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Mona Filip: Hello, and thank you for joining us this evening.  My name is Mona Filip, 

and I’m the director/curator of the Koffler Gallery.  It is a pleasure to 
welcome you to a conversation between multidisciplinary artist, Carol 
Sawyer, creator of the Natalie Brettschneider Archive, which is currently 
on view at the Koffler Gallery, and Michelle Jacques, chief curator of the 
Art Gallery of Greater Victoria.  I would like to begin by acknowledging the 
indigenous people of all the lands that we are on tonight.  As an immigrant 
myself, now grateful to be living and working in Toronto, I come with 
respect for this land and for the people who are and have always resided 
here.  Toronto is a traditional territory of many nations, including the 
Mississaugas of the Credit, the Anishnabeg, the Chippewa, the 
Haudenosaunee, and the Wendat people.  While we connect this evening 
virtually, I would like to take a moment to acknowledge the importance of 
the land.  We do this to reaffirm our commitment and responsibility in 
improving relationships between nations and our own understanding of 
local indigenous people and their cultures.  Across the country we 
acknowledge the ancestral and unceded territories of all of the Inuit, Metis, 
and First Nations people that call this land home.  Please join me in a 
moment of reflection to acknowledge the harms and mistakes of the past 
and present and to consider how we can each move forward in a spirit of 
reconciliation and collaboration.  Through the work we do at the Koffler, 
we are committed to nurturing an evermore and fuller understanding of the 
many layered histories of this place in all its complexity, bringing forward 
voices, stories, and perspectives that have been sidelined and obscured 
by the dominant narratives.  Our work is made possible through the 
support of generous funders and partners, namely the Toronto Arts 
Council, the Ontario Arts Council, and the Canada Council for the Arts, 
CIBC Wood Gundy, and the Koffler Family Foundation.  The Natalie 
Brettschneider Archive is presented in partnership with Scotiabank 
Contact Photography Festival as a core exhibition.   

 
Tonight’s conversation between Carol Sawyer and Michelle Jacques will 
touch upon the evolution of the archive over the years, its adaptation to 
different institutional and local historical context, and its research findings 
that expand our understanding of the past.  Carol Sawyer is a visual artist 
and singer based in Vancouver.  Since the early 1990s, her visual artwork 
has investigated the connections between photography and fiction, 
performance, memory, and history.  She studied classical singing, 
focusing on opera and art song and for the past 20+ years she has 
performed extensively in improvised music context.  She has a degree in 
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photography from Emily Carr College of Art and Design and a master’s in 
interdisciplinary arts from Simon Fraser University, where she studied 
critical theory, music performance and composition, and acting.  Her 
artwork is represented by Republic Gallery in Vancouver.  Michelle 
Jacques is the chief curator at the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, where 
she is responsible for guiding a curatorial and education program that links 
contemporary practices, ideas, and issues to the gallery’s historical 
collections and legacies.  In that context, she has worked with Carol on a 
previous iteration of the Natalie Brettschneider archive at the Art Gallery of 
Greater Victoria.  Prior to moving west, Michelle had various roles in the 
contemporary and Canadian departments of the Art Gallery of Ontario in 
Toronto.  She was the director of programming at the Centre for Art Tapes 
in Halifax and taught courses in writing, art history, and curatorial studies 
at NSCAD University, University of Toronto Mississauga, and OCAD 
University.  I will now invite Carol and Michelle to make themselves visible 
and to take over our screens and begin the conversation.   

Carol Sawyer:   Thank you, Mona.   
Michelle Jacques: Thank you very much, Mona, for that beautiful introduction, and, Carol, so 

nice to see you here.  Mona did such a lovely territorial acknowledgement, 
but I would like to add that I’m coming to you from the traditional territories 
of the Lekwungen speaking people, today known as the Esquimalt and 
Songhees Nations, a place that many of you may know as Victoria, British 
Columbia, across the sailish sea from where Carol is currently.   

Carol Sawyer:   Mmhmm, where I’d like to acknowledge that I am on the unceded 
ancestral territory of the Musqueam, the Squamish, and the Tsleil-Waututh 
peoples, in what’s now called Vancouver.   

Michelle Jacques:    So, the program for the next hour or so will be me giving Carol some 
prompts so that she can tell us more about Natalie Brettschneider and the 
exhibitions that have unfolded around Natalie’s work over the years.  I 
have to say that it feels slightly bizarre talking to Carol through this 
mediated system given the way we worked on the project when it was at 
the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, which involved Carol calling me up 
every once in a while and saying I need to come over and do more 
research and sleeping in my spare room for weeks at a time, so a project 
that is intimate in so many ways.  It would be nice if we were coming to 
you in a more intimate fashion, and certainly I would love to be in Toronto 
and to be able to see what looks like an absolutely stunning installation of 
the Natalie Brettschneider Archive at the Koffler.  Before we get to 
speaking about the later iterations of the project, I wonder, Carol, if you 
can start us out by talking about Natalie Brettschneider’s origins, both sort 
of within your practice, like what prompted you to come up with this idea 
more than 20 years ago, and give us a little bit of Natalie’s bio so that we 
all knew who we’re talking about.   

Carol Sawyer:   Right, well, I invented her somewhere around 1998, but I think she had 
been brewing for quite a long time.  When I was little, I loved to sing and 
dance and make up stories, and I just always envisioned that I was gonna 
just have a life where I got to sing and dance and make up stories and 
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make things, and my siblings and I have this long ongoing thing when we 
were kids where we had this whole group of imaginary people that we’d 
made up together with my cousin, Alfred, who lives in Toronto, and so like 
making up people was just a kind of normal thing in my family, but I got a 
lot, by the time I was graduating from high school and I wanted to study 
visual art and music and theater was my ambition, and I was told, 
everybody I talked to, that I couldn’t do that, that I had to pick one and, in 
fact, some counsellor at UBC told me you can’t do that, that’s called being 
a dilettante, and I said, well, that’s not what I have in mind, and so I went 
to art school and I thought I’ll go to art school and then I’ll go to music 
school and then I’ll go to acting school but then after I finished art school I 
needed a break and then I discovered there was an interdisciplinary 
masters at Simon Fraser University, so when I was in my 30s I went back 
to school and it was like my dream come true essentially.  I got to take 
acting classes and music composition classes and music performance 
classes and critical theory classes, and so this is in the mid 1990s when I 
started my degree and it was like really a lot of interesting feminist theory 
and queer theory starting then and a lot of deconstructing art history, and 
people are always asking me who’s the precedent for your practice as this 
singer/visual artist, and I was like, well, Emmy Hemmings or, you know, 
women involved in data or the avant garde, so I set out to learn more 
about them, and in trying to find out about them I realized that their 
contributions to the data were really minimalized because the histories 
had been written by men and they championed the people they identified 
with, it seemed to me at the time how much role identification plays in the 
writing of art history where people write about people they kinda wish they 
were, and then I got really interested in that, the role that this projection of 
desire into the past might have and whose history gets written and by how 
and from what point of view, so I invented Natalie Brettschneider, but not 
until about 1998 and that came out of conversations I had with a fellow 
artist and singer, Lori Weidenhammer, who at that time was curating a 
festival at the Western Front called Reinventing the Diva because she 
wanted to take this figure of the diva that had a connotation as being kind 
of negative and reappropriate it as a positive model of a creative woman 
with power, and I created Natalie Brettschneider for a performance for a 
cabaret for that festival with my friend Andreas Kara who plays piano, and 
so I invented Natalie Brettschneider as my, you know, desired precedent 
and he came up with this idea that there were three identical triplets 
whose last name was Piscatore and they passed themselves off as one 
person by being very careful not to be seen all together and managed to 
get a lot done because of that.  Mona’s looking for – oh, and here’s the 
proof that there’s, this is the only known photograph of all three Piscatores 
in one place.  They were very careful never to be photographed at once.  
Yeah, so, then I began taking pictures of Natalie Brettschneider just for 
fun, and I was, was I teaching the history of photography, no, I wasn’t yet, 
but, I just, for my own amusement I started taking pictures that kind of 
inserted her or quoted the interesting images from that data period, so this 
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sort of quotes this Man Ray image of some guy, Andre Viton, shot by Man 
Ray, so this is Natalie Brettschneider performs Oval Mat, and, yeah, I just 
took these for fun and then I showed them to curator Karen Love, who 
was then a curator at the Presentation House Gallery, which is now 
Polygon, and she asked me if she could include them in a show called 
Facing History, which was a history of Vancouver through portraiture, and 
I would never have had the cheek to do that on my own.  I was like, oh, 
that’s very subversive, like, putting it in this real history, so then that, and I 
really didn’t think anybody else would be interested, but they were, and I 
collaborated with a musician to do another performance of her repertoire 
for that opening and then that went to, that show travelled to venues in 
France and I got to go to Paris to do a performance and repertoire there 
so, and then I thought I was done, but then she just sort of, like Natalie’s 
sort of like the undead, like people will ask me something like do you think 
Natalie Brettschneider ever did X and then before you know it I’m working 
on her again.  Yeah.  Did that answer your question?  I feel like I went 
quite a distance away.   

