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Extended Breathing in the Rivera Frescos, 2013-2014, chromogenic print, 49 x 54 inches 
 
There is a smart irony in the title 
co-curators Georgiana Uhlyarik and 
Sophie Hackett have chosen for 
this retrospective exhibition. Called 
“Introducing Suzy Lake,” it includes 
over 50 works from 1970 to the 
present. A retrospective isn’t 
normally considered an 
introduction, especially for an artist 
who has been making important 
work for more than four decades, 

but the name tells the tale. In the 
case of Suzy Lake, contemporary 
art history has had to go back in 
time to recognize her present 
achievement.  
 
From the Beginning she was 
interested in the places where 
pictorial formats crossed over into 
one another. Are You Talking to 
Me?, 1979, exists somewhere 
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between painting and photography, 
as well as between cinema and wall 
art; Choreographed puppets, 1976-
77, uses a theatrical frame to 
investigate the tensions between 
being controlled and assuming 
agency; Miss Chatelaine, 1973, 
shifts along a line that includes 
fashion and mime; and 
Choreography and the Rope Trick, 
1976, mixes drawing and 
photography. 
 
On Stage, which she re-visioned 
between 1972-76, collapses fashion 
photography, performance and 
advertising in a low-tech slide 
presentation that ‘pictures’ how 
women viewed themselves and 
were seen by society in the early to 
mid-’70s. Most recently in 
Performing Haute Couture, 2014, 
she has filtered her early interest in 
fashion through the lens of the 
work on aging on which she has 
concentrated since 2001.  
 
In Confrontation: the Shadow or 
the Wall, 1984, the artist wields a 
sledgehammer with which she 
seems about to attack the looming 
and overlarge image of her own 
shadow. “The double reading I was 
interested in, Lake says, “is that 
the ghosts of oneself come to 
haunt us.” What this necessary and 
game-chafing exhibition does is to 
introduce us to some ghosts who 
have been around, unrecognized, 
for too long a time. Bringing them 
together is a fortunate haunting. 
 
The following interview is collaged 
from two conversations. The first 
occurred on May 22, 2013, when 
Suzy Lake was preparing for 
“Whose Gaze Is It Now?,” a survey 
exhibition at the Art Gallery of 

Grande Prairie form June 7 to 
September 8, 2013. The second 
took place when she was in the 
final preparations for her 
retrospective called “Introducing 
Suzy Lake,” on exhibition at the Art 
Gallery of Ontario from November 
5, 2014 to March 22, 2015.  
 
BORDER CROSSING: How much 
was your sensibility shaped by 
living in Detroit in the ‘60s? Did 
your political self get 
constructed early on in the 
States? 
SUZY LAKE: Yes. It sounds like a 
social history lesson but my father 
was an American fly boy in World 
War II and I was raised, following 
the war, inside the American 
dream. It was the McCarthy era so 
everything was really conservative 
and when I was entering high 
school you could see how unfair 
thins were; the cracks in that 
dream were visible. While I had 
heard about civil rights when I was 
younger, I had no sense what that 
actually meant. But other voices 
were starting to speak out, like 
Lenny Bruce and a bit later the folk 
movement and Dylan. In the early 
‘60s being in a city in the States 
was polarizing; you either dig your 
heels into the American dream or 
you became very political.  
 
Did Detroit force your hand and 
make you want to get out of 
America? 
On several different counts. I had 
worked really hard in civil rights 
and in local politics on racial issues, 
but unfortunately that burned out 
in the riots and the voice in the 
community very quickly turned 
corrupt because no one had any 
experience with power. So I was  
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Extending Breathing at the World Trade 
Centre, 2012-2014, chromogenic print, 
113.03 x 152.4cm 
 
disillusioned. I still believed in the 
movement and in racial equality 
and I worked in the Jeffries 
Projects with ghetto women—the 
inequality for women in the ghetto 
in the early ‘60s was unfathomable. 
There was also the protest against 
the Vietnam War. My decision early 
on was to leave Detroit because 
the art community, which had a 
small and delicate core, just wasn’t 
able to grow. I knew I had to go 
somewhere else and I was thinking 
of New York, but the situation with 
the Vietnam War made me choose 
Montreal instead. I was still 
thinking of myself as a 
painter/printmaker. My training at 
Wayne State University was formal, 
almost to the point of being 
classical, but it was easy for me to 
move into reductive minimalism, 
which wasn’t available in Detroit 
when I left.  

