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 Are You Now or Have You Ever  marks the IRIS Group’s celebration of our many 

years working together, and of the artists who have come and gone from our 

collective. It has been a grand run, and most fitting to look back as well as cheer on 

others who find collective practice to be a great way to establish their careers. 

Current members of IRIS are Laura M. Hair, Mary Ellen McQuay, Judith A. Mason, 

Margaret Rodgers, Janice Taylor-Prebble and Sally Thurlow. Former members, 

Maralynn Cherry, Rowena Dykins, Ruth Latimer, Merike Lugus and Ruth Read are 

joining us for one last show.   

 

While the exhibition is a celebration as well as a goodbye to IRIS, reconnecting with 

former members honours their past contributions and allows for showcasing their 

continued art making. We hope that our history can be a model for young artists 

who are interested in creating their own collectives, where mutual support and 

strength in numbers allows for a wider range and louder presence.  

Margaret Rodgers, Founder 

 





Are You Now or Have You Ever  
 

Are you now or have you ever? 

A simple question 

a playful allusion 

to a famous question 

which was not originally about the F-word 

feminism 

but still 

 

There’s a girl in New York City named Hall Rockefeller, who leads an 

organization called “Less Than Half ” 

i.e. the number of women artists represented in galleries,  

exhibitions, auctions, etc. 

 

Here we are 

second-wave feminists  

who started a collective back in the 90s 

named it IRIS 

pushed our way through 

with strength 

a voice 

worked together 

exhibited together 

fought and made up 

 

Are You Now . . . was a call for past members to participate in our  

final IRIS exhibition 

 

Some came. 
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Maralynn Cherry 

BIO Maralynn Cherry is a mixed media visual artist. She is a writer, former curator at The 

Visual Arts Centre of Clarington and a retired Adjunct Professor from Cultural Studies at 

Trent University. A graduate of OCA, Cherry continues to exhibit her work in solo and 

group exhibitions. Her most recent solo exhibition Water Stations: a river pilgrimage 

took place at the VAC Clarington in 2016. 

STATEMENT My terrain includes the wilds of the Oak Ridges Moraine river system. Time is spent 

wandering and interpreting nature’s morphological patterns. Woven thought forms, 

images, sounds and movement create theatres of awareness. Initially, drawings, journal 

entries and stories are gathered and reinterpreted in paintings, mylar drawings, textiles 

and wax carvings of currents and flow lines. A second series of sculptural works in  

woven steel, copper, brass and bronze, relate to the geological memory of river forms 

in limestone and rock beds. Book works accompany installations as images and text 

map an ongoing documentation of my wilderness journeys. 

Currently I am working on an ongoing project Alchemy at the Windowsill. Liminal 
thresholds exist between the interior studio and outside wilderness sites,  
reflecting one’s relationship to an ecology of making and knowing.  
 
       mcherryblog@wordpress.com 
       Instagram see: cherrymaralynn 

IMAGES Left: River Journey (dream #1) Right: River Journey (dream #2)   

30"h x24”w, acrylic on birch ply 





Rowena Dykins 

BIO 

STATEMENT 

IMAGES 

Rowena Dykins is a visual and installation artist. She has had numerous group and solo 

shows, the most recent one A Patch of Blue in 2023 at the AH! Arts and Heritage Centre 

of Warkworth. Rowena is active as an artist and instructor of art classes.  

I live in the village of Lakefield beside the Otonabee River. For many years I have 

been interpreting my relationship with this world through painting and installation. I 

draw on a variety of sources, landscapes, books, poetry, and  personal archives. As  

an artist I use abstraction as it helps me to reinterpret what I see – colour, shapes,  

atmosphere – and offers me freedom to express what I am experiencing. I love the 

massing of colour, atmosphere and formal configurations in the strokes and body of 

the paint. Using palette knives and brushes to layer acrylic paint on canvases or 

board, I paint, remove, add, rework, scrape and build up the history of the painting.   

I explore the development of this work daily in my studio and enjoy filling a painting 

full of colour and remembered stories. 