Michelle Jacques: No, no, that is a great, a great beginning, and it kind of prompts two 
possible lines of query for the next step, and you can take one or the other 
or both if you want, but I’m interested in this idea that, you know, you’re 
kind of surprised that she keeps going, that people are continually 
interested in what else Natalie has done, and I wonder is there a little bit of 
a love-hate about the fact that she has taken on such a life of her own, but 
then also related to that you have in sort of talking over the last little while 
you’ve brought up the project in Kelowna at the Kelowna Art Gallery that 
you did with Liz Wylie in 2009, I think, as an important moment where one 
of those questions about what else did Natalie do led to you inserting her 
into a local history.  So, you can ignore the first question if that’s to your 
liking.   

Carol Sawyer: Well, yes, I think they’re related.  So, I had only taken about say, I don’t 
know, 10 pictures of Natalie Brettschneider and then I had this great 
conversation with Liz and she said do you think Natalie Brettschneider 
ever came to Kelowna, and I was like, huh, well, maybe I could come 
there and do some research and find out, so she facilitated me coming up 
there for a research visit and I spent a week talking to seniors in the 
community and going to the archive and I ended up connecting her to 
three real people who had been in that community.  One of them was a 
woman named Nellie Duke, and this is a picture called Natalie 
Brettschneider and Nellie Duke perform Nellie Duke’s House Shake, I 
think, and I think, I might have gotten my facts all twisted, but I’m pretty 
sure she was a local singing teacher but somebody told me recently I got 
her mixed up with somebody else, but she was an eccentric, and she was 
a single woman, and my understanding was that she had followed a 
Canadian soldier back from England after the first world war and then got 
to Calgary and found out that he was married so she carried on, got back 
on the train and got as far as Kelowna and thought it was beautiful, fell in 
love with the place, and used her dowry money to buy a piece of land, 
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which was then sort of a bit on the outskirts of Kelowna and now is quite in 
the center of Kelowna, and she built this house by herself, and there were 
lots of stories about, you know, she would rope people passing by to help 
her lift something or do something or she’d bought a whole bunch of 
plaster and she needed somebody to give her a lift back to her place or, 
she was just a really interesting person that people remembered, and she 
was an amateur painter, like quite a bad amateur painter.  There was a 
painting in the collection, and I don’t know if I included it in the show 
because it was kind of didn’t help my case for her, but she used to go 
paint at the CBC studios downtown in Kelowna on Sunday afternoon or 
Saturday afternoons.  They’d pipe in live from the Met for her to listen to, 
and she would take her easel and paints because nobody else in Kelowna 
wanted to listen to the live from the Met, so she just seemed like, you 
know, this person who was really like dedicated to making her life for 
herself and being creative, and I just wanted to honor that artist in her and 
recognize her, so she seemed somebody important for Natalie to 
collaborate with, but, and I also connected her to a local writer, and his 
son was really helpful, Nigel, and his dad had wanted to be a writer but 
had to do something more practical and then, but he had gone to Paris so 
I said well, is it alright if I say that he met Natalie, and he was like, oh, that 
was fine, and then there was one other person I connected her to that was 
sort of a local drunk but he played the trumpet, but he was at the opening 
like Nigel and other local people were just like laughing and they just got 
such a kick out of it, like it was so rewarding because they were just like, it 
fired their imaginations and they were really amused by the choices I’d 
made, and it was just, like I thought oh, this is really interesting, like, so 
then I got interested in seeing how I could use Natalie Brettschneider as a 
kind of vehicle to bring forward little known histories and through that 
critique how art history is constructed, like who’s considered important and 
who isn’t and what is the center and what’s the periphery and what 
practices are recognized and so that, yeah, that was the start of that, and 
this is Frances Duncan Barwick, who was, how do I explain this, I was in 
Banff doing a residency with Jeffrey Farmer called Night of the Living 
Watch, and I met Heather Anderson who is the curator of the Carlton 
University Art Gallery, and she saw the Natalie Brettschneider work and 
was interested and she said do you think that Natalie Brettschneider might 
have ever met Frances Duncan Barwick, and of course I’d learned by now 
to say probably, I don’t know, maybe, probably, yes, so Frances Duncan 
Barwick she was a classically trained musician.  She was a harpsichordist, 
and she came, she grew up in Toronto and came from a well to do family, 
and she spent most of her young life in Paris, so she was in Paris from the 
1920s, mid 1920s, until the war started, the second world war, studying, 
originally there to study harpsichord, and her brother was there studying 
bookbinding, and they were very lively and a very interesting family, 
interesting artists both of them, and neither of them had children, and so 
when Frances Duncan Barwick died she left a huge amount of money to 
Carlton to start an art gallery, so that gallery is there because of her, and 
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all of her papers went to the Library Archives Canada, and quite a bit of 
her personal collection went to Carlton, but also Douglas Duncan Barwick 
ran this gallery in Toronto that was Picture Loan Society that started off as 
kind of collective and then he ended up running it because it became clear 
that somebody needed to run it, so he had an amazing art collection, and 
then he died before Frances, and Frances distributed his collection to 
institutions across Canada, and there’s things from his collection at the Art 
Gallery of Greater Victoria as well as the Vancouver Art Gallery as well as 
at Carlton, so that was like this really fruitful line of inquiry, and it was the 
first time I’d worked, it was sort of the first of these four shows that then 
became, yeah, part of this catalog that was recently produced by the four 
galleries, so Carlton, Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, Art Gallery of 
Vancouver, Vancouver Art Gallery, I should say, and Koffler, yeah, so like 
the whole project has sort of evolved out of me saying yes and then just 
stepping into the unknown and then the research component has gotten 
bigger and bigger as I build this more and more kind of tangled web where 
I’m connecting her to all these real people and I have to make sure I get it 
right, and, yeah, so it’s like eating an elephant every time I have shown, 
the last four times.   

