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STITCH
THAT,
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POSTER
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Emelie Chhangur & Philip Monk

Right from the start, Will Munro 
established a theme: underwear. Yet 
he constantly varied it across media. 
Consistency and variation, though, 
tell us very little about his practice.
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There was nothing theoretical about Will’s practice but thoroughly practical. It was
practical in two ways: the way his work was put together and the e=ect it was to have.
The >rst was technical, the second organizational. By this we do not mean that his
artwork was formally self-contained, the >rst referring to its style and the second to its
form. Technique and organization were connected within another framework in both
their ethos and principles: a social framework. The >rst was a means to identify; the
second was a means to form community. It was Will’s achievement, in so short a span
of time — only a decade — to fuse these two forms of identi>cation for himself. In the
process, he created a community around him, both implied within and extending beyond
his artwork, knitting the strands of many into a collective collaboration.

There was nothing complicated about Will’s work. Look at the way it developed. It’s
evident right from art school. He didn’t have a métier: painting or sculpture. Underwear
was his medium — and the exhibition he produced while at the Ontario College of Art
and Design, from which he graduated in 1998, consisted solely of it. But that didn’t
make him a >bre artist. A skateboarder, he borrowed from the street. He didn’t follow a
discipline; rather he had adaptive principles: copy, modify, individualize. De-disciplinized,
he had to learn it himself. His was an aesthetic that developed from punk DIY: “Here
are three chords. Now go form a band.” Or a zine. Or a music club.

FAG TAG

Underwear was malleable, which does not mean one size >ts all. Nor was it malleable
just because it was transformed from one medium or artistic convention to another.
Underwear was part of Will’s expanded practice. Strategies were forms of distribution
that varied a message. Take “fag.” Look at how this word was utilized and transformed,
resulting in its distribution. Here are some examples drawn from what we now can call
an archive, which we had the advantage of sifting through while preparing the exhibition,
but which are not actually Will’s artwork. They range from a design for gra;to to a
stamp for a tag, from a nametag to bling (Figs. 1-4). 

All these manifestations of identi>cation and implicit queer activism began when Will
was still in art school — even before, when he was a teenager. On the one hand, as
gra;to or tag, “fag” was a way of claiming space for oneself in the street, though the
act was anonymous. Will’s tagging added another iconography to the fabric of the land-
scape, an iconography that was also a political message. It was a matter of what would
become a dominant strategy for Will of proliferating references, choices, histories, and
heroes, and making them public. On the other hand, the fag nametag or fag bling
were means of embodying identi>cation, of risking it personally, right on one’s self.
Will’s work would always move between these two dimensions of self and environment,
individual and group activity.

Whenever Will tagged as a teenager in Meadowvale, the Mississauga suburb where he
grew up, it had nothing to do with any machismo claim to physical and visual space.
Rather one starts with the word and decorates it, turning it into ornamentation, almost
embroidering the word as if, proudly, it was a patch. In the emblematics of cultural
belonging, the patch, which is sewn, perhaps rather than the pin, which can be removed,Figs. 1-4
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is the prime symbol of the alienated outsider who is also a quali>ed insider. Quali>ed,
because that community may yet to be, or the individual is yet to belong to it in a func-
tional way other than through this signi>cation: one has yet to >nd like others. But the
sign is put out there in order both to signify and circulate.

Later, when Will had gathered a community around him, posters would signify the
same function as a patch to attract others. The poster was a patch — a very public patch.
The poster was used for obvious promotional purposes but it was also directed to “all
the freaks out there.”1 But posters as well were used just as much to fragment audiences
for his various other clubs, for those people who were attracted to speci>c music genres
Will spun at Peroxide, No T.O., Moustache, Miserable Mondays, XEROX, Chunk, and
7th Heaven. If Vazaleen was about inclusivity of communities, these other clubs were
about their singularity.

THE Y-FRONT

Will Munro would be the last person you could attribute resentment to, yet in the end
his work comes down to a pair of Underoos and a dispute with his mother for not
buying him the superhero underwear when he was a child.2 Note, however, that this is
no psychoanalytic airing of dirty laundry here. Will’s art was pretty much on the surface,
however much he wanted to bring the private into the public through men’s briefs. Yet
Underoos could be taken as the model for the customized “superhero” underwear he
would go on to create from concert T-shirts of metal bands and punk groups through
which the wearer could identify and act out.

