


Using unpredictable materials, Niki Boghossian, Andrew McPhail and Matthew Dayler drag out both the unusual 

and the sublime from their sources—bravely taking on the heavyweights of Christianity, male sporting goods and 

winter apparel, domestic items and thrift store toys.  The work in suckerpunch is a humourous exploration of the 

assumptions surrounding gender and sexuality.

Usurping twenty pairs of men sports socks at a time from Dollarlicious, Andrew McPhail has introduced a tradi-

tionally masculine material that is reformed through the “feminine” pursuit of sewing. McPhail began this work 

by experimenting with the socks through stuffing, stretching and pulling the material into different shapes. The 

result of the solitary, domestic activity of sewing together the anonymous clothing of the sweaty public sports 

arena culminates in a beautifully visceral hanging sculpture of flailing appendages. Visually alluring, sensual and 

funny, the softly roundish effect of this work also challenges the physically threatening shadow side of the sports 

industry, which can promote a kind of body fascism and a hardened and nasty competitive spirit . The sock-limbs 

of McPhail’s soft sculpture swing wildly in all directions, referencing back to the physicality of the boxing ring.

McPhail’s sculpture suggests an organic relationship, as a kind of ‘distant cousin’, to Niki Boghossian’s crocheted punch-

ing bag. McPhail creates an expansive three-dimensionality by stuffing the sports socks with material so that they take 

on a new, organic form. Alternately, in Boghossian’s Defeated Heavy Bag, small crocheted creatures emerge from the 

crocheted punching bag, devouring it and tearing it apart from the inside out. The object’s internal material bursts for-

ward, and a trail of blood is indicated through the red threads left dangling from its seams. The use of insatiable “toys” 

frames the work within the time period of a ‘coming of age’, where emotions and gender training are both subtle and 

overt—often both vaguely (un)definable and unbearably restrictive. Boxing as a masculine sport is a release of violent 

energy echoed in the schoolyard frustrations of both genders. Societal repulsion and limitations on gender-defined 

competition and violence is voiced in Boghossian’s installation through the animal toys which both tear themselves and 

the environments from which they emerge apart. The time and energy-consuming action of crocheting and sewing 

together the large installation was both solitary and endurance-based for the artist. Boghossian describes the process 

of the creation of this work as similar to the challenging and painful experience of “being in training”.

The punching bag with its insides spilling out doubles for the body and the violence that is done to it. The small crea-

tures prevail by ‘taking down’ the bag as a group, momentarily gaining victory over it before they are overwhelmed by 

the consumption of themselves and each other. In one area of the work, the artist creates the suggestion of a noose 

for the small animal, and a kind of animated morbidity arises as the whole soft sculpture/installation unravels and self-

destructs. Boghossian ‘unpacks’ a punch; her addition of the devouring creatures to the sculpture suggests a certain 

‘disarming of the violence’ signified by the heavyweight bag.

Andrew McPhail further addresses 

insolent attitudes through the installa-

tion “not my fault!”. The word ‘sorry’ 

is spelled out on the gallery wall using 

black rubber gloves with a flourish, and 

brings up associations to the practice 

of washing dishes in the back of a 

restaurant or domestic home. The rub-

ber gloves double as protective devices 

in an era consumed with the paranoia 

of contamination. Like his previous 

work with Band-Aids, where McPhail 

made flesh-coloured sculptures and 

then moved into wearable, second skin veils and skirts 

for men, the work has also examined societal pressure to 

cover up HIV status, or the Band-Aid solutions applied to 

HIV-related crisis. McPhail works with images that he calls 

both ‘humourous and absurd’, drawing us into the work 

with these strategies, while simultaneously deepening 

our understanding through the surprise of an unexpected 

association or revelation.

Matthew Dayler’s work is a contemporized version of 

F. Holland Day’s The Seven Words (1898). Dayler s re-

creation of the work is based on an early photo/perform-

ance work by the artist F. Holland Day, who is considered 

one of the earliest gay photographers. Both the original 

work and its re-creation experimented with Christian 

themes where the artist used himself as a model for Je-

sus. Each image depicts the utterance of a phrase referen-

tial to the last seven words of Christ. The works are hand 

painted and screen printed on panels. Dayler re-stages 

the crucifixion photographs, adding the modern appendage 

of the iPod and a flavour of homoeroticism, thus combating anti-gay rhetoric. Much like Day, who had “utilized 

sacred suffering as a critique for what [he] perceived as increasing homogenization in his century”1, Matthew 

Dayler questions the complacency of consumption by situating an iPod within the context of the crucifixion scene. 

The ski masks conflate Christian iconography, terrorism, and the Canadian winter in one swift punch packed with 

a homage to the history of homoerotic photography. Seductive, humourous and alarming, these images ask the 

viewer to examine what it is about the work that both seduces and repels the viewer.

The addition of graffiti shifts the imagery into the present by both extricating it from its reverent origins and resitu-

ating it within a current art context and within current value systems. In relation to this work, Dayler states, “The 

most important influences on our popular culture have spawned from some sort of underground. The new works 

that I have been creating are representations of defenders of this underground. I use my own body as a banner for 

this expression. These characters are presented like Byzantine icons, with self-inflicted individuality and the pres-

ence of a super hero. I see these characters as the future renegades and protectors of gay authenticity.”

Boghossian, McPhail, and Dayler question the imposed normativity of gender roles. Niki Boghossian’s work asks 

us to consider how gender roles and boundaries come into play, inevitably feeding on, distorting and devouring 

the subjects that they repress. In deflating the iconography of sports masculinity, Andrew McPhail neutralizes his 

materials, converting them into a biomorphic object. Matthew Dayler addresses F Holland Day’s “mythological view 

of the experience of oppression” imagined by Day’s “suffering [as Christ, that] conveyed the alienation and spiritual 

loneliness forced by those questioning the order of modernity.”2 By adding the contextual objects of contemporary 

culture into the mix, Dayler further questions how we reconfigure gender and desire around consumer and popular 

culture. The artists in suckerpunch deliver an unexpected blow—and a requestioning of the role gender identifica-

tion plays in our contemporary lives.
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Suckerpunch

Andrew McPhail ‘not my fault!’ mixed media with socks, 2008

Niki Boghossian Defeated Heavybag, cotton wool, cotton batting, chain, 2007
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