Michelle Jacques: I wanna circle back to your comments about the way art history is 
practiced a little later on, but in the short term I wonder if you could talk a 
little more about these four exhibitions and how they sit together.  It’s 
interesting because even though I knew most of those details of the 
Barwicks, sorry, what is their name?   

Carol Sawyer:   Frances Duncan Barwick and Douglas Duncan.   
Michelle Jacques: The Duncans.  The Duncans, actually, I, it was never so clear to me that 

the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria was such a logical next step in that 
itinerary because we do have so much work that Douglas Duncan not 
donated, well, some of it was donated but much of it came through the 
Picture Loan Society exhibitions that used to happen at our gallery, but I 
wonder if you could talk a little bit more just about the kind of structural 
progression of these four exhibitions together and how one grew upon the 
previous and how you’ve ultimately come to the show at the Koffler.    

Carol Sawyer: Sure.  Yeah, so, that first show of these four at the Carlton came out of 
that question from Heather and coming and looking at the permanent 
collection and then Heather and a research assistant like helped me go 
through what was in the Library Archives Canada and go through what’s 
at the National Gallery of Canada Archives from the Duncans, and I was 
also looking at what else was in the permanent collection at Carlton and 
seeing what interesting stories I could bring forward.  There was a couple 
other artists that I brought pieces out that hadn’t, I believe, been exhibited 
there before, and we did a photo shoot there, which was really fun, so it, 
yeah, Heather was great to work with.  We had this really intense week 
where we got a lot of stuff done and new pieces came out of it as well as 
this curated component, and then those new components basically stayed 
with the show at the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria and the Vancouver Art 
Gallery, like, it just sort of kept building, so the loaned materials from 
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Carlton continued to the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, I believe, and then 
we built on it then.  The Art Gallery of Greater Victoria has an even larger 
collection, and I started researching women artists from British Columbia 
and got very interested in the first women who graduated from the 
Vancouver School of Art, which the first graduating class was, I think, 
eight women and one man, and that man was a Chinese Canadian man, 
so a very interesting guy, but hard to find stuff about, so I began to sort of 
see how there was a community of women artists in Vancouver that were 
quite interconnected and quite supportive of each other and also in 
Victoria.  It seemed like people went back and forth a lot and then a lot of 
them were represented in the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria collection, so, 
because, well, maybe you can speak to maybe the because, and you, so, 
we started pulling these things out of the store room and added them to 
that show at the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria and then I was able to add 
two more things, I think, to the show when it came to the VAG, so it sort of 
built cumulatively and each venue was a bit bigger than the last so we had 
a bit more room and I made new pieces in response to each location, so 
those three shows really built, and then for the Koffler show the logistics 
had gotten pretty complicated to handle all of these loans and so Mona 
and I decided we were gonna eliminate all of those sections and then the 
Koffler had a very particular ask.  She was like, well, you know, you 
started this project 22 years ago, so much has changed in the 
conversation around feminism and feminist artists and art history and how 
do specifically issues of intersectionality impact the archive, and I thought 
that was a really interesting question so I began researching Toronto art 
history and looking in particular at queer women, women of color, and, you 
know, people that have been doubly excluded from the usual narrative.  
They were not only not men but they weren’t white, and so they’ve been 
perhaps more challenging to be recognized, so that research spanned 
Vancouver and two research trips to Ontario and a lot of online research, 
and I had a wonderful research assistant, Daryn Wright, and before that I 
had an intern, Kate Ogul, who helped me a lot.  Both those women helped 
me a lot, and my cousin who’s a reporter and an editor of the Star and he 
handed my dossiers on people, so it was like eating this sort of huge 
amount of information to find these particular stories, but I found a lot of 
amazing stories of women who were artists, women of color, queer 
women, entrepreneurs, all kinds of really fascinating people, so the show 
at the Koffler doesn’t have any borrowed work but has a lot more archival 
work and a whole new range of artists have been introduced in that show.  
This is, well, slow down and let me say who these people are.  This is Aiko 
Saito, who is an opera singer born in British Columbia who had been 
trained in Europe and had a career with RCA Victory Japan as a recording 
artist but had many fans in Canada.  She trained in Toronto at the 
Conservatory there before going to Europe, and a lot of the Japanese 
Canadian community that had been in British Columbia were then forced 
to leave the coast with the racist laws during the second world war and 
then either interned and then couldn’t return to the coast for another 10 
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years and so a lot of them moved to Ontario, so that community kind of 
shifted and friends of in Canada sponsored or helped sponsor her to come 
for a tour in the 1950s so she continued to have many, many fans in 
Canada, and I learned about her through the Nikkei National Center, 
which is in Burnaby, and they have a beautiful collection of material about 
this singer in their archives, Aiko Saita, including recordings.  She was just 
a beautiful singer.  This is Portia White who is very well known, I think, 
another opera singer from the Maritimes originally, and she lived in 
Toronto for a time.  She had a beautiful voice, was discovered quite 
young, and toured extensively like all over the world, I think, North and 
South America.  This image comes from the Ontario Jewish Archives and 
was shot by a woman named Sylvia Schwartz who is this person here, 
Sylvia Schwartz, who is a photographer and later ran a gallery for a couple 
years and very interesting woman.  She studied in New York.  She had 
lots of friends who were jazz musicians, and her parents were involved in 
the Park Plaza and one of the women that was a musician there often was 
this woman Phyllis Marshall, I think.  Oh, boy, this is the part that I was 
worried about that I wouldn’t remember everybody’s name.  Jazz singer, 
actor, CBC performer quite frequently.  Yes, Phyllis Marshall.  This was a 
1946 photograph shot by Sylvia Schwartz.  She had a couple of gigs like 
sort of she was the house band at the Park Plaza.  Did I answer the 
question?   

Michelle Jacques: You did, and with every answer you give I think of so many more 
questions, which reminds me that I should let the viewers know that we 
will leave some time for questions at the end of our conversation, and if 
you have any questions now, feel free to drop them into the Q & A box at 
the bottom of your Zoom screen.  I’m thinking of two things.  One is that 
that group of women that you just talked about sort of really brings us back 
to your discussion of your interdisciplinary interests when you were 
younger and how you were, you know, encouraged to pursue one for fear 
of being a dilettante, so I really would like to, you to talk a little bit more 
about interdisciplinarity and why it is interesting to you because I’m 
starting to get a sense it’s not just that you were an unfocused child.  
There’s something within it that I think is important to you and your 
practice.  Also, I would like you to maybe talk a little bit about 
collaboration, particularly looking at a photograph like this.  The early 
photographs that you show are these beautiful singular images of Natalie 
Brettschneider, and here this is, is this from the Carlton show?   