The other story he o=ered for the origins of his underwear work is of an OCAD Intro-
duction to Sculpture class assignment to “bring a special object to class that isn’t really
functional, but is special to you.”3 It was in exercises such as these that underwear became
a medium to manipulate in the service of another form: such as stu;ng the boxes of a
Donald Judd type sculpture. It was during these student years that he built his wall of
underwear for an exhibition in 1997.4 Not having seen this work, we can assume that
there was a certain gestalt to its installation: detailed up close but its character as under-
wear disappearing when one took in the expanse of wall, blinding in its whiteness. 

Underwear would persist in this hide-and-seek role in his >rst exhibitions at Who’s
Emma (1998), a Kensington market anarchist bookstore, where an anarchist ?ag,
balaclavas, and skull-and-cross-bones pirate ?ag were made of black underwear, or in
his Boys Do First Aid (2000), where various medical apparatus (stethoscope, hypodermic
needle, re?ex hammer, doctor’s bag, etc.), plus nurses hats were constructed from white
underwear, or a standard medical stretcher made of it. Likewise underwear was used as
both >gure and ground for his wall hangings exhibited here, the >gures illustrating >rst
aid techniques (making an arm sling, staunching a wound) delineated by contrasts of
fabric highlighted by stitched embroidery. But in both exhibitions underwear >gured
otherwise as well, that is to say as itself. For Boys Do First Aid, a red cross was sewn to
briefs. At Who’s Emma, Will deconstructed Y-front underwear leaving the seams of its
fabric armature and elastic waistband intact and >lled in the panels with punk patches
and political slogans.

1. Carl Wilson, “El Mo offers Queer
Night for ‘All the Freaks Out There,’”
The Globe and Mail (21 January 2000).

2. “His underwear obsession began, says
Munro, when his mother refused to 
buy him Underoos, a kids’ brand of 
underwear from the '70s and '80s 
with the likes of Batman and Aquaman
superimposed on them. He hated 
his white briefs. ‘They were clinical 
and sterile. They weren’t very sexy. 
It just felt very repressed. I wanted 
Underoos so bad.’” Mitchel Raphael, 
“Relying on the Cleanliness of 
Strangers,” National Post (6 July
1999), B9.

3. Ibid.

4. Two-person exhibition with Chandra 
Bulucon, Nora Vaughan Gallery, June 
1997. The invitation for the exhibition
provoked an article by right-wing 
columnist Michael Coren. “If the 
likes of William Munro are forming 
this country’s art—and the man is 
by no means untypical—we are all 
involved and we are all damaged.” 
Michael Coren, “In Society Today, 
Used Underwear is Art,” Toronto Sun
(June 1997). The article led bears and 
leather daddies to come out and 
protect the exhibition!
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In these cases, underwear was no longer a neutral, malleable material to be transformed
into another object. Rather, it kept its form but changed its “content.” Will had adopted
underwear because it was readily accessible as a material: he would buy it in bulk from
Goodwill Buy the Pound stores. But in its >rst use it had been a blank surface of almost
modernist purity —“le blanc souci de notre toil”— that was adapted to other ends or forms.
(In its nameless industrial manufacture, underwear was the epitome of anonymous
serial repetition.) Now it would still be underwear but carry other signi>cations.

Underwear still had the same accessible character in that it was available to all, in
every sense: on the one hand, everyone was the same; on the other hand, sameness was
the ground of individuality onto which to embroider an adopted image. Underwear
was generic (clinical, sterile, repressed), but it could be exposed, individualized, and
animated … if you put people in them. For Munro’s 2002 Underwear exhibition, which
turned the gallery Zsa Zsa into a boutique, proprietor Andrew Harwood wrote in the
press release, “Will encourages people to try on the underwear and exercise their sexiness
— the consumer as performer.” The clothes rack on which dozens of pairs of underwear
hung already implied that the gallery could be just as much the backstage dressing area
of a fashion show and the collection of polaroids, displayed in a grid on the wall, gave
visitors license to try on the goods, to pose and perform in this storefront.

