó:lō sound scholar Dylan Robinson 
explains that from a Gitxsan perspective songs are 
part of a relationship to place and territory, empha-
sizing events, connections and past. Robinson 
goes on to recount that Chief Mary Johnson sang 
a limx oo’y song in court as evidence supporting 
Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’en’s proof of “jurisdiction 
over their territories” during what we now know 
as the Delgamuukw Case.6 Within an institution of 
colonial law, Chief Johnson deployed the value 
of song as evidence where the presiding judge 
had no reception or literacy for understanding the 
meaning of this act. The inability to register this as 
evidence connects to Parnell’s work, and shows the 
potential for misrecognition, for failing to hear and 
comprehend such soundings. This legal context 
illuminates how important song and story are in 
relation to land and territory in Parnell’s work, as 
his use of drums calls in the intersection of story 
with sound and song.

Parnell makes careful consideration and deep 
contemplation when using old stories, sometimes 
referred to as traditional stories. He explains that 

for many years as an artist he would not use these 
old stories. This refusal came from wanting to tend 
to their care and protection, to not just extract them 
from their cultural context and share them through 
the art world. The art world can be an extractive 
place of appropriation where stories/songs can 
readily circulate without the networks that are 
prepared to care for and be accountable to them, 
this is what is at risk when the visual language and 
aesthetic of Northwest Coast artwork are so often 
appropriated. Some of Parnell’s reticence to use 
these stories in his work comes from that misuse.

Still, as a storyteller, over many years he devel-
oped his own stories drawing from movies, comics, 
social issues amplified through news stories and 
from his life experiences. So in this sense stories 
include recent events or histories that everyone 
can access: for example, his installation Phantom 
Limbs comprised of 48 small carved figures housed 
inside plexiglass display cases embodies part of 
the story of the Haida Repatriation Project for 
the return of ancestral remains from museums 
(1990–2015).7 This repatriation project confronts 
extreme loss in the unconscionable robberies 
of these remains. Phantom Limbs honours the 
return of Haida ancestors from the American 
Museum of Natural History to Haida Gwaii while 
also acknowledging the difficult grief of such loss 
and returns.8 Informed by multiple influences, the 
carved figures’ designs are based on the tree 
spirits from the anime film Princess Mononoke.9  
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Plantom Limbs, 2010

Plantom Limbs, 2010

Although this might seem a whimsical addition to 
the work, this animated film features critical issues 
of land where tree spirits resist the threat of humans’ 
extractive clear cutting of the forest.10 In this way, 
Parnell weaves together current issues with forms 
inspired through animated movies and other visual 
culture as part of the process of making. In other 
artworks he also includes events he has witnessed, 
representing them through metaphoric visual forms.  
Stories are not just directly represented or illus-
trated in his artwork, the stories, he clarifies, also 
tell of the process of making, “When I use narrative 

it is not only a direct association to story it is also 
the narrative of how the art works are created.” 
Therefore the difficulty and heaviness of making 
Phantom Limbs is also part of its story. After years 
of his own storytelling, he changed his mind, and 
more recently has turned to engaging with the old 
stories. He explains, “they are so rich in imagery 
and cultural history, and I think [to myself], I want 
to work with that, I really love the story and I really 
want to do something with it” and he reflects that 
it took a long time to come to this decision.11

The responsibility of working with the old sto-
ries weighs on artists as they negotiate both the 
consumerist Northwest Coast art market and a 
pull to create culturally significant belongings for 
use.12 Each represents different parts of Northwest 
Coast art history, where the commercial art market 
collectors and museums stole so many belongings 
during the Potlatch ban starting in 1885, which made 
Potlatch and other ceremonies illegal as a severe 
and complex cultural assimilation tactic implicating 
religious intolerance, cultural assimilation and settler 
capitalism.13 During the ban some communities con-
tinued cultural practices but many did not and there 
were social, political and economic consequences 
as the Potlatch was key to their social relations and 
distribution of wealth.14 In 1951 the Indian Act was 
amended, and the 71-year Potlatch ban came to 
an end. The commercial art market for Northwest 
Coast art developed and artists were also drawn to 
creating work for ceremony and cultural purpose 
and use—two different audiences. In his master’s 
thesis, Parnell elaborates on this binary of making 
artwork for the art market as different than making 
for cultural purposes. He discusses the intentions 
of making for these two different purposes and 
devises the phrase Northwest Coast bilateralism 
as a term that refers to “the negotiation of these 
two histories, whether by having a dual practice 
or infusing his or her intangible cultural values 
into his or her contemporary material wealth.”15 He 
developed this term to also understand where his 
own work, informed by these histories, is situated,  