Carol Sawyer: This is from Banff.   
Michelle Jacques:   That’s from Banff, so that was an important moment in how you started to 

think about collaboration, isn’t that right?   
Carol Sawyer: It is, yeah.  I mean, there had been a lot of collaboration already in the 

archive but Jeffrey really encouraged me, Jeffrey Farmer really 
encouraged me to look more into that.  He’s like people love it when you, 
they love to be part of it, like we’d all gone on a hike together, everybody 
in the residency, and I had brought my camera and a vintage dress 
because I wanted to take a picture of Natalie Brettschneider in the Alpine 
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meadows, so we were all having lunch and I handed this antique camera 
to Janine [name] and said can you take a picture and I whipped on this 
dress and I put on a head scarf and then posed and it took like two 
minutes and everybody was like, so Jeffrey was like that was fabulous, 
you should, you know, like people wanna get involved.  They love that.  
So, I put up a notice at the Banff Center that there was gonna be this 
shoot for this unknown music ensemble, I booked this lounge that was, 
like the opera program at Banff started in 1951 and I was looking through 
the archives at the Banff Center at photographs and there were these 
photographs of people practicing in this lounge, and it of course looks 
exactly the same, so I was like, huh, so I just set up there and Sarah 
Fuller, who was working there as the photo tech, agreed to shoot it for me, 
and then people just kept coming.  I didn’t know who was gonna come and 
I had all these vintage clothes and I had all these things that could be 
instruments and people had instruments, you know, so there’s quite a few 
people that people might recognize.  That’s Jeffrey Farmer with the pot on 
his head and it’s Janine on top of the piano with the bowl and I’m afraid I 
didn’t prepare myself to say everybody’s name, but some of you might 
recognize Bill Cody playing the banjo and, yeah, so that, that permission 
to kind of open up the, just, like, was really interesting, and I think when 
you were asking that question how my interdisciplinarity of my practice 
has affected how I work, that advice from Jeffrey reminded me of like this 
number one rule of improvisation, which I learned in theater but also is 
very, very useful in music improvisation, as well, and the rule is yes and, 
so, like if you’re improvising a theater scene and somebody makes some 
kind of offer like wow, I couldn’t believe saw you at the rally yesterday, you 
know, you don’t go I wasn’t at the rally.  No, that shuts it all down, right.  
You’re like yes, and did you see what happened when that guy streaked 
across the, you know, like you just start building something, so, so like that 
spirit of saying yes to what arises and being, you know, brave enough or 
crazy enough to step into the unknown and not be a total control freak, 
which I can be, just opens up all these crazy and fruitful kinds of 
collaborations, so that was such an important thing to learn, and I really 
wanna thank Jeffrey for that, and then when Heather invited me to Ottawa 
she said well, do you think you might wanna do a photo shoot while you’re 
in Ottawa, so I said yes and I used a street view to like zoom around and 
try to find a location and I found this Heritage House that’s now a club that 
had been a private residence in 1948 and found out we could book it and 
then she put the word out to people sort of within the gallery circle and 
people wanting to be in the shoot and we went and got vintage clothes for 
people and Heather’s pregnant so her younger daughter is actually in the 
shot, too, and hired a photographer to help shoot it and, yeah, so we got 
so much done that week it was just crazy, but it was actually musically 
really successful.  I love playing with these people.  And, oh, okay, so this 
is Tres Magnifique and this is Lori Weidenhammer in the center, and Lori 
Weidenhammer was the curator of that Reinventing the Diva festival and 
these conversations that Lori and I had, because Lori’s also a classically 
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trained singer, we had a lot of conversations around that time about, you 
know, bringing classical singing into an art practice and how like within 
performance art there was a lot of suspicion around something that was 
high art, you know, and so codified and but yet, you know, but anyway 
that’s a big conversation, so I wanted to bring, I thought I needed to take a 
picture with Lori, and then on the left is my friend Soressa Gardner, who is 
a wonderful singer and electroacoustic composer and also has a really 
interesting visual art practice, so, yeah, I just thought I need to make a 
photograph with these women so we came up with, or, I don’t know, 
maybe I came up with the idea that we were ensemble tres magnifique, an 
electroacoustic noise ensemble in the 1950s.  So, this was a wonderful 
collaboration with Harold [name] and I met Harold when I had the show at 
the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, and he was the animateur for the show, 
and he is such a greater animateur, and Harold has background in 
theater, and he’s now doing a masters in interdisciplinary practice, I think, 
in Europe.  I’ll get the wrong place if I try to guess, but, anyway, so Harold 
he was gonna get the tours to the public about the show and so he would 
email me these really interesting questions.  He’d say I was thinking that I 
might teach them how to perform some of the pieces that are in the show 
like shrub, and I was like dang, that’s excellent, go for it.  Yeah, I was just 
so touched by him, like he just had such great ideas about how to animate 
the show and invite people in and enter in to the processes, and I was in 
Montreal and he emailed me and he said oh, do you think you could teach 
me how to give like people a singing lesson as a component, so I like shot 
a little video at my friend’s house in Montreal of this singing lesson and 
sent it to him.  Anyway, he just took everything and ran with it.  It was 
fantastic, so I said I think, you know, we need to make a piece.  Oh, 
because the original question he asked me was I think that I have a 
character that had met Natalie Brettschneider when he was a child and 
Natalie Brettschneider was quite elderly.  What do you think?  And I was 
like oh, yeah, that’s amazing, so he gave all of the tours in character as 
this person who had known Natalie as a child and would talk about her 
from this personal connection, which was so beautiful.  So, it turns out 
they made this film together, we discovered, this little super 8 film that was 
shot for us by my friend, Ryan [name], and Harold came over from Victoria 
for the weekend and we had a meeting one day and made a bunch of 
props and the next day we shot in my dining room and yeah, so that’s how 
that piece came about, and collaborations like I just, like, again, that yes 
and so there’s more collaboration in this show, too, as I was researching 
artists in Toronto, and I came for researchships and both times I stayed 
with my friend [name] who I had met when we were in an artist residency 
in Banff, I think in the early 90s, and I said do you think there’s like maybe 
somebody we could bring forward from the Indo-Canadian community who 
was some kind of creative woman, and we went around and talked to 
relatives, and I met so many relatives, and we talked about sort of the 
history of immigration into Toronto of the Indo-Canadian community and 
floated various ideas, and then I was like well, what, you know, do you 