That Will began to pose people in his underwear suggests he wanted to liberate the
implicit performative character of his modi>ed underwear through the explicit acting
out of his friends. There are scores of polaroids, matching the scores of modi>ed under-
wear he made, as well as contact sheets of modelling sessions. Some of these images
began to be published in fashion magazines or culture rags establishing his “specializa-
tion.”5 In advertising his handiwork, media collaborated in disseminating Will’s “new
sort of fetish.”6

Underwear was further modi>ed to emphasize its shared singularity, a solidarity that
made it dysfunctional: “I’m making stu= that’s more performative-oriented now. Like
Y-fronts with penises that are Siamese.”7 Or triamese: Y-fronts that were threesomes
(Fig. 5).8 Shortly before his Zsa Zsa Underwear exhibition, Will created an underwear
fashion event at Remington’s, a men’s strip club, where he also conducted a DJ night
with Luis Jacob called Moustache later in 2005 and 2006. “I’ve been making functional
underwear lately, not just visual object underwear, and I want to see it on live bodies.
I’m exploring di=erent types of masculinity with the underwear — for instance, you
might see a big muscle guy wearing a pair of pink unicorn underwear with feathers.”9

Exploration of masculinity and reversal of gender stereotypes went hand in hand with
turning a male-only club into a zone of inclusivity. This was Will’s way.

WE COULD BE HEROES

Will liked to dress up with his friends and created thematic events as an excuse for it.
In retrospect, the years Will was active as an artist, the >rst decade of the century, was the
great dress-up, performative, party period of the Toronto art scene (the queer art scene,
we should specify) that Vazaleen especially exempli>ed. “In its lewd, spontaneous,
hysterical and glamourous way Vazaleen de>ned a new Toronto aesthetic, a playful and

5. Notably Bruce LaBruce, “a boy’s own 
skivvies,” Dutch 39 (May/June 2002), 
72. LaBruce also took the photographs
for this article.

6. RM Vaughan, “Opening Up the 
Y-front: Will Munro’s war against
conformity,” Xtra! (2 May 2002), 27.

7. “The Art Fag,” Now Magazine
(26 June 2003), 37.

8. Will was one of the costumed figures
in Mississauga Goddam’s music video
and “performed” in Hidden Camera’s 
Golden Streams music video that 
same year in 2003.

9. “Sometimes the gay world is very 
narrow in its perception of what is 
masculine [hence his selection of the 
“men of steel” male-only strip club 
for the event] — so I’m trying to get 
a huge selection of body types for 
the show. Bears to fairies to boy-girls.
Toronto has some of the world’s best 
boy-identified gals. But right now I 
really, really need some bears. Big 
bears. But bears are so shy.” “Opening
Up the Y-front,” 27.

Fig. 5
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endlessly inventive mode of presentation that encom-
passed everything from lesbian prog-rock to tranny
camp to vintage punk to good old-fashioned loud-
mouthed drag.” 10 But it was not only Vazaleen. This
spirit encompassed Tops ‘n’ Bottoms (Karen Azoulay
and Joel Gibb), The Westside Stitches Couture Club,
not to mention Will and fashion designer (and WSCC
associate) Jeremy Laing’s Virginia Puff-Paint creations
and performances (2003 and 2004), and can be seen
in Hidden Camera’s music videos, such as Mississauga
Goddam (2003) (Fig. 6), or Kids on TV’s video Break-
dance Hunx (2006). 

Although fun, dressing up was not merely frivolous.
At times the costumes, devised on the spot from piles
of thrift shop clothes, accessories, and just plain stu=,
as in Tops ‘n’ Bottoms and WSCC get togethers, were
extravagantly absurd: hybridity hybridized. That was
the point. At other times, costume roles were assumed
that referenced actual persona: as when Will dressed as
Pee Wee Herman, a member of the new wave band
DEVO, Klaus Nomi, or Leigh Bowery. Some choices
were more signi>cant or intentional than others, at least
Nomi and Bowery were.11 Klaus Nomi and Leigh Bowery
were models of sorts. They epitomized dressing up.
Dressing up was their raison d’être, their art form,
“modern art on legs,” as Boy George described Bowery.
If ever there were super freaks on the scene, they
were: Nomi, an operatic tenor who sang soprano

falsetto to New Wave beats while costumed as a robotic alien; Bowery, for whom clubs
(he created a famous one, Taboo) were a canvas for his extravagant, body-transforming
and deforming, ever-more outlandish costumes. (The extraordinary Leigh Bowery was
also a fashion and costume designer — for Michael Clark Company, for example, in
whose dance company he also performed — a performance artist, and also created the
two bands: Raw Sewage and Minty.)

