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Vancouver’s Chinatown was conceived when 
large numbers of Chinese came to the New 
World. Reasons for leaving their homeland 
were varied and complicated, but it was 
primarily Gum San, or Gold Mountain, that 
lured the first major wave of Chinese migrants 
to British Columbia in 1858. Then in 1885 
— after the building of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway — Vancouver eclipsed Victoria as 
the chief port for the province and for the 
entry of Chinese migrants.

The New World was completely different 
from their natal homeland and did not offer 
the cultural amenities that the Chinese were 
accustomed to. Longing for their familiar 
existence, this inspired them to import their 
cultural needs overseas—in the form of 
traditional Chinese goods and businesses, 
clan associations, and various services—thus 
leading to the creation of China towns. The 
Chinese migrants’ neighbourhoods became a 
replica of their old world. 

There are two components to this exhibition: 
Contemporary art interpretations by Emily 
Carr University students, and images 
researched and presented as a timeline for 
understanding the cultural and historical 
roots of Chinatown and its inhabitants and the 
evolution that it has experienced since 1885. 
The historical images create a chronology for 
understanding the community of Chinatown 
and act as markers for significant events. 

Emily Carr University of Art and Design 
Foundation students participated in Creative 
Processes and Drawing assignments to 
create works inspired by sixteen specific 
sites. The students researched visual images 
and written documentation at the Vancouver 
Archives, visited the sites, and gathered local 
research based on their senses; seeing, 
smelling, tasting and touching the beauty, 
surprises, objects and issues relevant to the 
Chinatown environment. 
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