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think maybe who, do you want to invent like the precedent that you might 
have had like maybe, you know, like we talked about maybe there had 
been this woman who was a sweetie maker, but anyway finally [name], 
nothing seemed right, and finally she called me and she said I think it just 
has to be made, she said do you think that Natalie Brettschneider went to 
Paris one last time when she was elderly and that I might have met her 
there, so of course I said yes, and so [name] did this beautiful, beautiful 
watercolor for me and it’s called Bangles and Sweeties, which she started 
when we were still thinking maybe there was a sweetie maker and then 
she’s like no, I think I met Natalie Brettschneider and then she wrote this 
13 page letter to Natalie to put in the archive where she explains what it 
was like for her living in Paris where they met and she was working as an 
au pair and then after she met Natalie Brettschneider she went on to have 
a holiday in Sri Lanka and so that’s a photograph of her with her friends in 
Sri Lanka.  Yes, so, amazing, a beautiful a letter, beautiful piece, and a 
real honor to have it in the show.  I think it really, it, you know, really, really 
shifts the show in a new way and brings it into the current time, and the 
stakes are different again, but there’s a lot of real women in the Toronto 
show that and, you know, some of them still alive, also.  Minnie Soltz.  I 
had a lovely conversation with Minnie’s great nephew the other day, 
Daniel [name].  She was a real character.  She had tons of siblings.  She 
had this boutique in downtown Toronto in what is now an erased part of 
downtown that I guess was erased for the City Hall, but Daniel told me 
that she was maybe the first female stockbroker later after this picture was 
taken, but since my character Natalie Brettschneider loves hats I figured 
she must have loved Minnie, and this photograph again from the Ontario 
Jewish Archives, connected her to a couple of hat people in the Jewish 
community in Ontario, including Peggy Anne Jaffe who was a hat designer 
and had a business, Peggy Anne Hats, that she ran with her husband, and 
I had a lovely chat with her, one of her nieces [name], and she didn’t have 
any children, Peggy Anne, but she was the kind of consummate stylish 
person in the family who would like help everybody prepare for special 
events and come in and just sort of be like oh, you need this and that and 
changed the tilt of your hat and suddenly you looked glamorous, so that 
kind of person.  So, yeah, so that kind of, I wanted to talk about, well, I’ve 
always loved fashion and things and, you know, people would tell me 
fashion wasn’t serious so including people who poured their creativity into 
fashion was important.  Speaking of which, this is Susie Chew, who is still 
with us.  I met her, she lives in Vancouver, a very vivacious, creative, 
lovely woman who, amongst many interesting initiatives, had a fashion 
practice.  This is a dress made by her, her own design.  She lived in 
Toronto for many years.  She had various boutiques, I think in Yorkville, 
where she sold paper dresses and paper flowers and she had a radio 
show that was a Hawaiian theme, people might remember hearing her, 
and she’s still very well and very gorgeous, a lovely woman.  We flashed 
past a few more.  Should I explain who these people are, Mona?  Oh, yes, 
some dancers from the dancer community, so there’s a wonderful online 
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resource, Dance Collections Danse, which a friend of mine who is a 
dancer pointed me towards, and I believe this is Nancy Lima Dent, 
although I might be getting it wrong, but I believe it is, who was a 
Portuguese Canadian person, and her parents didn’t, her father didn’t 
want her to study dance, but then he was interned in the second world war 
and so then she took advantage of that to go study dance, and it’s a 
remarkable story, and then she became, like there was quite an 
interesting modern dance movement in Toronto, and she was one of the 
pioneers.  Oh, yeah, this is the YWCA creative dance club in a 
performance in 1948 with Nancy in the foreground, and then I think the 
next image is, I’m hoping that somebody in this picture will come forward 
and say who everybody is because this is students at the New Dance 
Theater children’s modern dance class in 1949-1950 so perhaps people 
will recognize, and there were very close connections between the Jewish 
community and the Jewish folk choir and the modern dance community so 
there was like a number of people from the Jewish community involved in 
that pioneering moment in modern dance in Toronto so that was a very 
fertile vein of discovery.  Then, what was next?  Oh, gosh.  Then a friend 
pointed me toward this resource, the Multicultural History Project Society 
of Ontario who have wonderful online exhibitions, including an online 
exhibition about Chinese Canadian women, and I connected with a 
number of families to get permission to include some of these women in 
the show, and there were some wonderful stories and just I was again 
bowled over by kind of the creativity and determination of women in this 
community, and this is Jean Lumb.  She ran this restaurant with her 
husband, the Kwong Chow, and she was also really a part of the 
community fight to save Chinatown from the wrecking ball, so I guess 
when that, is that City Hall in the background, that big thing, yes, so, they 
were gonna tear down all of Chinatown to make this whole big new 
modern downtown, is my understanding, and the community rallied to fight 
it and she was a big part of that fight, and she also was involved in the 
fight to have people who had lost their citizenship or had barriers toward 
citizenship, and I’m articulating this really badly, but she was part of this 
delegation that went to talk to Diefenbaker in Ottawa about the unfairness 
of the racist policies against Chinese immigrants, and she was the only 
woman in the delegation, and because Diefenbaker was such a 
gentleman he insisted that she sit next to him, and he was deaf in the right 
ear so everything that the head of the delegation said he’d kind of turn to 
her and say, what did he say, so she ended up becoming like having the 
left hand of Diefenbaker, and I think that those lobbying efforts did lead to 
the repeal of the tax and some really significant changes to immigration 
law.  Oh, so, this is Elda “Bun” Smith, who is, I’m gonna say it wrong, a 
Haudenosaunee potter and one of several people that were really 
important in rebuilding the pot, the traditional pottery in that community in 
the Six Nations Reserve, so they had been on their own kind of looking at 
potters that were everywhere on the Reserve and trying to figure out what 
were these traditional techniques that had been used because there had 
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been a kind of gap in that knowledge being passed on and then they 
revived the traditions and she started her own studio, which then was, she 
taught her son how to become a potter, and her granddaughter has 
carried on that tradition, as well, and her granddaughter is a dancer and 
choreographer, Sandy Smith, who is an amazing and remarkable woman, 
so.  There’s this, it was really important to me, I wanted to include a 
creative tradition of the First Nations people on that land to acknowledge 
that there’s just been this really long and unbroken chain of women doing 
creative, important creative, work on that land that’s now Toronto, so I’m 
very honored that Sandy gave me permission to include her grandmother, 
images of her grandmother, in the work, in the show.   There’s another 
photograph of Elda “Bun” Smith.   