Nomi and Bowery were pedagogic choices. Identi>cation through costuming with one’s
heroes was also a means of teaching the history of one’s predecessors. Will went on to
memorialize Nomi and Bowery in two fabric hangings in his 2005 Blank Generation
exhibition at Paul Petro Contemporary Art. You could say that this exhibition was a
summation of Will’s interests, the way posters in a bedroom designate a teenager’s
passions. Indeed, this was the simulated case in Will’s short Super 8 >lm, shot by Scott
Treleaven, You Will Dance to Anything (2000), his submission to “The Search for Art Fag
2000,” where Will pasted punk, hard-core, hair, and glam band posters and photographs
to the walls of a gay bathhouse cubicle. 

As a portrait of his interests, the exhibition progressed from the fabric hanging Hardcore
Babylon (with its simulated record cover references to various hardcore bands); to the

10. RM Vaughan, “Generation V,” Toronto
Life (September 2007), 33.

11. He also had himself made up as the
Aladdin Sane Bowie on the June 26,
2003, cover of Now Magazine.

Fig 6. Production still from the Hidden 
Camera's 2004 Mississauga Goddam music
video (with Will Munro and Luis Jacob)
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Nomi and Bowery hangings as well as a Nomi Vest (Fig. 7);12 to mirrors with club
names silkscreened in hot pink; to psychedelic prints altered by vinyl text reading “new
wave not war”; to a pink neon sign — “no tears for the creatures of the night”— installed
on a set of prints with motifs combining General Idea poodles and a Bowery out>t; to
revised Pink Floyd posters, silkscreened with the AIDS slogan “silence = death”; to a set
of prints named Dead Guys; to an installation of two turntables (with turntable mats based
on Klaus Nomi’s logo) and a boom box separated by two large afghan-covered pyramids. 

The exhibition encapsulated his interests and activities: favourite bands, artists, and
performers; clubs he admired and sought an a;nity to through his own club Vaseline,
which likewise was included among the club mirrors; his DJing; as well as his queer
activism. In the end, the exhibition was not only a portrait; it was a manifesto. Similarly,
the title, Blank Generation, based on Richard Hell’s punk anthem, was not so much a
punk throwback to the heady days of 1977 as much as it sounded out a contemporary
lament for a generation devastated by AIDS or for successive ones, which Will belonged
to, bereft of history. This exhibition was to >ll that need. These were not just idols but
“dead guys” who had succumbed to AIDS, such as Nomi in 1983 and Bowery in 1994.
The Dead Guys prints referred to legendary queers who had left a legacy: Leigh (Bowery),
Darby (Crash), Andy (Warhol), John (Sex), Quentin (Crisp), and Klaus (Nomi). Last
names were not necessary since their personas su;ced, a fact that also suggests the
intimacy of identi>cation. The exhibition was meant to recover this legacy, not only in
commemoration but replay. It was a sign of a reprisal — of acknowledging history by
asserting past queer principles and aesthetics in the present. This would be teaching by
doing, even while having fun. 

Look at the mirrors (Figs. 9-10). By means of this emblem of vanity, the mirrors interpose
the names of dance clubs within looking, but not just as consumerist logos or signs of
the pursuit of pleasure. (The mirrors were not just for primping but leaving one’s mark,
as if written in pink lipstick. They were means of inclusion, of seeing oneself in and
through one’s identi>cations. Will’s Vaseline mirror was a ri= on the cover to the New
York Dolls 1973 album, their name trailing o= similarly in a lipstick case.) Each name
signi>ed an a;liation Will wanted to assert: to clubs that hosted punk and new wave
bands, such as Max’s Kansas City and Mudd Club (from the mid 1970s to early 1980s);
or that promoted outlandish dress and make up, such as London’s Blitz, origin of the
New Romantics, in the early 1980s; to queer a;liated clubs that virtually invented the
craft of DJing, such as Paradise Garage, with its predominantly black, Latino, and queer
membership (for a decade from 1977–1987); or that brought punk and drag together
such as the Squeeze Club (for seven years until 1993); or that pioneered radical drag
such as the East Village’s Pyramid Club, of Lady Bunny Wigstock fame (opening in
1979); or that had the same ethos Will would bring to Vazaleen of breaking out of the
gay segregationist straitjacket, such as Montreal’s Sex Garage (ending in 1990). Toronto
got a nod for its Boom Boom Room (1988–1993), with its queer Boys Night Out from
1989 on and its Dyke Night from 1991–1993, the >rst queering of Queen Street West
through dance clubs.13 These were the contexts Will wanted to recreate in Toronto at
the beginning of 2000 through Vaseline/Vazaleen, and he continued his education
project by bringing to perform there some of those legendary >gures of the New York
club scene and queer underground such as Jayne County, Joey Arias, Jackie Beat, Lady
Bunny, and Miss Guy.14