Do you sense that your training 
as a painter, drawer and 
printmaker had a residual effect 
on the work you have done in 
photography and performance? 
I think it made quite an imprint on 
my photographs. When I take 
photographs, it’s more with a 
performance and drawing eye than 
with a photographic eye. My colour 
photographs are very aware of the 
colour that you learn when you’re a 
painter. During the conceptual 
period my cross to bear was 
maintaining the perceptual 
language that came from that early 
training. I was never trained as a 
photographer. I knew I was using 
techniques in the darkroom that a 
photographer would never use but 
a printmaker would, and I knew 
when I was recording 
performances, my criteria was how 
much the experience of the 
performance was still contained in 
the photograph. So the sensibility I 
was using with the camera was not 
part of traditional photography.  
 
You used your body in the 
Choreographies and other early 
work, but did you think of 
yourself as a body artist? 
Eventually I did, but when I first 
started doing performances in the 
studio I was inventing actions 
because I didn’t know that history 
yet. I may have been aware of the 
Judson Dance group and the 
Judson Theatre but there seemed 
to be certain issues that I was 
interested in fleshing out in terms 
of how they actually worked, not 
just two-dimensionally. So I would 
act them out. I printed a bolt of 
fabric with a dotted line on it to 
divide space. I wanted to know how 
could that actually work in space 
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and how it was different from the 
way Malevich would divide the 
canvas. If these dotted lines were 
actually bisecting the room, would 
that affect an audience 
behaviorally? In 1969 I actually 
shot a 16mm film with this fabric. I 
started performing to find out 
something and that was probably 
the healthiest thing I ever did. 
What I was doing was not called art 
at the time but I was getting 
excited by what I was learning. I 
always trusted that my work was 
going to ask a question. 
 
What gave you permission to 
manipulate the negatives in 
“Are You Talking to Me?” Did 
you do it because you didn’t 
know you shouldn’t do it? 
The question with “Are You Talking 
to Me?” was how could I make 
something on the wall that 
paralleled the cinematic experience 
I had when I watched Taxi Driver. I 
first photographed that idea of 
despair by self-hypnosis but it 
wasn’t enough. By 1974 I had 
already been printing large scale in 
Face Transformations, which were 
remarkably large for the time. So I 
knew what kind of scale I was 
going to be dealing with.  
 
What do you mean by “despair 
by self-hypnosis”? 
That does sound strange. When 
most people go through a difficult 
period they exercise some sense of 
dignity; they keep pulling 
themselves back or they look for 
the positive in trying to work 
through whatever problem they 
have. But the De Niro experience 
from Taxi Driver made me think, 
well, if something is bothering 
somebody and they nurture the 

dysfunction, they lose perspective 
with reality. I had to photograph 
myself a couple of times getting 
into that state, so the camera could 
record that loosening grasp on 
reality. The thing was, when I got 
the emotional experience right, it 
didn’t always look like that on film. 
So I took the shots that had lost 
integrity in terms of the 
performance. By heating and 
stretching the negatives, which I 
had done once before, I got the 
sense of moving in and out of 
reality that brought the photograph 
closer to the experience I was 
looking for. Then to push it further 
I actually painted the photographs 
with oil paint glazes to create a 
rhythm. When I laid them all out in 
small versions I could see that the 
shapes were creating an erratic 
rhythm, so I had to decide where 
to anchor it and where to pump up 
that tension with the colour ones.  
 