Michelle Jacques: So, Carol, I’m hoping that in your discussion of Peggy Anne we actually 
answered a question that came up.  Somebody was just asking who she 
was and about her millinery business, so I think you’ve touched on that.  
We’ve got about right about 7 minutes to the hour, so there’s certainly time 
to run over a little if other people have questions.   

Carol Sawyer: I can say more about Peggy Anne, though.  She, like her business was a 
wholesale business and then so they sold their hats at boutiques 
throughout, across Canada and I think they had a dedicated sort of Peggy 
Anne boutique in Eatons and some other major department stores, but 
they didn’t have a storefront kind of presence, but, yeah, so I hope that 
answers it, but there’s lots of really wonderful images at the Ontario 
Jewish Archives.  Her niece donated a scrapbook which includes pictures, 
great photographs, pressed photographs, clippings, and, you know, you 
could arrange to go to the Ontario Jewish Archives and see that material 
once everything’s open again.   

Michelle Jacques: Maybe just one more prompt in closing.  The last time we spoke I 
mentioned just sort of how inspired I was by your sort of renegade art 
historical methods because at the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria I’m 
responsible for a collection which, as you mentioned, has lots of women 
artists in it.  I think it’s because it’s such a, it’s a community where 
everybody knows an artist.  People hang on to their mother’s and 
grandmother’s stuff and it eventually gets donated to us but with very little 
information, and in a kind of more mainstream art historical practice that 
work would stay in the basement until we had the time to research it more 
deeply, and your work with Natalie just sort of provided a beautiful context 
for bringing the work out of the basement and, as I mentioned, one of the 
paintings that you included in the Vancouver Art Gallery show by Vera 
Weatherbie is now a much sought after painting with conflicting loan 
requests for it, so I’m interested in that, you know, the rationale for 
showing work before we know everything about it.  I’m also really 
interested in how much information you were able to find about the women 
from Toronto, many of whom are not sort of straightforward visual artists.  
They’re operating outside of the realm of visual art.  So, it’s two, kind of 
two, a double-sided question, one about throwing aside the expectations 
of art history and the other side of that is about breaking down its 
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parameters and opening up the way we look at creative histories, 
particularly amongst women.   

Carol Sawyer: Right.  Well, to start with, thinking about like the works that I included in 
the, from the AGGV collection and the Vancouver Art Gallery collection of 
lesser known women, there is an amazing local historian named Gary 
Sim, who has made it his longtime project to compile a database of all the 
artists in BC.  Like, any mention, however minor, so he’ll, like any artist 
that graduated from the Vancouver School of Art, even if you can only find 
one little listing of some little show they had, he records it, so he was a 
huge inspiration and help, and, yeah, I think that not being an art historian 
I didn’t, you know, I didn’t have that barrier or not being a curator I just sort 
of bombed ahead and broke rules I didn’t know existed in terms of 
needing to provide more context, but I was looking at the list of graduates 
from the Vancouver School of Art, and there was just all these women and 
I was like where, you know, where did they go, what did they do, they 
were mostly women, and part of the answer, you know, came to me 
recently.  There’s a show on at the Vancouver Art Gallery of sort of more 
applied art, furniture, clothing, jewelry, a lot of design work, and a lot of 
women in that show doing amazing things.  I think often women, 
especially if they were parents, they had to earn a living and so they, if 
they were, you know, to be something as impractical as an easel painter is 
not an option for most people unless you’re independently wealthy.  So, 
like a lot of women who are very creative and artistic find a way to kind of 
make that work with being a parent, with feeding their kids, and, you know, 
trying to keep housed and well, so they might, you know, become a 
milliner or, you know, run a restaurant, or, I just wanted to honor like the 
incredible creativity that so many women have always had in these less 
high status kinds of work that has traditionally been considered women’s 
work but, and then getting back to your question about bringing these 
things out of the storage room, I mean, I’m just so glad they’re there to 
bring out.  There’s so much work still to be done on some of these artists.  
I mean, you have a painting by Molly Carter.  It’s the only painting I’ve 
found by Molly Carter, but there’s all sorts of drawings of Molly Carter by 
Irene Hoffar Reid because they were friends and they shared a studio, so 
you start to get a sense of this community of women that were 
encouraging each other and posing for each other and then that, that just 
was a beautiful thing to be able to bring into the show because it sort of 
refutes this mythology of the lone male genius.  I mean, it’s like art is very 
conversational and it comes so often out of community and having friends 
that are, you know, helping you and egging you on to doing interesting 
things, and, yeah.  I’m glad that painting is getting asked for a lot.  It’s a 
great painting.   

Michelle Jacques:   I am reminded by Nate Love, I mean, he didn’t remind me of this but his 
question reminds me of this that this project at the Koffler is a 
collaboration with the Contact Festival, so there are some photography 
fans in the audience, and Nate would like to know who your favorite 
photographer is and why.   
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Carol Sawyer:   Oh wow. That’s a hard question.  I think I really fell in love with 
photography when I had, the first time I was asked to teach the history of 
photography, and I kind of love so many different photographers and I love 
the, I love vernacular photography, I love, you know, I love bad 
photographs, I love good photographs.  I mean, I’m obviously a big Man 
Ray fan in his work, not of his person because he seemed like kind of not 
a nice guy when I learned about him, but certainly a really, really amazing 
photographer.  Yeah, I don’t know.  That’s a hard question.  I mean, I’m 
like such a magpie like I use Pinterest a lot and I’m just always collecting 
images and like looking at things, and I think that’s one thing I love in 
artists and photographers where you can sort of see their pleasure in 
looking and noticing things and how even after taking pictures for all your 
life you can still be surprised by what the camera sees.  I’m a big fan of 
street photography.  I’m just, I kinda don’t have a lot of names on the tip of 
my tongue.  Yeah, I don’t really have an all time favorite.  I’m very eclectic.  
Yeah, I just like all kinds of stuff.   

Michelle Jacques: Thank you.  Another question has come in from Georgianna who wants to 
take us back to the question of art history and rethinking art history, and 
she asks what is your thinking about the role of taste in deciding who 
makes it into the books?     

Carol Sawyer: Yeah, that’s interesting, I mean, because taste is socially constructed, isn’t 
it?  You know, it’s like specific, it’s culturally specific and it can be even 
regionally quite specific, and there can be particular tastemakers within a 
community that can end up being very influential about who, what artists 
get collected or shown or, you know, and then there could be fashions in 
terms of what kind of work gets shown, and then there could be reactions 
against, and there’s like things that meet the current high esthetic and 
then rebel against, you know, so art is always kind of eating itself and 
refuting itself, so it’s definitely, yeah, I think taste and fashion, you know, 
can’t be ignored or somehow think that fine art is immune from those 
things, but they can be regional, even I think now in the era of like internet 
connection and global travel.  Curators have influence in an institution, 
and acquisition committees make decisions about what gets acquired, and 
there can be pressure from, you know, commercial galleries that are cool, 
like not just a gallery, not just the artist that is cool, but a gallery can be 
cool, and that can lead to like different kinds of work being foregrounded, 
but, you know, everything comes around and shifts all the time so I think 
as an artist I don’t trust being influenced by what might seem cool, but I do 
feel like I really have to trust what I love, like that was so obvious to me 
over time with the Natalie Brettschneider work because I really didn’t think 
anybody would care.  I thought nobody’s gonna understand this, nobody’s 
gonna want this, but I’m just gonna do this for my own pleasure, and when 
I really trusted that then I was so surprised like other people responded.  
Like, I’ve never been able to be very strategic with my practice or think oh, 
this is what’s cool now I should make work like that, like that’s never been 
any help whatsoever, but, you know, I’m sure it’s part of the curator’s job 
to set sort of what is the conversation, what are important ideas that are 
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circulating, and then in that way what’s kind of important and cool in that 
way to, you know, but maybe you wanna answer that question, Michelle.   

Michelle Jacques: Well, I’ll answer it in short by saying that it was very, it has been a very 
interesting move for me moving from the Art Gallery of Ontario to the Art 
Gallery of Greater Victoria, and the thing that I love about the Art Gallery 
of Greater Victoria is just being able to completely sort of revel in weird 
local stories and not have to worry about what’s cool because I’m on an 
island.  Yeah, the questions are kind of coming in fast and furious now.  
I’m gonna give you the next one that is short so that you can answer it and 
I can read the other paragraph long questions so that I know what I’m 
asking you.  So, from Brian, what cameras do you use?   