and came to the realization that his work incorpo-
rates formalist, conceptual and cultural concerns. 
Parnell uses the term bilateralism to refer to the way 
he can consider audiences and the legibility of the 
meaning in his artwork without sharing too much.16 
Bilateralism functions within his work because  
it is legible across both frames, and in both ways 
his work conveys meaning in the art world. These 
meanings are not stable and are dependent on 
context and each audience’s literacy in Northwest 
Coast visual language.

Parnell not only created the sculptural form 
of box drums but also made a functioning drum 
that potentially could call in the protocol, rights 
and privileges of the drum and its songs.17 This is 
where I see its readiness, a potential for sounding 
and the life of the drum beyond the gallery space.  
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Beat Two: Only What You Take With You, 2020 (Front) Beat Two: Only What You Take With You, 2020 (Back)

The readiness for sounding exists as an insepara-
ble relationship between the intangible value as 
cultural knowledge and the artwork. The function 
of this drum becomes part of a trifecta of art, use, 
and story, which Parnell explains are key aspects 
of his work. Displaying items that have use and 
cultural function like drums or rattles also refer-
ences colonial museum logics and their typologies;  
as with the individual vitrines in Phantom Limbs,  

these museum dynamics and display strategies 
are in part also the materials Parnell critically hones 
and works with in making this artwork.

The arrangement of the drum installation in a 
line suggests lineage, a trajectory that moves in 
many directions and even a sequential narrative 
that unfolds as observers and curious onlookers 
encounter it. I am thinking of the drums as containers  

or vessels and want to consider closely what it 
means to carry something in a drum, but also 
what meaning is added to that which is within the 
drum, the connotation of being inside a box drum. 
Beat Two: Only What You Take With You stands 
second in the line of installed drums. A raven design 
painted with black and red wraps around three 
sides of the box drum. Smaller than the first but 
still substantial in size, this drum is tied with two 
lengths of sisal rope wrapped around the top and 
bottom of the box drum, fastened to backpack 
harness and straps. Parnell’s assemblage of these 
different elements makes it ready to be carried. His 
repurposing of backpack hardware makes me think 

of post-apocalyptic practicalities and making use of 
what’s at hand. Parnell has embarked on many mul-
ti-day hikes and long solo walks and I learned from 
him that long distance backpacking is not as much 
about having strength as it is about accessing a 
strong will and digging deep within yourself to keep 
going. Even if you are physically exhausted and 
dehydrated, you need to be able to keep moving 
forward. I see this philosophy as key to understand-
ing the second drum, outfitted with the straps and 
hardware of a backpack. Making the drum wearable 
and portable means furthering the function of this 
item. Now the drum is carried and also carries. 
Inside the box drum is a carved red painted figure.  Repeat the Chorus Three Times. Installation view. Varley Art Gallery of Markham, 2021
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I am not implying that Parnell is illustrating Martin’s 
story, because I am sure his work is not merely 
illustrative. Instead, I am trying to think through the 
meaning of the interior of the drum as a space that 
nurtures but also cultivates and then carries. I want 
to understand what being inside a drum signifies, 
and what resonances exist within, and in turn what 
is being carried.

The backpack hardware has pockets that 
hold art supplies, two paintbrushes one stained 
with red paint and carving knife. The backpack 
has a rain cover stowed away but ready for use. 
This backpack configuration recalls Parnell’s film 

Remediation (2018), where he also attached one 
of his artworks to backpack hardware. Shot in a 
documentary style, Parnell enacts an endurance 
performance. During a residency in 2016 at Stewart 
Hall in Quebec as part of the Contemporary Native 
Art Biennial, Parnell carved a totem pole of two 
figures of his crest and clan, an eagle on the top and 
beaver with a broken stick on the bottom.19 Once 
the carving was finished, he used a chainsaw to 
cut it in half and then strapped the eagle figure to a 
backpack. He carried this eagle carving on his back 