When did you first stretch a 
negative? 
When I was working on ImPositions 
at the AGO in 1978. The idea 
behind the show was the notion of 
being confined and the struggle to 
get out of that confinement. I 
photographed myself in an 
apartment locker room and the 
regular photographs felt like 
documentary evidence of my 
having been tied up. I was more 
interested in bringing out what that 
experience feels like. So I 
experimented by heating and 
stretching the negative.  In 
ImPositions and in “Are You Talking 
to Me?” what worked were the 
parts that were out of focus 
because the negative is three-
dimensional. Interestingly, that 
could never be done digitally today.  
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Performing Haute Couture #1, 2014, 
chromogenic print, 127 x 168.91 cm 
 
Were the negatives stable? 
Could you burn and stretch 
them to the point of destroying 
the negative the way Lucio 
Fontana’s cut canvases could 
fall apart? 
I did lose quite a few negatives but 
I got pretty knowledgeable about 
the relationship between heat and 
elasticity. I’m sure that celluloid is 
much more brittle than the other 
negatives I shot at the time but I 
still have them. I used a candle. 
 
What made you decide to tint 
them? 
I actually bleached out parts of the 
photographs and repainted them 
with glazed painting inks because I 
wanted a sense that the figure was 
being manipulated as experience 
and not as the art object. The 
reason I did the glazed painting 
technique is it no longer looks like 
a photograph and it doesn’t really 

look like a painting. The 
disorientation I wanted was where 
you ask what’s wrong, and what’s 
right here? 
 
One of the things that comes 
through in the titles you choose 
is that many of them speak to a 
desire for conversation: “Are 
You Talking to Me?”, the 
Proposition for a Conversation 
with the Audience, A One Hour 
(Zero) Conversation with Allan 
B. 
Choosing titles was probably the 
most painful thing that I went 
through. Certainly I was looking for 
strategies where I could get the 
audience to empathize with issues 
in the work rather than just 
illustrating them. How do I engage 
the audience so that some of the 
things I’m doing in the artwork 
become triggers for their own 
experience? That expressive base 
became unpopular at the end of 
the ‘70s or early ‘80s.  
 
One of the things you say in the 
notes to Proposition with the 
Audience that was included in 
the “Winnipeg Perspective: 
Photo/Extended Dimensions” 
exhibition at the WAG in 1979 
is that you want the piece to be 
theatrical enough to have a 
visual impact but you don’t 
want it to be so theatrical that 
it becomes separate. 
Proscenium-stage theatre is 
something you watch and I wanted 
my work to be something that the 
audience experiences. My interest 
was certainly in a conceptual 
narrative rather than a storyline 
narrative. I used perceptual 
strategies to provide the emotive 
quality and my performance was 



 
 

 

G	  E	  O	  R	  G	  I	  A	  	  S	  C	  H	  E	  R	  M	  A	  N	  	  P	  R	  O	  J	  E	  C	  T	  S	  ,	  	  I	  N	  C	  .	  	  	  1	  3	  3	  	  T	  E	  C	  U	  M	  S	  E	  T	  H	  	  STREET	  	  	  T	  O	  R	  O	  N	  T	  O	  	  	  ONT	  	  M	  6	  J	  	  2	  H	  2	  	  	  T	  .	  4	  1	  6	  	  5	  5	  4	  	  4	  1	  1	  2	  	  	  	  
W	  W	  W	  .	  G	  E	  O	  R	  G	  I	  A	  	  S	  C	  H	  E	  R	  M	  A	  N	  .	  C	  O	  M 
 

more or less a metaphor for the 
concepts I was playing with, 
whether they were concerned with 
identity or alienation.  
 
In your artist’s statement for 
that same exhibition you talked 
about an evolution in your work 
where the physical body 
becomes a metaphor for the 
psychological body. 
Definitely. When I started doing my 
aging work there wasn’t a lot being 
done on aging; the focus was more 
on the body. I was challenging 
those psychological pratfalls either 
by addressing taboos or social 
conventions that really affect 
women, and I wanted to dismantle 
them. By using my body it looked 
like it was about the body but its 
real subject was the psychological 
and cultural effects those things 
have on us.  
 