Carol Sawyer:   Oh, I use all kinds of cameras.  I have a Hasselblad and I like using that, 
and I have an old, I had for a long time a little old Mamiya, I like 2¼ 
format, and that’s like one of those cameras you look down, and then I got 
rid of it and then recently a friend gave me another one because I missed 
it.  I have an old Pentax 35 mm.  I have a vintage camera I got in a swap 
meet that I use a lot for Natalie Brettschneider that’s like an old 2¼ format 
and it opens up and then you pull out these bellows and it’s great and it’s 
like really, really dusty inside so like all the negatives like really cruddy, so 
that’s what I shot the picture of Nellie Duke’s house with and quite a lot of 
other, and then I’ve got a digital SLR now that I use, but, yeah, I’ve never, 
and I’ve shot with 4x5 but I think I’m not patient enough.  Yeah, I’m not, I 
guess I’m sort of more of an emotional photographer than a technical 
photographer, like things like that kinda drive me crazy like I try to learn 
what I need to know to do what I need to do and then if I feel like I can’t 
then I hire people to shoot stuff for me.   

Michelle Jacques: Okay, well, speaking of emotion, Amy says I work with artist archives and I 
love the terrain you are exploring with Natalie Brettschneider.  The project 
is so joyful and loving, but now that you have conjured her, I also feel the 
absence of Natalie in the real archives.  Do you ever feel there is 
something wistful about the project?   

Carol Sawyer: Oh, yeah, that’s a lovely question.  Thank you for that.  For sure, yeah, 
there is something kind of wistful in it because I think that, you know, what 
I’m trying to do is to make people wonder well, who else was out there 
doing really interesting things that I don’t know about, you know.  It’s like it 
does encourage, I think, people to question the monolithic nature of art 
history or the, you know, the cannon and start wondering well, huh, you 
know, what has been lost or what might never have, what interesting 
things might have been made that I don’t know anything about, and, you 
know, there is a sense of potential loss that institutions have been so 
dominated by a kind of Eurocentric male vision of art history that 
interesting artists have not been collected in the way that they deserve to 
be, and, yeah, there’s a sense of loss about that and, you know, anger, 
too, like to think, like, and people that didn’t even become artists because 
they were told that they couldn’t because of who they were.  It’s like I’m 
just super stubborn.  When people say you can’t sing and make art, well, it 
turns out it’s really hard, that’s true, but I was just stubborn where I 



 

 17 

thought well, I just felt like I needed to, like the answers that I needed to 
find were gonna come to me by being stubborn and continuing on that 
path that I set for myself, so, yeah, I think that’s a really good question 
because any time people have been excluded then you think, well, what 
riches have we been denied.   

Michelle Jacques: Well, your whole curatorial fan base is here tonight because the next 
comment and question is from Heather Anderson.   

Carol Sawyer: Hi, Heather!   
Michelle Jacques: Heather says as you described your practice interlaces your training and 

singing improv, acting, performing, photography, and more, and in 
creating the Natalie Brettschneider archive you adeptly wear the hat of 
archivist, renegade art historian, and curator.  It is such a rich project 
offering so many avenues of inquiry and collaboration.  Congratulations.  
Concurrently, you have produced many other projects, so the question is, 
has Natalie influenced other bodies of your work?   

Carol Sawyer: Oh, what a nice question.  Thank you, Heather.  Well, I find that every 
time, well, especially because Natalie Brettschneider has gotten more and 
more and more complicated and there has become an increasingly large 
research component for these last four shows, so what happens is that I’ll 
feel like she’s basically eaten my life.  It’s like Natalie Brettschneider has 
eaten my life and I’m walking around trying to hold all this information in 
my head and it’s just like oh my god, why do I do this, and I come up with 
spreadsheets and I have research assistants and I have papers 
everywhere and I’m trying to like, you know, take this mountain of 
research and kind of narrow it down, so it’s like eating a mountain, eating 
an elephant, so, so after I finish a big project with her I always am like 
desperate to do something else, so I suppose in that way it has influenced 
my practice because then I wanna do something totally different.  She’s 
just, she’s working, yeah, that’s just like oh what tangled web you weave 
when first you set out to deceive.  It’s like I have to not contradict myself 
and then if I’m including all these real people I’ve really gotta make sure 
that I get it right, as right as I can, and, yeah, so I’ve been doing, every 
time I work on her I do something else.  So, I’ve had all kinds of major 
productions that I’ve done in the 22 years of video projects and large 
bodies of work and photographic work and performances of all kinds, and, 
yeah, so I usually don’t have a back-to-back Natalie Brettschneider-
Natalie Brettschneider thing because I usually have to do something else 
in between, so I’m just trying to start a body of work of portraits of other 
people right now, and this feels very new, and then I have a very 
ambitious 4-channel montage video that I made a couple years ago called 
I Attempt From Love’s Sickness to Fly, in Vain in which my friend, C. Lee, 
who is an opera singer, and Pat Unruh, as a viola da gamba player, are 
performing an aria, and it’s like a Sisyphean loop.  Anyways, when we 
shot it, the camera rental place gave us these really, really high end 
cameras because they liked the project and they’re like these hardly ever 
go out, why don’t shoot it in 4K, and that turned out to be like kind of made 
these huge files, so I’m just, a friend is finally re-color correcting it for me 
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so I’m hoping to be able to get that out in the world because I love that 
project, so, yeah, like I’ve done a lot of other work in between Natalie 
Brettschneider pieces, and I, now that we’ve got this beautiful book I’m 
hoping that I might put Natalie Brettschneider to sleep for a while, you 
know, like it’s like this, so, this book, thank you for being the point person 
on making this happen, Heather, is out now, and it’s a collaboration 
between the Carlton University Art Gallery, the Art Gallery of Greater 
Victoria, the Vancouver Art Gallery, and the Koffler, and it’s a wonderful 
way to kind of contain the work because there’s such a narrative and 
complicated kind of textual kind of component to the work, and there’s a 
lovely essay by Erin Silver, lots of good reproductions, so you can get this 
catalog at any of the galleries or online from the Art Gallery of Greater 
Victoria and the VAG shops, so that’s my plug.  So, yes, now that I have a 
book, I’ve started thinking okay maybe I’m done and there’s no more 
Natalie Brettschneider, but every time I’ve said this somebody asks me an 
interesting question that I wanna answer, so that may come up again, but 
I’m hoping to get a break for a little bit.   

Michelle Jacques: There are just a couple more questions, and I think we should try and 
address them before closing off, so Nate, oh, two questions turns to three 
so easily, Nate, the photography fan, would like you to talk a little bit about 
the technical side of your photography.   

