
BACK IN 5: 
A CLOSING EXHIBITION
10/19/20 - 10/29/20 

Florence
Yee

Arezu 
salamzadeh

CHRISTIE 
CARRIERE



One evening in 
the fall of 2018, I 
attended the grand 
opening of a new 
community art 
space on Spadina 
street. It was 
peculiarly 
settled in 
place of 
a

previously 
owned ice 
cream shop¹ in 
Chinatown Centre; 
a mall in one of 
several of Toronto’s 
Chinatowns that 
has been home 
to many small 
boutiques, specialty 
stores and small 
restaurants since 
the 1990s². 

I greeted friends 
and revelled in 
the evening’s 
festivities, admiring 
the freshly 
painted walls and 
handmade decor, 

listening to the live 
performances and 
drinking homemade 
bubble tea. A 
joyous and cathartic 
energy was 

palpable 
in 

the 
space; so many 
people were 
gathered together 
to celebrate a 
space that proudly 
sought to cultivate 
community through 
art, activism, mutual 
aid and play. 

The space was 
called Tea Base.
     
Two years later, 
I found myself 
once again making 
my way through 

Chinatown to visit 
BACK IN 5, an 
exhibition featuring 
artwork by artists 
Arezu Salamzadeh, 
Christie Carrière, 
and Florence Yee; 
the last project 
housed at their unit 

in Chinatown 
Centre. 

A 
MAKESHIFT 

RETROSPECTIVE

Things I note while 
observing the 
peripheries of the 
space:

- A cross stitching 
that says suck my 
ass

- Areas of the 
space that have 
pictures of the 
same area a year or 
so prior taped to it

- A group photo 
taken on the 
opening night 
of Tea Base’s 
Gladstone Hotel 
Takeover

Doodles, posters, 
knick knacks, hand 

written notes 
and other 
personal 

ephemera; 
the walls of 

Tea Base - and 
by extension the 
backdrop of BACK 
IN 5 - are in direct 
conversation with 
Salamzadeh’s 

ceramics, Yee’s 
text-based 
sculptures and 
posters, and 
Carrière’s rugs and 
paintings. 

A set of sticky 
notes, a remnant 





of a collective 
brainstorming 
session lingers 
near a grid of 
posters by Florence 
Yee which reads 
SEEKING: A time 
to do this again, 
referencing both 
the reno-eviction³ 
the space faced, 
and our collective 
inability to gather 
at all due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 
To the right, a large 
Mahjong⁴ plush 
sewn together by 
Christie Carriere lied 
next to a set of 
actual Mahjong 
tiles, 
sprawled 
over the 
table, 
recalling 
the 

collective’s pre-
COVID weekly 
mainstay, Mahjong 
Mondays⁵. 

While not directly 
a part of the 
exhibition itself, 

these objects 
take up the same 
amount of space 
as the artworks, 
together becoming 
a makeshift 
retrospective, 
recounting a few 
key moments in 
the collective’s two 
year history, pairing 
it with new and 
old artworks that 
each hold histories 
themselves; a 
composition of 
interconnected 
experiences.

OF SUM AND 
INDIVIDUAL PARTS

Though BACK IN 
5 encompasses 

retrospect, it’s 
not limited to it. A 
selection of 

separate artworks 
reinvigorate each 
other, suggesting 
new ways of seeing 
both the sum and 
individual parts. 
Colourful paintings 
of fellow tenants 
in Chinatown 
Centre painted by 
Carrière hang off of 
Yee’s text-based 
sculpture, i tried to 
interview my dad in 
the exact negative 
space the wooden 
frame has vacant. 

Though entirely 
coincidental⁶, 
the works meld 
into each other 
cooperatively, 
aligning both 
Carrière and Yee’s 
interest in ancestral 
knowledge 
and generative 
dialogue with 
older generations 
of the pan-Asian 
community. 

Hand hooked 
rugs by Carrière 
depicting fruit 
(and a lucky cat) 
saturated in pinks, 
greens, yellows 
and blues lie on the 
floor next to Yee’s 
wooden divider 
reminiscent of a 
door frame and 
curtain. 