Obviously, the question of who 
“gets to pull the strings” 
becomes a central one in much 
of your work.  
Yes. You asked about my being 
politicized in Detroit. The basis of 
my work is trying to figure out the 
nature of the power dynamic that is 
going on. Figuring that out is 
usually the first stage in resolving 
it. Once you know what that 
opposition is and once you know 
what that resistance is, you can 
formulate an action to address it.  
 
This question of figuring out 
the power dynamic is critical in 
a piece like Choreographed 
Puppet, 1976-77. It’s an 
ambiguous piece because 
you’re seduced by the beauty of 
the images and then you catch 
yourself in the realization that 

what you’re responding to is a 
woman being manipulated by 
two men inside a theatrical 
state. How did you view this 
piece in relation to this idea of 
power dynamics? 
It is a piece I always go back to 
because for me it is such a clear 
distillation of power dynamics. 
What I was specifically interested 
in was creating a piece where the 
audience could understand what it 
feels like when the rug is pulled out 
from underneath them. This is a 
case where I’m ‘naming’ a problem. 
The experience in doing the piece 
guided how I decided which 
negatives I as going to print; I 
chose negatives that stood more 
for what that experience was like. 
Because there was nothing I could 
do to protect myself when I was 
actually in that situation. When the 
bomb drops or when something 
bad happens in your life there is a 
moment where you’re just 
suspended and you have no ground 
to stand on. I was very interested 
in personifying that powerlessness 
moment in a power dynamic. It’s 
important to realize that the puppet 
stand is definitely a construct and 
because it’s inside a room, that 
powerlessness is perceived as 
metaphor. As well, there are a lot 
of shots I didn’t use where women 
were the puppeteers but it was so 
physically exhausting to pull me 
around that the men tended to be 
up there longer. I have vintage 
prints with Renée Van Halm being 
one of the puppeteers and Angela 
Grauerholz was also a puppeteer at 
on point.  
 
In a piece of criticism from 
1990, Gail Fisher-Taylor says 
you’re your own victim. Was 
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that part of the dynamic 
operating inside those pieces? 
No. The idea of victim was 
something I wanted to work past. I 
was more interested in the idea of 
empowerment. The other thing is 
that it was my decision to be in the 
photograph and the artist’s choice 
has nuances that mediate the idea 
of victim. It becomes much more of 
a signifier of the artist’s muse.  
 
In the “Transformation” series, 
you basically transform into 
someone else. How many 
images were there in the 
series? 
Seven or nine. A lot of the choice of 
who to become was arbitrary. All of 
them were people whom I admired 
enough to have learned something 
from, whether it was picking up 
their mannerisms, or the way they 
problem solved. Oftentimes we 
don’t realize the imprint that an 
experience, or people, have on us 
until after the fact. My choosing 
each of them was meant to be a 
tribute. They were friends from the 
States.  
 
They become very unusual 
transformations. Did you want 
the separate identities to be 
readable even though a new 
person emerged from that 
combination? 
Well, the structure I had was that 
the new person who emerged was 
me developing, with their features. 
It was both fun and scary when I 
was working in the darkroom. 
Because I did them in a bit of an 
ass-backwards way, I was 
registering them in the darkroom 
the way a printmaker would, and 
changing negatives. So I wouldn’t 

know what I was going to look like 
until I pulled the prints through the 
developer and the different 
chemistries. Sometimes it was a 
real shock. Because I grew up tall, 
skinny and with long stringy hair I 
never thought of myself as being 
vain, but when I saw myself as 
someone else there was a sense of 
violation. I realized how much we 
identified with what we look like, or 
what we think we look like.  
 
I believe you when you say 
you’re not vain but one of the 
fascinating things about On 
Stage, 1972-76, is the various 
chameleon-like characters you 
assume. Were the ideas for the 
poses- a vamp, a woman 
wearing a beret, the elegant 
woman in a bank building—
taken form fashion 
photography? 
Yes. I was looking for the 
archetype and mimicking it. Also, if 
you look carefully, there is 
something not quite professional in 
either the photograph or my pose 
in most of them. 
 