Shifting,  2020 
Acrylic on canvas, 12”x12” 
 
Standing Stone of Callanish, 2023 
Acrylic on canvas , 12”x12” 
 
I am the sun setting, 2024 
Acrylic on canvas, 3ft x 3ft 
 
photo credit David Smith 
 





Laura M. Hair, a life-long resident of Durham Region, has an extensive exhibition  

history throughout southern Ontario. Her artwork has also been exhibited in the  

United States, Mexico and China. Hair is a former life drawing and painting instructor 

for the Media Art and Design School of Durham College, The Arts Resource Centre , The 

Robert McLaughlin Gallery, Oshawa, The Station Gallery, Whitby, The Visual Arts Centre 

of Clarington and the Arts Infused Learning Project within the Durham District School 

Board. Laura is a founding member of The IRIS Group.  

 

My art examines the human form as a source of subject metamorphosis while explor-

ing the interaction between nature and man, subjects in transition and  

comparative anatomy. There is a hesitation of recognition in this stratification of  

information as subject boundaries fade, dimensions alter and divisions are eliminated. 

The identities of the human form and other organic elements now reside in a  

regenerated, fused and balanced existence. These now aggregated states provide  

evidence of the genetic evolution of nature; a genesis that created structures of  

harmonious design integral to human physiology and all life forms. This is the  

foundation of my aesthetic judgement, my inherent code of beauty. 

https://sites.google.com/view/laurahair/home 

IMAGES Sky Window Series, with details, 2023 

Acrylic, conté, graphite and ink on paper 

Image sizes: 22.5”x15” each 

Overall:  72”x52” 

Laura M. Hair 

STATEMENT 

BIO 

https://sites.google.com/view/laurahair/home




IMAGE 

BIO 

Ruth Latimer 

STATEMENT 

Ruth Latimer studied drawing and painting at OCAD and at classes and workshops at 

various public galleries. Her work has evolved from traditional renderings to mixed  

media abstract conceptual pieces. She has been most   influenced by the painters of 

the 50s and 60s, Constructivism and Minimalism. She has participated in several group 

shows in Durham Region and is a former member of the IRIS Group. 

I strive to get an idea across. There should always something to ponder, something to 

take away; it may be fanciful or cerebral. My approach in the past was simply to render 

interesting drawing and hope that the skill or beauty would be enough for the  

onlooker. It seemed a necessary step toward abstraction and to my current practice, 

Now, it’s getting my hands dirty, exploring materials and enjoying ‘making’. I mean  

really “making”, like a kid again, but with skill, beauty and idea still essential.  

I discovered mosaics recently and am smitten by the potential. What a stunning way to 

make art! It enables my predisposition to mathematics and to conveying energy via 

grid, pattern and colour. The technical and artistic journey is invigorating. 

Both sides now  
aka — Women’s work / Girls just wanna have fun, 2025 
 
Mosaic - glass and found objects 
20”x 11”x 7” 





STATEMENT 

Merike Lugus 

BIO 

IMAGES 

When I started painting, in oils, as a young woman in the 70's, I was into feminism, and 

my work at the time was figurative. My paintings reflected ambiguous relationships 

between men and women. In many, I turned the "male gaze" into the female gaze, 

which looked out at the viewer. In time I found that I was allergic to turpentine and I 

turned to acrylics, which opened a whole new world. When my husband became ill, I 

felt the need to start something fresh. I learned from the works of Jack Whitten who 

treated paint as skin that, after poured and dried, could be cut and manoeuvred. I left 

behind the figurative and took a more playful approach to painting, avoiding any need 

for meaning. I am indeed in my second childhood , at play, my work desks filled with 

patches of colours. More recently, because of the political situation, figures have been 

creeping back in, and meaning has become perhaps even too obvious. 

 

Merike Lugus  had her first solo exhibit in 1974 with the Esteé Gallerie in Toronto, and 

continued to show there until the owners retired in 1984. The highlights of her career 

include solo shows in Vienna, Austria (1977) and the Art Gallery of Northumberland, 

Cobourg (1998). Two paintings and two sculptures were chosen for a show of Estonian 

artists in diaspora at KUMU, the museum of art in Tallinn Estonia, and Tartu (2010). 