I couldn’t help 
but notice how 
reminiscent the 
amalgamated 
structure was of a 
domestic space.

I couldn’t help but 
think about the 
possibilities that 
the future of the 
space could hold.



UNSPOKEN 
MANDATE

Goji berries, red 
dates, ginger, 
star anise, night-
blooming flowers, 
blanched apricot 
kernels. 

I recited the 
ingredients of a 
soup pack arranged 
by Florence Yee 
and Mic Fok, while 
pulling out stickers 
and a FOCT ⁷ 
postcard out of a 
brown paper bag. 
As a care package 
that visitors were 
allowed to take 
home, this initiative 
runs in the same
practice as Tea
Base’s unspoken 
mandate of mutual 
aid. Alongside 
ceramic fortune 
cookies
with phrases of 
affirmation stuffed 
inside by Arezu 
Salamzadeh, BACK 
IN 5 remains 
responsive to the 
precarity outside of 
the walls of its

Chinatown Centre 
space, encouraging 
care in light of 
the anxieties and 
frustrations that 
the pandemic has 
presented through 
foodways and 
ephemera. 

NIGHTS TOGETHER 
AND NIGHTS APART

Traces of time 
spent can linger 
in a space long 
after a celebration 
concludes.

This feeling is 
figurative, but 
present if you will it. 
Close your eyes and 
try to imagine this:

An endless 
crash of airborne 
conversations

Close proximity to 
strangers

Drinks and favors 
on your person and 
off the ground

Being in the arms of 
friends

I remembered the 
coincidental timing 
of seeing this 
exhibition on an 
evening so close to 
Tea Base’s second 
anniversary and 
just days away 
from their physical 
space closing. I saw 
discarded birthday 
hats and tangerine 
peels left on a rug 
but knew that they 
weren’t actually 
waste: They’re 
ceramic works by 
Salamzadeh and 
Yee (Birthday Hats 
being made by 
Salamzadeh alone, 
while Please Help 
Yourself was made 
together). With 
nostalgic flare, 

It’s certain
to ease the 
worries that the 
frigid air holds to 
our pandemic-
anxious throats as 
well as our longing 
spirits.



Endnotes

1 Prior to Tea Base’s two year stint in this unit, 
the space was known as Kem Xuân Hương Ice 
Cream, a snack shop owned by a Vietnamese 
couple which remained openuntil 2013.

2 As written in the about section of Chinatown 
Centre’s website (http://toronto-chinatown.ca/)

3 An eviction that is carried out for the 
purported purposes of renovating and/or 
repairing a unit.

 4 A game developed during the Qing dynasty 
in China played, usually by four people, with 
136 or 144 rectangular tiles.

5 Mahjong Mondays was a weekly session 
held on site at Tea Base, inviting members of 
the community to socialize, play Mahjong, and 
spend time in the space.

6 Florence Yee in conversation with the author, 
October 25th, 2020.

7 Friends of Chinatown Toronto (FOCT) is a 
grassroots organization that gathers to amplify 
the voice and concerns of the Chinatown 
community.

Text by Philip Leonard Ocampo 

BACK IN 5 echoes 
these unique 
circumstances, 
sprawling debris 
across the Tea Base 
floor; evoking nights 
together and nights 
apart.

Despite the sudden 
closure and a 
global pandemic, 
BACK IN 5 feels like 
an introspective, 
culminating moment 
for Tea Base. From 
this last project to 
its grand opening 
two years prior, 
this exhibition 
demonstrates the 
bittersweet warmth 
of remembering 
in a time of flux; 
a composition of 
artworks indicative 
of the artists’ own 
experiences, Tea 
Base’s two year life 
as its first physical 
iteration, and how 
the each remain in 
loving entanglement 

with each other.

When I recall 
that first night, 
I remember the 
buzz of possibility 
soaring through the 
air as we celebrated 
the opening of this 
space. As other 
plans pulled me 
away from the 
evening’s festivities 
early, I remember 
leaving excited 
and curious as to 
what this place 
had planned for the 
times ahead. 

Two years later, 
I once again 
leave Chinatown 
Centre with similar 
thoughts and warm 
wishes. ♡