12. Nomi Vest (2003), though made of 
photocopied paper, was a wearable 
compendium of musical commitments
to Klaus Nomi, Kraftwerk, Sigue Sigue
Sputnik, Chicks on Speed, Joy Division,
New Order, Grace Jones, PIL (Public 
Image Ltd), Giorgio Moroder. Its making
was concurrent with another of  
Will’s clubs, Peroxide (2002–2009), 
which was devoted to electro and 
new wave music. This work vest 
was a cut-and-paste couture that 
Luis Jacob tells us he once saw Will 
wear while DJing there.

Figs. 7-8
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Vazaleen was a chance to live in the moment but not forget the past. Will said of his
club in 2002: “I try to promote queer culture and queer art in a context that most people
don’t think artistic — a bar…. At the same time, I want the parties to highlight queer
rock history, to show people where the things they take for granted come from. A lot of
performance art comes out of rock culture. Think of people like Little Richard, or Carole
Pope, who invented an entire way of presenting yourself publicly as queer. A lot of artists
my age use this material, these strategies, but they have no idea of the history. I’m one
of those information hungry people, and I’m intrigued by the queer history of rock.
That ?ashy, dragged out, messy, and dangerous feel of queer rock totally in?uences my
art and how I present my art.”15

It was important for Will to trace histories back to queer sources and equally important
to show others in this queer consciousness raising. Will was teaching by including
himself in the lineage. This is why it was critical for him to import queer underground
icons as if they were a natural part of the surroundings here in Toronto, which Vazaleen
itself was becoming, “natural,” that is, as a place “for all the freaks out there,” as Will
described it. Will was not doing something essentially new, except for Toronto. Not only
the queer performance history he wished to continue to delineate, Will took as ethos
these clubs’ example of creating inclusive spaces. Will responded to the exclusionary
ghettoism of Toronto’s gay village but also the divisions of the city’s music scene: not
Church Street (i.e., queer) because he was punk; not punk because he was queer.16

This was a double bind dilemma he sought to overcome by opening Vaseline (soon
renamed Vazaleen due to a spat with the manufacturer), whose >rst poster advertized
DJ sets of “hardcore rock, punk, glam, metal,” then later added garage and New Wave into
the DJ mix. Essentially important for him was the welcoming of women. “I was deter-
mined to get women to attend and I did it in a really simple way. I put lots of images of
women and dyke icons on the posters and ?yers — groups like The Runaways or singers
like Nina Hagen and Carole Pope. I wanted women to know instantly that this was their
space as much as anybody else’s.” 17 Not just promoting a club night, Vazaleen posters
promoted safe spaces for women and queers — and for everyone in-between.

Music was a means of community for Will and his dance parties wedded punk to disco
(to take a generic term for dance) by embodying both their ideals. Disco, as Vince Aletti
said, “was much more driven by an underground idea of unity.… Love is the message.” 18

And as Richard Hell said: “That is the ultimate message of the New Wave: if you just
amass the courage that is necessary, you can completely invent yourself. You can be

13. People make out that Will single-
handedly created Toronto’s outside-
the-gay-ghetto Queen West queer 
scene, but we are sure he would want
us to acknowledge the role DJ Denise
Benson played for her various dyke 
nights.

14. Also the likes of Nina Hagen, Carole 
Pope, The Slits, ESG, the Toilet Böys, 
Kembra Pfahler of The Voluptuous 
Horror of Karen Black, Cherie Currie, 
and many others played live. As well, 
Glen Meadmore and Vaginal Cream 
Davis performed. Will was an early 
supporter of Peaches and Hidden 
Cameras through their appearances 
at Vazaleen.

15. RM Vaughan, “Opening Up the 
Y-front,” 27.

16. Toronto’s Bruce LaBruce and 
G.B. Jones’ punk-queer zine, J.D.s
(1985–1991), which invented the
terms “homocore” and “queercore,” 
was a precursor in this.