She has  always shared her love of painting with her love of writing, with many  

readings of her poetry in Toronto and Cobourg. She has published a poetry book titled 

Ophelia After Centuries of Trying, and a novel, Tales from  Lake Surrender. 

All the Treasures of the Earth, 2025 

36"x30", Acrylic on canvas  

 

Dude! Where's my life! 2025 

36"x24" Acrylic on canvas 





Judith A. Mason 

BIO 

STATEMENT 

IMAGE 

Seven Days of Creation is a new series of seven 5ft x 7ft abstract paintings that use as 

their point of origin the verses in Genesis that recount the creation story. I am  

interested in revisiting the biblical stories of my childhood as ‘stories’ that transmit 

truths about the world and our place in it. Returning to the Christian origin story is not 

necessarily an affirmation of its literal truth but rather, an invitation to reflect on the 

origin of the universe, the evolution of life, and our place in it. This thing called life, so 

compelling yet such a mystery, is offered here as a painterly meditation imitating each 

stage of the creation story. It is my hope that this series offers viewers the invitation to 

think about the cosmos, to contemplate its glorious magnificence, dynamic energy, 

and sublime beauty. 

Judith A. Mason is a practicing artist/curator/educator. Over the past 40 years, Mason’s 

work has taken many forms including photography, life drawing, mixed media,  

installation, performance, weaving, pottery, printmaking, stained glass, and for the last 

twenty years, painting. Mason graduated with an honors BA in cultural studies, a BEd 

and an MA from the Frost Center at Trent University. She completed her art training, 

taking courses at The Visual Arts Centre of Clarington, OCAD, NSCAD, Green Heron 

Pottery Studio, The Gaelic College, combined with research in contemporary physics. 

Seven Days of Creation (Day One), 2024  

Acrylic on canvas 

7ft x 5ft 





Mary Ellen McQuay 

BIO 

STATEMENT 

IMAGES 

McQuay has been photographing and exhibiting since the early 1970’s. After studying 

fine art at Concordia in Montreal, traveling through the far North, the Galápagos  

Islands, Scotland, and the Orkneys and often close to home, she purchased a camera 

and returned to study photography at the Maine Photographic Workshops. Since that 

time she has travelled more and exhibited in many galleries, some public and others 

commercial. The privilege of exhibiting with the IRIS Group in all three public galleries 

in Durham Region has been a pleasure. 

theirisgroup.ca 

With my camera, I wander woodlands and open fields, rocky outcroppings and 

pathways trodden by animals and humans, though my favourite is wandering along 

beaches close to the water's edge. 

 

A little pensive and always solitary, I watch for images both intimate and  

curiously familiar. 

 

For the title of our exhibition - Are You Now or Have You Ever - I searched for images 

that gave me a sense of the layers - the strength, the peace - the  

longing and the complexity of our well lived lives. 

Water Revisited #1, 2022 
 
Archival Fibre Photographs 
18”x14” 
 





Ruth Read 

BIO 

STATEMENT 

IMAGE 

An interest in structure and articulation is an underlying factor in all of my work. It has 

led directly to an interest in life drawing, portraiture, painting and  

installation/sculptures, which often incorporate the proportions and images of the  

human figure. The work is conceived in painterly terms while dealing with real and  

illusionary space. I engage the viewer’s visual participation by using familiar objects and 

images that direct the mood of the work through association of ideas.                                                        

ruth@ruthread.com 

 

Ruth Read received her BFA (sculpture major) from Queen’s University, Kingston,  

Ontario. As well as the original Iris Group, she has exhibited in both group and solo 

shows at The Station Gallery, Whitby; The Robert McLaughlin Gallery, Oshawa;  The  

Visual Arts Centre of Clarington, Bowmanville; The Latcham Gallery, Stouffville; 

Durham Art Fest, Oshawa; as well as other galleries in Ontario and in St. John’s, Nld. 

