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t’s interesting when you 
choose your own name 
instead of being given one,” 
Kate Hammer said, their 

pearly whites glowing brightly in the dim 
lighting of Café Aunja, a basement café on 
Sherbrooke St. 

Hammer’s legal name is Kate Lindner, 
but they decided to perform with their 
maternal surname under the exposure of 
Montreal’s spotlight.

“It helped me take ownership of my 
comedy,” they said. 

Hammer’s plan to change their name 
did not signal signing away their soul to 
the industry. Rather, they had grown 
tired of correcting the hosts, who 
struggled to pronounce their last name 
whenever stepping to the mic. 

Hammer is in the process of writing a 
debut non-fiction memoir, two plays for 
script incubator Infinitheatre, and one 
play for the Queer Reading Series  at the 
Centaur Theatre.

They also founded The Hindwing 
Press, Concordia’s first comedy journal, 
and INFEMOUS, a performance space 
that caters to femme and non-binary 
comedians.

“For me, it meant taking ownership of 
what I’m presenting to the world instead 
of having them take ownership of me,” 

they said. Hammer won the Colin Krivy 
Award last year for Excellence in Play-
writing at the McGill Drama Festival. 
Their play Mike & Jo (Jo & Mike) was the 
victor over other student-written plays 
presented at the Mainline Theatre.

Hammer’s name change was unoffi-
cial, and it was as simple as posting it on 
their Facebook profile. “It’s even tricked 
my mom now,” they said. 

The comedian and dramatist knew 
they wanted to perform from a young 
age. Having grown up in rural Canada, 
they remembered daydreaming as a 
child and picturing their sudden rise to 
stardom, already self-mythologizing a 
famous life for themself.

“I always had this dream of being 
found,” they said.

As a child, they used to perch on the 
front steps of their goat farm passively 
waiting for opportunities to arise, long-
ing to be discovered to play a lead role in 
a movie and to connect with what was 
beyond the enclosure. 

They desired the validation and atten-
tion, but most of all, it was about the 
connection. 

Even in the home, Hammer’s artistic 
aspirations made them feel like an out-
sider, almost convincing them that they 
were adopted. “I felt very different from 

my family,” they said.
Their older brothers would tease them 

growing up, saying that Hammer was 
bound to live in the city, which was 
“a sick burn” at the time according to 
Hammer.

The kid who danced and gripped 
a microphone in the home videos 
wanted to re-ignite the family tradi-
tions. Humour and entertainment came 
naturally to Hammer, allowing them to 
explore and redefine the craft on their 
own terms while helping them mold 
their identity.

“As a kid, I was always trying to enter-
tain people,” they said. “The person who 
held the funny in the family held power.”

They took part in musicals and went 
to acting camp during high school, but 
when the time came to decide what 
they wanted to pursue in university, 
they chose a different route and left for 
Europe.

“I did one last joyride around Europe 
working before I started university,” they 
said, recalling the events that unfolded 
working as an au pair and tour guide for 
almost five months.

It was time to reflect for Hammer, who 
wanted to be sure of their field of study. 
They contemplated acting, theatre, film, 
and even engineering.

Kate Hammer Anchors 
Their Name to Comedy 
Hindwing Founder on Life and Their Debut Memoir
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they help to process tragedy in daily life. 
“Comedy helps relieve, but then the 

expression of the tragedy that happened 
is also touching and heart-opening,” she 
explained.  

Swinwood believes it’s important to 
process our emotions and that creative 
expression can help us feel it without 
crumbling. “Think of crying as a frozen 
river warming up and flowing,” she said.

Hammer will step down as editor-
in-chief of The Hindwing Press when 
this winter semester ends. “I love when 
something I start is owned by someone 
else,” they added. “I think that [it] is the 
coolest thing.” 

When Swinwood first published a 
comedic poem for The Hindwing Press, 
she felt overjoyed, but she noticed that 
joy could sometimes verge on obsession.

“I decided to lean into it. I decided to 
write about juggalos,” Swinwood said, 
referring to die-hard fans of the hip-hop 
group Insane Clown Posse. 

Swinwood also believes Hammer has a 
“very powerful energy field.” After they 
connected on the bus ride, Hammer 

invited Swinwood to perform for INFEM-
OUS, a sketch and improv hour featuring 
women and non-binary comedians.

Last spring, Hammer became an editor 
for a yet-to-be launched app. They 
manage a team of three people to prepare 
10-minute clips—accessible educational 
and storytelling episodes that touch on 
finance, relationships, anxiety, or health.  

While Hammer gets more experience 
with the editing process, they sighed at 
the thought of editing their own written 
work. “If you write like I do, in a stream-
of-conscious flow where everything is 
connected, it’s really hard to edit,” they 
said.