17. RM Vaughan, “Generation V,” 34.

18. “In terms of disco as an underground 
force, would you say Studio 54 was 
the beginning of the end? It totally 
got rid of the democracy of the 
party. It was the beginning of disco 
becoming a business of a whole other
sort. And, I thought, really unattractive.
I would never go to a place where I 
had to worry about whether they 
would let me in or not. I think it was 
destructive to have a velvet rope. It 
was completely against the idealism 
of disco and the community of disco.

“There’s a scene at the end of the Last
Days Of Disco one of the characters 
has this very idealistic speech where 
he says disco was a whole movement.
It was funny, but it was really true 
and people felt that. They felt disap-
pointed that the idealistic quality of 
it was being trampled over, in favour 
of money and celebrity. As much as 
disco was glitzy and certainly loved 
celebrity culture when people came 
to clubs, there was never a sense of 
it being driven by that. It was much 
more driven by an underground idea 
of unity. If it was idealistic, what 
would you say was the manifesto? 
Love is the message.”

Bill Brewster and Frank Broughton,
“DJhistory Classic Interview: Vince
Aletti,” Juno Plus (17 November 2009):
http://www.junodownload.com/plus/
2009/11/17/dj-history-classic-interview-
vince-aletti/

Figs. 9-10
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your own hero, and once everybody is their own hero, then everybody is gonna be able
to communicate with each other on a real basis rather than a hand-me-down set of
societal standards.” 19

THE SEMIOTICS OF STITCHING

Some techniques and embellishments you may wish to explore include but
are not limited to: embroidery, piercing, screening, weaving, rushing, cross-
stitchery, dyeing, appliqué, puff-paint, pleating, studding, beading, macramé,
knitting, iron-on transfers, faggoting, felting, recycling, couching, tufting, 
digital printing, crocheting, etc…

— Westside Stitches Couture Club invitation 

Will was not just a punk rocker; he was a stitcher. Stitching binds his practice. On every
scale, from small detail to large e=ect: from personal articles of clothing such as his
home-made lacey-skull Mis>t icon T-shirt, to his wall hangings, to the communal
practices modelled on sewing or quilting bees. Stitching is the metaphor for the social
connectedness he pursued in his work, the tie that binds — which extends beyond his
art practice per se to events such as Vazaleen. Vazaleen, too, can be considered part of
his art practice — as an environmental performance he orchestrated. 

Stitching >rst of all was an individual practice, a handicraft. It contributed to something
handmade. Farming out fabrication of artwork was something Will adamantly abjured.
Stitching, though, has not always necessarily been elevated as an art form. It took femi-
nists to make that happen. So stitching, on the one hand, recalled something that was
debased as domestic, but also, on the other hand, referenced a lesbian crafting tradition
that Will, a self-identi>ed lezbro, a;liated himself with.20 Even in the most macho of
signi>cations, he would insert a subversive feminism— as when he sewed fabric from
a granny dress into the male armature of his underwear or composed the panels of it
from found crochet material. Stitching was social; it signi>ed communality but also caring.
This was apparent from the start in Boys Do First Aid, whose images of caring and giving
>rst aid were taken from Boy Scout manuals. In a way, the exhibition and performance
were about bringing the ethos of scouting to AIDS caring: that  of altruistic helping.
Will was a Queen’s Scout after all.21

Stitching was self-fashioning — as a collective activity, though, within and by means
of a collaborative community, that is. The Westside Stitches Couture Club was such a
gathering of like-minded souls (Toronto’s “ridiculous and glamourous sewing party
and performance posse,” as Mike E. B. put it) 22 whose participants might get together
for a T-shirt relay, a division of labour that bene>tted everyone in an absurdist assembly
line that issued ?amboyancy; for a Sash Bash, whose beauty pageant couture products
might be paraded in the 24-hour supermarket next door to Will’s studio at 3:00 in the
morning; or for a fraternity or sorority hazing (sponsored by the AGYU in 2005) where
some of the products crafted were felt heraldic shields mimicking fraternity signage.
Some of these activities were obvious parodies of straight rituals of belonging but intended
to counter-produce queered emblems of that solidarity. (A Shame sash [Fig. 11] >gured

19. Richard Hell, as quoted by Clinton 
Heylin in From the Velvets to the 
Voidoids: A Pre-Punk History for a 
Post-Punk World (New York: Penguin
Books, 1993).