I recognize this figure from Parnell’s first carved pole 
Evolution (2009) where he included a small figure 
at the base of the pole as his self-portrait. This small 
figure within the box drum also makes me think 
about the story of Kwakwaka’wakw artist Mungo 
Martin and a story that tells of the measures taken 
by family members to ensure that he would grow 
up with cultural and artistic skills and knowledge. 
Martin’s story suggests that the drum’s resonances 
would nurture his knowledge and skills. The story 
characterizes the inside of the drum as a place to 
nurture something within someone and tells that, 
“infant Martin was placed in a box drum during 
ceremonies to ensure he had an ear for singing.”18 

across the country from Montreal to Vancouver 
Island. Riding a train for most of this expanse, he 
also walked for long distances and took a ferry 
from the mainland to Vancouver Island. Carrying 
the eagle through the streets of Vancouver reads 
as absurd and humorous, especially as he walks 
to the Museum of Anthropology and visits the old 
poles on display. Continuing, Parnell walks through 
a neighbourhood where he grew up and visits a 
carved pole by Norman Tait to honour that artist 
who had recently passed on.20

Remediation, 2018 (video stills)

Beat Two: Only 
What You Take 
With You, 2020 
(Interior)Evolution, 2009
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There is also something profoundly serious 
about this journey, about him cutting the pole in 
half, as its destruction is part of the creation here. 
In response to the many poles in museums and the 
stealing of poles from territories under the guise 
of salvaging items from a dying culture, Parnell 
demonstrates that wealth and value lie within the 
knowledge and skills to design and carve poles, 
within the relations that mean responsibilities and 
understandings of these belongings.21 This journey 
is about showing that the value is not solely within 
the material, within the carved pole but rather in the  
immaterial and intangible knowledge that an artist/
carver and community carries. Parnell’s carved 
totem pole transforms in multiple ways throughout 
the film. First, Parnell uses a chainsaw to cut the 
pole in half. Severed, the eagle becomes portable 
and Parnell carries it to the coast of Vancouver 
Island, to a beach. The beach is where tidal rhythms 
rule, where water has pull and push. Parnell creates  
a fire on the sand and sets the carving on fire. 
Rainfall slows and hinders the burning cedar wood. 
Wood and fire meet water and this liveliness of 
materials slows down my sense of time. Despite 
the rain, much of the eagle burns, reduced to 
ash and charcoal, this destruction of an artwork 
actually asserts the wealth of knowledge and 
skills. Parnell has gathered through his years of 
apprenticing with Tsimshian carver Henry Green 
and through his continuous art practice and cultural 
production—this is the intangible wealth he carries.  

The backpack symbolizes how to endure, how to 
be prepared and bundle a balanced pack. There is 
something about the literal weight and metaphoric 
act of carrying that is, well… heavy.

The third drum Beat Three: Waiting for a Call 
That Says It’s Mom is a small box, painted inside 
and out with matte black paint. Filling the bottom of 
the drum is a carved dogfish mask. It is painted red 
and composed with a pronounced brow that settles 
into smooth concaved areas in the wood surface to 
signify the eyes. Her nose has the signature hook 
curve and her mouth reveals two rows of shark 

teeth. The face of the mask assumes a three-quar-
ter-portrait pose where a person is turned slightly 
to the left or right rather than making a direct and 
centred stare at the viewer. I associate this averted 
gaze with a western portraiture convention, yet in 
this case, it may suggest a kind of transformation 
between human and dogfish form. Seven bundles 
of long silvery grey hair flow from the top of her 
head and curve over and around her face.

The title of this drum is inspired by spoken-word 
lyrics in the Tribe Called Red song Before (2016), an 
appeal from a man calling from jail who speaks to 
experiences of residential school and Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls (MMIWG), 
issues at the core of this third drum. Parnell is 
thinking about losses we (Indigenous people) have 
experienced through our lives. Thinking about 
family members, and also news stories, stories from 
the community of women disappeared, but also the 
racist and violent treatment of Indigenous people 
in the world today. The work invokes Parnell’s 
memories of growing up near a highway and along 
the train tracks. For him, this drum is about images 
and sites of trauma related to dumping areas like 
ditches, and Parnell explains to me that he always 
thinks of ditches as sites of trauma. The black box 
suggests that which cannot be known, and a space 
to move through the unknown, the disappeared, 
the grief, to show care and carry through, sus-
pending the weight and contents of that black box,  

refusing to give it the power to become totally para-
lyzing and immobilizing. This is where the interde-
pendence of these drums most poignantly comes 
into play, as the backpack drum is all about move-
ment, about packing a balanced load so you can 
navigate the world. The grandmother drum knows 
us and that knowing provides a foundation and 
strength, but we also know that such cultural foun-
dations are also porous to trauma. In other words, 
our ancestors pass on language, songs and cultural 
knowledge but they too have experienced trauma.  