Working for the start-up allows them 
to practice structure and form. Accord-
ing to Hammer, academic courses did not 
focus so much on those aspects of writ-
ing. “I’m getting really good at editing 
and structure and seeing it from different 
views,” said Hammer.   

They admitted that they were better at 
receiving peals of laughter than the kind 
comments or remarks given by pro-
fessors, critics, or audience members. 

The spectators’ reactions and emotions 
became a craving of theirs over time. 

“I think we’re all bad at taking compli-
ments,” they said.

When Hammer recalled the time they 
had to decide on what they wanted to 
study in university, they said many 
nudged them to pursue studies in acting. 
They remembered being hesitant because 
the choice felt more limiting than cre-
ative writing. “You can also learn how to 
act through workshops, through life,” 
they said. Wherever new thoughts may 
surface or intertwine, Hammer’s wit and 
charm as a performer translate into their 
everyday speech and expression, making 
them a fearless conversationalist. 

“I think that’s why I continue to stick 
my little fingers into each of these pots,” 
Hammer said, referring to their pen-
chants for playwriting, performance, 
and comedy, “because you never know 
what’s going to lead to the path you 
want.”   

“The person who held 
the funny in the family 
held power.”

—Kate Hammer
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Making, Cleaning, Collaborating

Three Concordia Artists Share Their Approach to a Sus-
tainable Practice

LILY COWPER

hen we talk about 
sustainability, we 
use terms like “going 
green” and “eco-
friendly.” We think of 

our physical planet and the people on 
it. In private, these conversations are a 
lot different. It’s more complex than a 
headline. People are very anxious and 
think deeply about this issue. It’s easier 
to get angry and harder to go through 
the intricacy of it all, but when we do, 
it usually comes down to is this: Are we 
trying to save the planet or trying to save 
ourselves?

Artists have to have a lot of conver-
sations like these. We’re trained to 
question everything and to be respon-
sible for what we make, and sometimes 
it’s tough to take ownership if you don’t 
know why you’ve made it in the first 
place. In that case, we have to ask—
should this even exist?

We’re still learning how to be sus-
tainable artists. In some ways, creation 
is directly tied to the environment, like 
materials and their effects on our bodies. 
In other ways, creation relates to our 
mental health, our drive to create, our 
curiosity, our ability to make a living, 
and our collaboration with other artists. 
What I learned through conversations 
with three sustainable artists, all in dif-

ferent stages of their careers, is that all 
these things are very closely connected.

Making
Mindy Yan Miller is a long-time fibres 

and material practices professor at 
Concordia. She teaches various courses 
dealing with textiles, fabric, and felt.

Miller and her husband had a small 
textile business after she graduated 
from the Nova Scotia College of Art and 
Design. “I guess I wanted to be a crafts-
person more than an artist,” she said. 
“I wanted to make things people would 
use.”

Miller soon became aware that her 
business was more about production 
than the art of making. 

She became frustrated with the pro-
duction side of the business. Since her 
goal was to sell affordable clothing, she 
needed to keep costs low and work fast. 
“We weren’t making high art or high 
craft, more trying to make things that 
went into women’s clothing stores,” 
she said.  

At that point for Miller, it was time to 
question the act of making. She knew 
that what she was making was useful 
but knew these already existed in other 
forms.

In 1990, Miller began her profes-
sional art practice, a large part of which 
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“You kind of have to ac-
cept to stop looking for 
doing new all the time 
[...] If someone already 
did the best idea, you 
kind of have to redo it.”

—Joé Côté-Rancourt

below: floor tiles; found landscape by
Joé Côté-Rancourt
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revolves around used clothing. She 
managed to collect used clothing in 
bulk from places like Salvation Army 
and Value Village. She said she would 
have thousands of garments filling up 
her studio. “Even then they had a real 
excess,” recalled Miller.

“It created a performative practice 
because for the next two years, I was just 
dealing with this huge mound of cloth-
ing,” she said. 

The clothing has been used in Miller’s 
work—crammed in attic walls, stacked 
high in a glass display case, and folded 
on the ground in the shape of an Ameri-
can flag. Miller’s other projects include 
recycling Coke cans and running a 
“mending booth,” where artists offer 
to repair clothing for free.

In one of her classes, Miller discusses 

the relationship of 
making in regard 
to the land and 
local culture. 

Another thing 
Miller discusses 
in her class is the 
mentality student 
artists have in 
this capitalist era. 
“The students are 
so anxious all the 
time,” she said. 
“[I try] to remind 
people it wasn’t 
always like that.”

According to 
Miller, artists are 
resisting capital-
ism and the way 
it makes us feel. 
“They want to 
return to making,” 
she said. “I’ve had 
some people who 
will make all their 
own clothes.”