Life in Folds, 2024 (details) 

Mixed media - paper, acrylic paint, watercolour, ink, pastel, collage, 5ft x 3ft  
 
       Photo credit Joy Brooks 





Margaret Rodgers 

BIO 

STATEMENT 

IMAGE 

Making art gets decided at an intuitive level and sometimes, even many years later, the 

underlying meaning reveals itself. This, being a way to exonerate my inability to  

develop a coherent statement on why I undertook a series of paintings of jigsaw puzzle 

pieces. My puzzle was a compilation of 19C seed catalogue art from the Smithsonian. 

The detailed and beautiful graphics on each tiny packet spoke to me about individual 

farms, the artists who created the images, even the models who posed. For reasons I 

don’t currently have, I scanned and enlarged some, and reinterpreted them on canvas. 

They are fragments, and, unlike the source, will not reassemble. There’s likely an  

underlying psychological impetus to express something inchoate. Perhaps the viewers 

will figure that out. 

Margaret Rodgers is an Oshawa artist, writer, and curator working in various media 

including painting, drawing, and photo-based work with particular interest in solar 

printing. That said, painting remains the pivotal element in her process. Solo shows 

include Closeups at RMG Oshawa, Solar Prints, CROSSWORDS, and MISSES, LASSES, & 

SHEILAS  at the Women's Art Association of Canada, Solar Prints at Fort St. John North 

Peace Museum, B.C. Recent exhibition venues with the IRIS collective have included 

OISE, RMG Oshawa, The Station Gallery Whitby, downtown Oshawa Space Invaders, 

and WhiteOut for Nuit Blanche. margaretrodgers.ca 

Synecdoche*, 2025 
Acrylic on canvas hangings assembled as diptych, 7ft x 5ft  
Pumpkin Puzzle 2ft x 2ft on stretched canvas 
 
*a figure of speech in which the word for a part of something is used to refer to the thing itself. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/synecdoche




Janice Taylor-Prebble 

BIO 

STATEMENT 

IMAGE 

Power, literally power generation, and the use/misuse of power, has been a theme in 

my work. The hydro towers in our region are a part of the landscape, so much so that 

people tend to ignore them, do not see them. I exaggerate the tower form’s female 

attributes, and use this image as a metaphor to spark discussion on the status of  

females in our society. A feminist joke – a tower carrying 250,000 volts, is a “powerful 

woman”. Images of tangled metal towers, and the power supply chain targeted in war, 

the loss of life, and the rejection by society of potential female leaders, is reflected in 

my recent work.   

Taylor-Prebble, with a focus on printmaking and painting, discusses reflected human 

interactions. A graduate of Georgian College and OCAD + Florence, she is also a licensed 

electrician and has exhibited widely. She is an honour graduate of Georgian College and 

The Ontario College of Art and Design, with a year’s study in Florence, Italy. Janice has 

been trained as a printmaker and painter with a focus on portraits in oils. Her recent 

work continues to create portraits in other media. Her A History of Small Gatherings 

displays hand prints collected from International Women’s Day Celebrations. Eight  

recent exhibits include Iris in the Adirondacks at BluSeed Studios, Saranac Lake, New 

York, and Artsweek Peterborough 2010.  

Un-titled, from The Tower Series, 2023 

Aluminum & Cold-Pressed Steel 
8ft x 4ft  





Sally Thurlow 

BIO 

STATEMENT 

IMAGES 

Thurlow’s work has been shown internationally, including ARC Gallery, Chicago Ill, 

BluSeed, Studios and Gallery, Saranac Lake, NY, and Kunsthaus Gallery, San Miguel de 

Allende, Mexico. She received a BA majoring in Fine Arts from the University of Toronto, 

finishing with Cultural and Environmental studies at Trent University. She has been the 

recipient of various Ontario Arts Council awards and has given numerous art talks and 

workshops at educational institutions and public art galleries. She is a founding member 

of the IRIS Group and a former ten-year member of The Red Head Gallery in Toronto, 

also an artist collective. Her work is held in private collections across Canada. 