20. Will has been the only recipient of 
an exhibition at the Montreal feminist
gallery La Centrale, which restaged 
his Inside the Solar Temple of the 
Cosmic Leather Daddy exhibition 
(April 15–May 15, 2011). Will made 
several lezbro jackets, with images of
a fisted butterfly on their backs, for 
several women who were aiding him 
late in his life.

21. The Boy Scouts’ ethos (“A Scout is: 
Trustworthy, Loyal, Helpful, Friendly, 
Courteous, Kind, Obedient, Cheerful, 
Thrifty, Brave, Clean, and Reverent”) 
continued to define Will’s character, 
though with some potential deviation.

22. Mike E. B., “The Westside Stitchers’ 
Couture Club: Sew and Tell,” Hive 3 
(2004), 18. Begun by Will Munro and 
Jeremy Laing in 2003, WSCC also 
consisted of core members Luis 
Jacob, John Caffery, Zavisha, Lorraine
Hewitt, and Mark Buck. Will and 
Jeremy collaborated on two Virginia 
Puff-Paint projects, one at Zsa Zsa 
in 2003, the other as part of the 
AGYU exhibition Sinbad in the Rented
World in 2004. See the catalogue 
Philip Monk, Sinbad in the Rented 
World (Toronto: Art Gallery of York 
University, 2004) and artists’ book 
Jeremy Laing and Will Munro, Pavilion
of Virginia Puff-Paint (Toronto: Art 
Gallery of York University, 2006).

Fig. 11
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Fig. 12
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23. Will also initiated a flocking mail 
art project.

24. Will was ambivalent about the 
symbolism of the rainbow queer flag.
“Rainbow-fication is a pretty picture. 
‘All the colours of the rainbow! We all
fit in!’ The pink triangle is something 
people had to wear. It’s a historical 
symbol of the most devastating thing
that could ever happen to a culture. 
It’s innately radical and political to 
be proud and own that, to say, ‘We’ll 
never let this shit happen again.’” 
Sarah Liss, “The Shit-Disturber,”
Now Magazine (26 June 2003), 37.
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prominently in Will’s counter Pride event, Shame, a Vaseline/Vazaleen opposition to
the mainstreaming of Pride.) Other activities, such as the community quilt project that
Will and Jeremy initiated for Emelie Chhangur and Alissa Firth-Eagland’s 2004 exhibi-
tion Sorry for the Inconvenience, were modelled on old-fashioned quilting bees but with
the twist in this case that fabric squares were solicited and returned through the mail,
then sewn together in a two-day street event. Will and Jeremy signed o= their appeal
with the slogan “May the stitch bond you,” emphasizing the solidarity of the project and
the passing on of knowledge and craft.23 On a smaller scale than the AIDS quilt, it was
a monument to community but it was also the ground for a non-judgemental mixing
of aesthetics.

WHO’S THE FAG MAN?

The fag man: this image traverses Will’s work. He appeared in Will’s >rst poster for
Vaseline (Fig. 14) and also in some of his very last works (Fig. 12, 17). Who is he? Or,
rather, what is he? Generic, he is an emblem of the leather daddy, a symbol of the gay
leather bar scene and its hard-core sexuality of the pre-AIDS 1970s. He is a mythical
>gure then. But he is also very much an image, an image that can be reproduced:
“he” is a reproductive image. The fag man is also the means for the reproduction of
an image. Amongst Will’s ephemera, he exists as a stencil and a stamp (Figs. 15-16).

The fag man was a way to create an image, by means of stamp or stencil. So it can be
taken as one other emblem of Will’s reproductive activity. We’ve talked of Will’s practice
as a stitcher and how this activity is a metaphor for his larger social concerns. Will was
also a photocopier. We all know the role the photocopy machine has played in DIY zine
culture. Will utilized it, too, in the making of his art. There is no shame in this: think of
Andy Warhol’s screen-printed paintings. It was a way, though, of accommodating his
skill set. An existing image could be transformed through photocopying, the way he had
done with stitching. The process helped as well to make things relevant for people by
appropriating iconography they could relate to. Will was a populist. Photocopying was
just part of Will’s strategies of recycling, revising, redistributing, and resurrecting. The
fag man, for example.