Carol Sawyer: Well, I mean, when you’re making an archive that you’re claiming was 
shot mostly in the early parts of the 20th century and over the course of, 
you know, basically almost 80 years, the challenges to make photographs 
that are materially, convincingly materially diverse and could seem like 
they were shot from, you know, any time from 1912 to 1986, so that’s 
challenging, and I, you know, like I said, I ended up teaching the history of 
photography several different times at Emily Carr, and that was very 
helpful, and just really spending time in archives and looking at the 
material quality of photographs, the paper, the lens apparitions, the dirt, 
you know, like just trying to be as observant as possible, and it’s very 
challenging to make a convincing eclectic archive that looks like it was 
shot by all kinds of different people and then to be in so many of the 
photographs and look all these different ages, you know, so there’s like 
lots of crazy challenges, and, yeah, I feel like I am always in danger of 
repeating myself, and I’ve got a big back archive of, you know, outtakes, 
so it’s like, yeah, as much a challenge in front of the camera as behind the 
camera because I think it’s, people really, their willingness to go along with 
a story is really incredible, like I just, I keep encountering people’s desire 
to believe in her and willingness to go along with the story and so with that 
kind of generosity there you just have to not take people out so it’s, it 
hasn’t been that much of a challenge technically, like a lot of the prints I 
shot with my Hasselblad and then I just cropped them to look like a 4x5 or 
I sand the negatives or I just do something in post because now I’ve been 
putting most things digital, but other people have shot for me, too, like that 
photograph in Banff.  Sarah Fuller shot that for me.  So, then that adds to 
the eclecticism, as well, but, honestly, I feel like I’m kinda, you know, more 
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than once I’ve thought I’m just out of new tricks, like I have no, I’m just 
repeating myself here.   

Michelle Jacques: Okay.  Laura, and I know Laura, and I realize that I don’t know how to 
pronounce her last name, Tuller or Taylor, so hi, Laura, would like to know 
how your singing practice affects the methodology of your visual art 
practice, or which aspects of singing do you feel help the ways in which 
you make visual art?   

Carol Sawyer: Right, well, that’s interesting because that’s part of Laura’s practice, too.  
You know, I’m not sure.  I’m more conscious of how my improvisation 
training has affected my art practice, but, you know, singing, especially, 
you know we both have a background in classical singing, and it’s precise, 
and it’s physical, and it’s very emotional.  I mean, it’s just like it uses 
everything about you, singing classical music.  It’s very virtuosic and 
challenging to do it well, and so you really have to be in your body and you 
really have to be grounded, and that’s very helpful in everything else, I 
think, you know, like it’s like to be present and to really be in your body 
when you’re trying to make work.  I mean, there’s all kinds of roots to that 
and people get there other ways, but I think that’s what comes up for me 
about singing, and it’s very emotional and it’s very high risk behavior, I 
mean, you just like you can, you gotta go big or go home like you’re 
singing opera.  You can’t sort of half do it.  So, I think it might have made 
me a braver person and also like, you know, so when you hang around 
with like opera singers it’s like you really, when you study opera it really 
opens you up emotionally  like you can’t be, you might be shy in your own 
life, but you have to be willing to like be big and to really, you know, 
experience big emotions and express them but also how to be nuanced.  I 
mean, it’s like really challenging, really challenging to do well or even to do 
badly it’s challenging.  So, and then music is very collaborative, so even, 
you know, you’re always, you’re always like that all that nonverbal 
communication and spatial sense it’s just all really useful for being a visual 
artist, also, and working in video and that sense of timing, that sense that 
there is time, but I, you know, I’m probably like you, can’t separate it out, 
so I’m not sure exactly what it would be like to not have a music 
background or a singing background.  So, I don’t know.   

Michelle Jacques: Well, Carol, I am getting the nod from Mona that we should bring things to 
a conclusion now.  For a moment it seemed like we weren’t going to get 
any questions and now we’re actually leaving questions unanswered, 
which feels a little sad, but we are at the 90 minute mark.  Amazing how 
much wonderful information you’ve shared with us during this discussion.  
I will maybe, even if we can’t answer Corinna’s question we can conclude 
with her observation that in this last show it really is a very sort of 
wonderful evolution of the project that you have brought all of these 
BIPOC women to the story and she’s particularly interested in how your 
relationship with Surinder manifests not just in the exhibition but really in 
your historical telling of Natalie Brettschneider’s life and isn’t that a 
wonderful thing to think about these interactions and relationships existing 
not just now but in history.  So, I don’t know if you want to say a 
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concluding thing about that.   
Carol Sawyer: Well, thank you for that question, Corinna.  I’ve also worked with Corinna 

on a wonderful iteration of the show that was in Montreal that was great, 
but that was early like when there was like 12 photographs in the whole 
archive, and look what’s happened since then.  Yes, this is a very 
interesting ask from the Koffler to really examine my own privilege and 
Natalie Brettschneider’s privilege as a white woman and to look at women 
who came from BIPOC communities, women of color, queer women, and 
who had significantly more difficult barriers in most cases to access to 
being an artist and being recognized as an artist, and it was a really 
challenging question, and it was really a fruitful one, and I’ve been like 
very, very touched actually by just all the people I’ve met who have shared 
stories of their aunts and their mothers and of the kinds of sacrifices that 
they had to make to be artists or the ways that they just sort of multitasked 
and raised families and had businesses also had art practices as opera 
singers or traditional Cantonese opera singers, I mean, it’s just like the 
women in the show are so accomplished, the things that they took on and 
that they did and the determination that they showed in carving out a world 
for themselves as an artist were quite humbling for me, you know, 
because in some ways Natalie Brettschneider is kind of silly like, I have 
quite, I’m not, I can think maybe she can seem a bit flippant but that’s just 
kind of me coming through, and I just, the weight of the responsibility I felt 
towards these real women and getting their stories right and making sure 
that their families would be happy with how she is contextualized in the 
show was quite a tightrope because I didn’t want anybody, because the 
story of Natalie is fictional, I didn’t want them, people who visited the 
show, to think these other women were fictional, so how do you balance 
that mixture of truth and fiction, and Mona was wonderful and helped me 
in figuring that out, so I’ve learned a lot from this iteration, and the 
generosity of Surinder is like I have, I think I have to be in it, I mean, it was 
just like yes, okay, I mean, that was amazing, and her contribution I think 
really brings the whole narrative into like different stakes that are in the 
present, and the show is just so much more complex and interesting 
because of the question that Mona asked me and the contributions of 
these families and these women, so I’m really grateful for that.  I don’t 
know where that’s gonna lead me.  Like I said, I’m always at a point after 
I’ve done a show that I’m kind of exhausted, so I’ll maybe need to let this 
germinate, but, yeah, if somebody comes again with an interesting 
question or would like to take this particular iteration of the show 
somewhere else I’d be delighted to share this work with more people, but 
at this point I’m just like kind of exhausted again with Brettschneider.  
She’s like, she’s like I walk around feeling like I can’t get through doors 
because I’m carrying so much in my head, so I need to put her down for a 
while.   

Michelle Jacques: Well, that seems like a perfect place to end.  We should let Carol go and 
get some rest.   

Carol Sawyer: Well, thank you so much for your lovely thoughtful questions, Michelle, 
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and also people who typed them in.  That’s really nice to have this show in 
Toronto.  I’m super excited about it, and it’s wonderful to feel this group of 
four shows kind of come to this conclusion or this different place again, 
and I’m really pleased to be sharing it with people in Toronto, so I hope 
people will share their comments with me.  You can always send me a 
comment through my website of what you thought the show was or what 
touched you.  I’m interested how it’s landing because I’m not there to hear 
directly.     

 
 