‘Round and ‘Round and ‘Round We Go…, 2024 (with detail) 
 
Driftwood, mixed fabrics from Africa, South America, North America, India, Japan,  
Indonesia, China 
Acrylic paints        
7ft 9in x 4ft 6in x 4ft 6in 

I am a multidisciplinary artist living by the shores of Lake Ontario which has long  

influenced my forms and material selections. My practice, based in sculpture,  

installation, photography, and painting, invites the examination of how cultural and  

environmental issues impact our communities. I challenge perceptions about our  

societies; what it means to be Canadian while shifts in power and privilege emerge with 

new understandings of our cultural histories, and mass immigration from around the 

world continues to expand our multiculturalism. Sculptural forms are fabricated,  

material selections, chosen from a variety of substances, symbolic within the meanings 

of their forms. 





Are You Now…Or Have You Ever  is so beautifully ambiguous it invites each of us to fill 
in the missing subject implied in this question.  Are You Now Or Have You Ever felt like 
your authentic self? Or, Are You Now Or Have You Ever mourned the loss of a loved 
one? Or even, Are You Now Or Have You Ever been content with your life’s  
opportunities and accomplishments? The Iris Group started in 1999 at a time when a 
group of women artists felt that they were not experiencing the same opportunities as 
male artists and thought that forming a women’s art collective would increase their 
ability to get artwork out in the world - to bring them more exhibition possibilities and 
provide support to each other.  
 
We members of Iris are now in our 60’s and 70’s, and this is our final collective exhibi-
tion.   In this essay, I share some personal reflections on my own life, in the hope that 
my sharing will stimulate you to reflect on your life and to consider the work of this  
final exhibition as a reflection of some of the sweeping cultural and societal changes 
influenced by feminism. 
 
We are a generation of women who have been deeply influenced by the feminist 
movement. It was such an exciting time when so many women banned together to  
advocate for equal opportunities in public life, for the ability to earn their own money 
and enjoy the same rights and privileges as men. The feminist movement attempted big 
change.  Whether that has been successful or not is a complex question which I will 
leave each reader to answer for themselves.  Another huge influence on our lives as 
women has been witnessing the lives of our mothers.  It is only in this experience of 
looking back that I have come to understand the depth and significance of my own 
mother's life as a subtle yet permeating, powerful influence on my own - affecting my 
thoughts, my emotional responses and the way I viewed the world.   

Women, Feminism and Mothers  

Judith A. Mason 

 



Born female at the end of the 50’s, growing up in the 60’s, getting my first job while in 
high school in the 70’s and pursuing higher education thereafter, I was, like many oth-
ers, informed by feminist thinkers and activists. While I found feminist thinkers on my 
own, my mother unwittingly, and I would suggest unbeknownst to her, laid the 
groundwork for this interest in empowering women.  On one hand, my mother  
appeared passive and under the strong influence and control of my father.  I knew as a 
young child that her attention was focused on my father and not primarily on me nor 
my sisters.  It mattered to her that my father thought she was a beautiful, slim, 
attractive woman and her interest and time was spent looking her best by taking great 
care in her appearance.  And in fairness to her, at this time, this was what a woman 
did to secure the best upwardly mobile husband she could. The women of my  
mother’s generation were dependent on their husbands and the income they could 
provide for themselves and for their future families.  My mother didn’t wonder what 
she would do when she grew up but knew that she would hopefully marry and  
inevitably have a family.  Her work would be to create a home, shop, prepare and  
provide daily meals and look after the house and the children.  And while I just fit this 
job description into one sentence, it would be misleading to consider this a small or 
insignificant job - except of course with respect to its unpaid nature. 
 
As I was growing up I knew about the political activities of the women’s movement but 
how I knew is not clear.  It was in the air, all around us, as women were advocating for 
opportunities in the workforce, organizing marches, writing and publishing books and 
magazine articles, promoting their power and their right to their own financial  
independence.  My mother was at the same time and with the encouragement and 
support of my father, seeking to enter the workforce. To better her opportunities for 
doing so, she attended night school classes in English, spelling, Falker shorthand and 
typing.  I have no memory of her working on assignments or attending courses but 
only remember she did this because I played school with the text books she purchased 
for these classes.  At the same time, my best friend’s mother was completing her PhD. 
Two ten year olds hadn’t a clue what a PhD was but nonetheless enjoyed the freedom 
we had after school to make ourselves salami and grilled cheese sandwiches with no 
mother’s around. 
 