Will had already been diagnosed with brain cancer, so his last exhibition, in 2010,
would be a summation of sorts but also a means to come full circle to another departure.
Will’s spirit of recycling is found in his return to the symbol of the triangle, which links
his last exhibition, Inside the Solar Temple of the Cosmic Leather Daddy, directly to his
earlier exhibition, Blank Generation. In the 2005 Silence = Death, Will had altered the
iconic Pink Floyd light-refracting triangle by the addition of the AIDS activist slogan
Silence = Death. Doing so, he took something familiar and politicized it, o=ering a
double take to recognition. Indeed, the pink triangle hides behind any of Will’s use of
this geometric form but the Pink Floyd reference in 2010 shines once again through
his Infinity quilt, now with its double rainbow a healing motif, as if a symbol of the
input-output of positive thinking: what goes in is what comes out.24

This exhibition returns the triangle to its roots, not just its mystic origins but also to the
political appropriation, by queer activists during the 1970s, of the degrading Nazi pink

Fig. 13
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patch. Witness the untitled pink neon boldly advertising its status. Will set the scenario
of this exhibition, not just as a throwback to the uninhibited sexuality of gay leather
culture, but within the context of its post-Stonewall political struggles. Hence, the Q.L.F.
Triangle, Queer Liberation Front, that is, whose mirror triangulates a chain in the same
fashion as his club mirrors. (The third side of the triangle makes the otherwise limp-
wristed two sides strong, just like the inclusive third spaces Will nurtured through his
clubs.) The centrepiece of the exhibition was the Spider Sex Sling, with its real sex sling
lovingly cushioned by a crochet spread, its black leather set o= by the fabric’s vibrant
colours, the whole housed within the decorative framework of dangling spider plants in
hanging macramé holders. One can’t help but think full circle to Will’s 2000 >lm You
Will Dance to Anything where he lovingly teaches a leather daddy to embroider. Will
returns to the leather daddies of this period a care that was manifested during the AIDS
epidemic.25 But in so doing, once again, he sets up the past as a legacy to be considered
in the present, when he himself was being cared for by a circle of lesbians. 

The exhibition, though, transcended recent history to delve into the deep past — as far
back as Egypt in the time of the pharaohs. The exhibition was presaged by Leather
Pharaoh (2009), with the glorious return of the leather daddy, his image amalgamated
to that of a pharaoh, silk-screened on a mirror. In Solar Temple, he re>gures as the
Egyptian goddess Isis. (See page 116 and 120, where the leather daddy wears the head-
dress of Hathor, which Isis assumed in depictions when she assimilated this other
goddess’s functions.) This is a complex, syncretic image, for Isis was many things. A
con?ation, it was a summation image. “The ideas around eternal life and general ways
that death was viewed in ancient Egypt made me connect my culture to this imagery,”
Will said, presumably meaning queer culture.26

Among the goddess’s many attributes she was protector of the outcast, caregiver for the
sick, and patroness of magic. One of her symbols, which a boy scout and crafter could
appreciate, was the knot, allied to magic, and meaning “welfare” or “life”; but also related
to the ankh, it was a symbol of eternal life and resurrection. Married in Will’s image to
the pharaonic leather daddy, Isis is the perfect mother/wife but also protector of the
dead and, as such, a route to resurrection. At the end of his life, this is the emblem
through which Will wanted to convey his beliefs to us.

Take care, Will. Fare well.

   

25. Boys Do First Aid was not only an 
exhibition but also a burlesque per-
formance at Lee’s Palace, later the
site of Vazaleen, in which Will dressed
in drag as a nurse and bandaged 
an injured boy. The performance 
used elements from the exhibition 
as props, including the stretcher on 
which the boy was brought out. Will 
has said Boys Do First Aid was about 
his then boyfriend being HIV positive.

26. “I am not really interested in Egyptol-
ogy. I’ve never been to Egypt. I am 
white and really have no connection 
to the culture. But having a terminal 
illness has forced me to think about 
death. The ideas around eternal life 
and general ways that death was 
viewed in ancient Egypt made me 
connect my culture to this imagery. 
I am into the belief in eternal life after
death and myths about people living 
their whole lives to die. I think about 
it in terms of remembering, in ways 
that mark death as not the end of 
your life, but a kind of beginning. I’ve 
also always been interested in magic.
I’ve never been religious. My parents 
are part of the United Church, but I 
denounced that at a very early age. 
I think magic is the closest thing to 
faith I’ve had. I am really a believer 
and I look to it for power.” See Leila 
Pourtavaf, “Will Munro Believes in 
Magic,” later in this book.
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Fig. 16

Fig. 14 Fig. 15

Fig. 17
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