Miller men-
tioned a student 
by the name of 
Johanna Autin, 
who, as a part of 
her practice, went 

to work on a farm. Instead of buying 
wool for felting, Autin actually helped to 
shear the sheep to learn about the pro-
cess their materials were going through.

Miller is still consciously digesting the 
workings of modern structures—focus-
ing on production and labour, people, 
and what we do in our lives.

	
Cleaning
Joé Côté-Rancourt is a sculpture stu-

dent whose current practice is centred 
around sustainability—or, more spe-
cifically, cleaning. Côté-Rancourt is 
a hospital janitor by night and makes 
a habit of collecting trash that might 
be useful. This includes tools, hospital 
equipment, cardboard, and styrofoam, 
which he reuses in his work. 

His independent study with Professor 

Kelly Jazvac follows the same principle. 
Right now, Côté-Rancourt’s main influ-
ence comes from the work of American 
1970s artist Mierle Laderman Ukeles, 
whose manifesto amplified the role of 
museum maintenance workers and put 
them on the same level as museum cura-
tors. 

Côté-Rancourt said that in our minds, 
“the best janitor would be a janitor we 
never encounter, that would just be like 
a ghost in the space, and everything 
would be clean.”

For his study, Côté-Rancourt has 
taken on the janitorial role at Concor-
dia’s Visual Arts building. Concordia 
University’s Centre for Creative Reuse 
has already set up bins around the 
building to collect reusable materials, 
and Côté-Rancourt uses a lot of these in 
his work, along with materials he finds 
himself. This includes tiles for land-
scapes, used erasers, and mop buckets. 

He also made a set of chairs made from 
tires bolted together, which, weather 
permitting, are on display outside of 
the Visual Arts building for the rest of 
the year. 

Côté-Rancourt said he also sees 
reusing ideas as an important part of a 
sustainable practice. “You kind of have 
to accept to stop looking for doing new 
all the time. That’s something we really 
are pushed into in arts, to do the ‘new’ 
thing, or that ‘different’ thing,” he said. 
“If someone already did the best idea, 
you kind of have to redo it. Because if it’s 
the best idea, and not everybody is doing 
it, you have to promote the best idea.” 

Côté-Rancourt said that as long as 
the artist is tweaking the approach or is 
able to present the idea as belonging to 
someone else, people should be able to 
incorporate others’ ideas in their work. 
“That’s something that kind of helped 
me reduce a lot of stress of creation and 
always [trying to be] about that new 
thing.”

He is one of the students who restarted 
the association for undergraduate sculp-
ture students last year, which helps 
students share materials, brainstorm, 
and organize shows.  
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Collaborating
Sustainability in art can go beyond a 

work’s environmental impact. Working 
collaboratively can provide artists with 
the financial and mental foundation 
necessary to maintain a healthy creative 
process and ensure they can continue 
their work in the long term.

Elise Simard is a Montreal-based 
animator and professor of animation 
at Concordia. She now works with a 
collective called Astroplastique. Its 
members rent a studio space together 
in the southwest of Montreal, working 
collaboratively on contract work and 
sharing supplies, equipment, and even 
drawings. 

Simard said the collective came 
together to deal with several problems 
facing animators, such as having less 
money for projects, not knowing if an 
independent project can be financed, 
and the mental toll of working alone. 

“One of the first things that I noticed 
is that competition was very counter-
productive,” she said. “It just didn’t feel 
like it was a good frame of mind for the 
time because people are withering away. 
And it feels like it should be the oppo-
site. We should be collaborating and not 
competing among each other.” It can 

also help to be part of a group that deals 
with clients rather than doing so alone.

Communication is an important way 
to stabilize the client-artist relationship. 
“How can we be transparent with who 
we work with,” she asked, “so they have 
a better idea of our reality, and hopefully 
be on our side throughout this process 
instead of having people manipulating 
other people into delivering them some-
thing?”

Simard also talked about the impor-
tance of being able to choose which 
projects to accept when doing commer-
cial artwork, and being a part of a group 
makes it more affordable to say no. “It’s 
very important who I work for,” Simard 
said, adding she has refused contracts 
because they clashed with her personal 
values.

While she enjoys collaborating, she’s 
been trying new things like mentoring 
and managing a team. “I don’t know 
what I want, but I know I want some-
thing else,” she said. “I feel like I need 
something maybe a little bit more radi-
cal and I don’t know what that is. I’m in 
transition.”

Regardless of her role, art is insepa-
rable from values, and a growing 
awareness of the importance of sustain-
ability triggers a deeper reflection about 
what this means. 

It is up to individual artists to decide 
what this looks like in practice. Either 
way, the material aspects are only one 
component of the bigger picture, and 
the intangible is the underpinning of a 
sustainable practice.  

left: tired students by Joe 
Côte-Rancourt

above: Beautiful Like Else-
where by Elise Simard is an 
animation film. 
























