My mother’s first job outside our home was in the stock room of the hat department 
at the Simpson’s department store.  Our next door neighbour in Montreal Gordy 



Hurst, worked as a delivery driver for the store and put in a good word.  When this hap-
pened I remember how happy I felt that she would not be home all the time and  
fixated on my life and what I did or did not do.  I felt freedom and relief from the  
feeling of being under surveillance, of having my every move scrutinized. 
 
 My sister remembers that before my mother went out to work, she would find her in 
bed after coming home from school.  I think I knew even as a child that she wasn’t  
happy being just a homemaker or a mother and I saw her thrive once she obtained  
employment and worked outside our home.  She was happier earning her own money 
and being able to spend it how she chose.  Most importantly, I knew as a teenager that 
the power relations between my parents had shifted substantially once my mother had 
her own money.  No longer financially dependent on my father, my father began to 
court my mother, to write love notes for her before going to work each morning.  It felt 
as if the tables had turned and I realized that financial independence meant that you 
were in a relationship because you wanted to be, not because you had to be there. 
 
 My father believed that education was the ticket to a successful life as it was his educa-
tion that enabled him to join the ranks of the new and expanding middle class.  My  
father pushed all three of his daughters (having no sons) to educate themselves and 
told us that being able to provide for ourselves and not be dependent on any man was 
a good thing.  But while my father was pushing for his daughters’ education, I longed to 
grow up to find love (a husband) and have four children!  I wanted to be a mother most 
of all and create a home of my own.  Both of these things I ended up doing: - creating a 
home and having a family while getting a university degree and taking various art  
classes.  I read Simone de Beauvoir’s Second Sex, Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, 
Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique and Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook and 
had a subscription to Gloria Steinman’s Ms magazine but was most influenced and  
excited by the remarkable radial feminist Mary Daly.  I participated in FOCUS (as did 
many Iris members), a feminist group in Clarington that worked to publicize and  
prevent violence against women. 
 
For ten years I loved being home with my children while my husband earned us an  
income.   I, in turn, essentially doubled that income through my labor that provided 
child care, meals, and being responsible for all the tasks involved in making a home and 
raising children.  And while raising young children, I continued my academic studies, 



began teaching art part time and slowly developed an artistic voice of my own. I loved 
not having to be the primary breadwinner, to be able to find the time in  
between my home making and mothering responsibilities to educate myself and be 
intellectually stimulated with big ideas and complex ideologies. This seemed to me to 
be a perfect balance - of having my cake and eating it too, and it worked for a 
while.  Eventually my marriage came to its end.  Another life started with a new man, 
in a new city and children moved back and forth between houses. I then slowly moved 
into a life as a full time practicing artist. Looking back, I think I had the best of both 
worlds - that of working inside the home when my children were small and later,  
pursuing a career as an artist and teacher.  We didn’t know it then but soon after this 
moment in time young mothers would not have the opportunity to stay home with 
their children but would need to work outside the home as two incomes (and help 
from parents) would be required to achieve the possibility of home ownership.        
 
Coming home from an event the other night I realized that I’m back to feeling scared 
walking through my community.  When I was a young woman, I was scared of being 
attacked and possibly raped.  Now, I’m scared of having my purse stolen and pushed to 
the ground, injured.  Oftentimes, I experience feelings of invisibility when I’m working 
as a teacher and not included in a conversation going on around me—especially by 
younger men. Oh right, I think, I am no longer sexually desirable, therefore of little  
interest.  And I am sometimes shocked at the disrespect shown to me by some of my 
young students who see my years and experience as worthless, out of date, old.  And 
yet while all these outer world interactions are happening to me, and around me, I 
also feel more myself than ever before, stronger, kinder, full of gratitude, love, softer 
towards others, more understanding, generous, appreciative.  The end is drawing near 
and with that comes this impulse, this  desire to live every moment, to reflect on all 
that has been, to suffer the losses and savor the wins, and to be so thankful to have 
had this much time. 
 