Beat Three: 
Waiting for 
a Call That 
Says It’s 
Mom, 2020 
(Interior)

Beat Three: Waiting for a Call That Says It’s Mom, 2020 
(Front)
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resonances that would come from each drum into 
the other, but still didn’t hear the soundings and the 
way that carrying was part of the work. This work is 
about continuance and the complexity of lived and 
experienced trauma as not a single determinant 
of one’s life and agency. These resonances and 
reverberations carry across spaces and generations 
adding to the meaning of this drum installation.

Walking and carrying are not the first suggestion 
of movement or shift in these drums. In 2011, Parnell 
traveled north from Vancouver to help facilitate 
a drum-making workshop at the Freida Diesing 
School of Northwest Coast Art in Terrace, BC. 
During this journey, he sketched out an artwork 
idea, as he had been invited to make a piece for 
the Vancouver International Children’s Festival.22 
He conceived a sculptural sound work that could 
be played by festival visitors. He created three box 

This small box drum connects to the lineage from 
the large box grandmother drum and I think of them 
as relations, showing connections and grief. This 
line of drums makes me think about this lineage, 
between the grandmothers and young people and 
that perhaps this work is considering the impor-
tance of that lineage and relations that keep us 
from being stuck in one place. Hiking and walking 
act as metaphor for the way belongings, songs 
and stories carry knowledge through generations.

During a visit to Parnell’s studio February of 
2020 he showed me this new work Repeat the 
Chorus Three Times, still in process, but far enough 
along that I could see its careful balance of story, 
concept and function. I tried to decipher each 
drum’s relationship to the others, and to interpret 
their shared story. I could tell that the drums are/
were interdependent, where each drum individually 
inhabits the realm of being of use, as an instrument, 
yet is also an artwork, and together they convey 
story and meaning. Admittedly, I was still just starting 
to understand the work and mistakenly interpreted 
a progression from one to the next. Reflecting now; 
I realize why this initial linear reading is important 
to think through. At the time, I asked Parnell if there 
was a transformation that happens from one drum 
to the next or between each drum: “Is there hope?” 
I asked. He replied, “The mask might signify us, 
or some hopefulness. It’s a balance between all 
three.” In that moment I started to understand the Under One Beat, 2011

drums installed with the end of each facing a middle 
point. Like equally spaced blades on a propeller, 
the box drums radiated from a tall cylindrical skin 
drum in the centre. The outward facing side of each 
box drum had large archival images of Indigenous 
people from the region. These portraits honoured 
ancestors and acknowledged Indigenous histories 
of Vancouver. This work was called Under One Beat 
(2011) and as Parnell explains on his blog from that 
time, the title comes from the way Nisga’a dance 
groups drum in unison to make multiple drums 
sound like one drum, and so it represents unity.23  
I am sharing this history of Parnell’s artwork because 
like a traditional song or story, I think the origins  
of this work and how these circulate are important 
to understand the conceptual development and  
the life of Repeat the Chorus Three Times. After the 
festival, Parnell stored the drums with the intention to  
revisit them. In late 2019, he brought them back 
to his studio rethinking them and working through 
the story that these three box drums might tell. The 
idea of being in unison adds to the meaning and 
reading of what these box drums have become 
in the current iteration. A chorus that depends 
on unity of voice and sound, Repeat the Chorus 
Three Times is comprised of three drums working 
together and doing their best, while the meaning 
and purpose of each one depends on the others. 

There is a sound, but we can’t hear it, humming in 
a holding pattern with a readiness for sounding.24

Repeat the Chorus Three Times. Installation view,  
Varley Art Gallery of Markham, 2021
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List of works
* indicates work included in the exhibition

Evolution, 2009 
acrylic on red cedar 
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Courtesy of MKG127 Gallery, Toronto
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48 units, 9.5 x 24.7 x 13.7 cm each 
installation dimensions variable 
Collection, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa
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Courtesy of MKG127 Gallery, Toronto

Remediation, 2018 
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12:21 
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Courtesy of Macauley Fine Arts
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Courtesy of Macauley Fine Arts
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