We are told we can create our own stories.  If so, then, what stories have the members 
of Iris created for you through their work in this exhibition?  I am excited and cautious 
about what’s ahead and also deeply thankful that I experienced my life at the time and 
in the place I have.  What can we identify as the coalescing force that brings together 
each of these individual artworks into a collective exhibition? I suggest the work you 
see in this show is informed in diverse and multiple ways by each artist’s personal life 



experience growing up, their mothers (even when absent), and also deeply  
influenced  by the dynamic impact of those courageous and outspoken feminists who 
led the call for change.   
 
And so we pass the baton to the next generation and wish them well. 
 
Judith A. Mason, 2025 

Judith Mason  

Mothering 2016  

5ft x 3ft  

Collaboration with photographer Kristina Ann 



Are You Now or Have You Ever (been a member of the IRIS Group) is our  grand finale, a 
celebration and a looking back.  
 
 IRIS was originally created to provide voice and agency for women artists in Durham 
Region. In early 1996 at the invitation of BAWAA, a collective of  women artists in the 
Hamilton Bay area, I made a series of studio visits. At the studio of photographer Anne 
Milne, I met her daughter Iris, and took her picture. I subsequently went back home 
and thought about how much we needed a group like BAWAA in our community. So I 
started one, naming it IRIS. There was already a feminist organization in  
Clarington called FOCUS, so between this little girl as a signifier of the future and our 
group becoming an offshoot of FOCUS, we were born.  
 
In comparison, the level of activity and number of art venues east of Toronto were 
modest. There were no fine arts post-secondary programmes, no other collectives or 
alternate galleries. That said, we did have the VAC, RMG and Whitby Arts, who were all 
very supportive and definitely helped us along. I compared us to cats that looked across 
that GTA bowl of cream, making our own way on the margins. Despite our lesser  
resources on the eastern edge, it became clear that we could do something, indeed 
NEEDED to do something. It was an easy call to muster a large number of women who 
were doing creative work, and the demand to get started was intense.  
 
Feminism as a word has gone from being a good thing, to the F word, feminazi, and 
worse. Hopefully now it has been rehabilitated back to being mostly a good thing.  
The title Are you now or have you ever is a cultural touchstone that hints at various 
times when claiming one’s commitments might have been detrimental career-wise. 
What we know, through IRIS though, is that we have had a larger profile  

A BACKWARD GLANCE 

Margaret Rodgers 



because we worked together, because we held our supportive space intact. Our larger 
community, however, includes everyone, and we wouldn’t have developed many of our 
projects without help from Olex, Steven, Gary, Sean, various brothers, husbands, sons 
etc. to name a few. 
 
These many years later, I know that our events have benefited both our participants 
and ourselves, deepening our connection to others within our society and beyond.  We 
have graduated from feminist upstarts to venerable members with some measure of 
privilege in our regional arts community. This has led to the realization that time has 
come to create one final exhibition, a looking forward and back for the IRIS collective, to 
make space for younger and diverse artists to be heard, and where possible, to help 
these voices. With this in mind, the exhibition celebrates our continuing artist practices, 
while the panel discussion Collective Consciousness/Collective Behaviour offers insights 
into the nature of our collective and the possibilities for younger artists to create their 
own journeys together. 
 
Current members of IRIS are Sally Thurlow, Janice Taylor-Prebble, Mary Ellen McQuay, 
Laura M. Hair, Judith A. Mason and me. Through a call for artists, former IRIS members 
were invited to participate. Maralynn Cherry, Rowena Dykins, Ruth Latimer, Merike  
Lugus and Ruth Read agreed to join us.  
 
In addition, didactic panels and/or projection provide a look back over the many IRIS 
events and activities. The Secret Garden at Adelaide House, YWCA Durham can be  
explored on our website in detail. We restored an overgrown section of the Adelaide 
House property, and with help from some residents and the nearby DASE school, we 
worked together to create a beautiful vegetable and flower garden, make art with their 
kids, and get to know a little about the organization and its support for families. 
 
Another Oshawa project was the month we spent in the Bola store as resident artists, 
offering workshops and exhibiting our art. Jan handed out little sketchbooks, offering a 
cup of coffee in exchange for a return of some art or writing. Sally and I  erected our  
Con-tent in the store, inviting people to enter and think, write — enjoy. IRIS was  
awarded by both the city and the region for our endeavours.  
 
Feminist principles extended to a series of International Women’s Day events where we   



invited women to participate in an ongoing project. Over many years and ten events we 
photographed and collected writings and small objects from women in Bowmanville, 
Oshawa, Minden, Saranac Lake NY, Edmonton and Whitby. For our 20th anniversary 
Janice and Laura created an installation using many of those little treasures. I compiled 
books titled Women In … that documented the images, objects, and writings from all of 
those women.  

And there has been a lot of fun. Wendy Wallace and I climbing over daycare equipment 
in the upstairs of a church to arrange a slide projector. We wanted to project the Mona 
Lisa smile on the side of a water tower to celebrate IWD. Turns out we weren’t allowed, 
but it did look fantastic for those few seconds. In Saranac Lake we persuaded the  
telephone lineman to hang our IRIS banner from the top floor balcony of Hotel Saranac. 
Once again Steven Frank was our helper by hand delivering said banner for us. 

It has been the exhibitions, however, where each IRIS member has had the opportunity 
to showcase her talents, and where the strength of IRIS as a group of artists is most  
evident. Working together without impinging on each one’s individuality, we have been 
able to converge through themes such as Memory and Nature, FLUID, WhiteOut, FILMIC, 
and simply as IRIS in ***. Spectacular large-scale work brought our talents into the  
public lens. Sculpture, projection, installation, and traditional painterly mediums are all 
represented in our history and can be explored through the IRIS website or those of  
individual artists. We have been key players in several Space Invaders events, taking 
over empty stores for these popular Oshawa happenings. 

There is no doubt that every one of us will continue in her artistic trajectory with  
abundant memories, mostly great. 

 

Margaret Rodgers, 2024 



Works in the Exhibition 

Maralynn Cherry  
River Journey (dream #1) 2024 
Acrylic on birch ply 
3ft x 2ft 
River Journey (dream #2) 2024 
Acrylic on birch ply 
3ft x 2ft 

Rowena Dykins 
I am the sun setting 2024 
Acrylic on canvas, 3ft x 3ft 
Shifting  2020 
Acrylic on canvas, 12”x12” 
Standing Stone of Callanish 2023 
Acrylic on canvas , 12”x12” 

Laura M. Hair 
 Sky Window Series 2023 
 Acrylic, conté, graphite and ink on paper 
 22.5”x15” each 

Ruth Latimer 
 Two Sides to Everything 
 aka—Women’s work / Girls just wanna have fun 2025 
 Mosaic—glass and found objects 
 20”x11”x7” 

Merike Lugus 
 All the Treasures of the Earth 2025 
 36"x30" 
 Acrylic on canvas  
 Dude! Where's my life! 2025 
 36"x24" 
 Acrylic on canvas 

 

 Judith A. Mason 
 Seven Days of Creation (Day One) 2024  
 Acrylic on canvas 
 7ft x 5ft 

Mary Ellen McQuay 
 Water Revisited #1 2022 
 Archival fibre photographs 
 18in x 14in 
 Water Revisited #2 2022 
 Archival fibre photographs 
 18in x 14in 
 
Ruth Read 
 Life in Folds 2024 
 Mixed media - paper, acrylic paint, watercolour, 
 ink, pastel, collage 
 5ft x 3ft  
 
Margaret Rodgers 
 Pumpkin Puzzle 2024 
 Acrylic on stretched canvas 
 2ft x 2ft  
 Synecdoche 2025 
 Acrylic on canvas hangings assembled as diptych 
 7ft x 5ft  
   
Janice Taylor-Prebble 
 Un-titled from the Tower Series 2023 
 Aluminum & Cold-Pressed Steel 
 8ft x 4ft  

Sally Thurlow 
 ‘Round and ‘Round and ‘Round We Go…,2024  
 Driftwood, plywood,  mixed fabrics, acrylic 
 7.7ft x 4.5ft x 4.5ft 
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