The work you did using make-
up, particularly the “Co-Ed 
Magazine” series, looks like 
you’re having a good deal of 
fun. 
When I was doing that make-up 
work, I would talk to my friend who 
was helping me with the camera 
work, so I’d be animated in the 
way a normal person would be 
when they’re doing something. 
Although I was dealing with the 
construct of identity, what I know 
from mime is that it’s the body that 
really defines character, so I loved 
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Are You Talking to Me?, 1979, gelatin silver prints (4) and chromogenic prints (2), various 
dimensions. 
 
it when there was a tension 
between the construct of whiteface 
and the betrayal of true character 
by the animation.  
 
When you use the name Miss 
Chatelaine in one of your pieces 
I’m reminded that the Canadian 
magazine was a kind of 
wannabe Vogue. It was naive 
and unsophisticated. Were the 
things that were wrong with 
the photographs in On Stage 
wrong because you didn’t know 
how to correct them, or wrong 
because that’s how you wanted 
them to look? 
I knew the set-up was not specific 
enough to be finished like a Vogue 
magazine shoot. I didn’t want to do 
anything deliberately professional 
because I still wanted the reference 
of mimicry. What we were 
supposed to be was imprinted on 
all of us girls who grew up in the 
‘50s. 
 
Why the slide presentation 
format? 
I was thinking of the control that 
magazines and the media have 

over images. My uncle owned Ross 
Ray Incorporated, which was 
Chrysler advertising, so I had been 
in those offices and I knew they sat 
at those long tables with a slide 
projector firing off images to look 
for the girl who is going to sit on 
the car. My idea was to present it 
the way it was being presented in 
an advertising office, in a yea-or-
nay format. The funny thing is that 
in America’s Tope Model there are 
sections that are very much like 
that now.  
 
How much was the work in On 
Stage about parody and 
critique? 
For me what was important then, 
and this may be why the piece has 
survived, is the fact that there was 
pressure for women to conduct 
themselves in that manner. With all 
the social change that happened in 
the ‘60s and early ‘70s it was like 
we had become someone else. We 
may not have known who that 
someone else was, but we knew 
who we weren’t. My interest in 
parody was to invert who we were.  
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How did you decide what would 
be the best form for the work to 
take? 
I would have an idea for a shoot 
and then when I saw the images 
I’d decide on the format. I used the 
storyboard format to show the 
development of the whiteface and 
the make-up without providing a 
storyline narrative. The piece I did 
just before “Are You Talking to 
Me?” was called Something, 
Nothing and Everything. It may in 
fact be the prototype where I’m 
talking to the camera against a 
pockmarked wall, so in order for 
the viewer to deal with the 
emotional changes in this 
conversation I printed it very, very 
long. It is probably about a 30 foot 
long piece in three sections. It was 
one thing to stand back and look at 
the whole piece but the viewer 
could actually walk along with it, as 
if they were talking with somebody 
and listening to that conversation. 
So some of the questions I was 
asking were about format, about 
what’s established in the image and 
where it’s going. I wanted the 
format to carry further than it had 
before.  
 
You include images of yourself 
at various ages in On Stage. 
What determined the rhythm 
and contour of that piece? 
The slide show was actually made 
three times. The first time it was 
only the fashion photographs and 
the response was that it was 
narcissistic. People didn’t 
understand what I was doing. For 
the second version I added the text 
plus the photographs of me when I 
was younger and it fell flat again. 
Finally, I added the shots of me 
with whiteface. It still never got an 

engaged response in the ‘70s, 
which is probably why I lost the 
slide show when I moved to 
Toronto. I never brought the slides 
with me, but I do have the 
negatives.  
 
Martha Hanna called the 
Confrontation work a “critical 
act of self-reflection” in the 
Canadian Museum of 
Contemporary Photography 
(CMCP) catalogue. At the time 
of making was this a reflection 
on where you were in your own 
work?  
Well, the double reading I was 
interested in is that ghosts of 
oneself comes to haunt us. The 
thing is the drawing is actually 
done on the wall, so the idea is 
that the ghost identifying with the 
architecture is opposed to the fire. 
I like the internal and external 
possibilities of that image.  
 
I am interested in your decision 
to make drawings based on the 
performative photographs in 
Sequestered Rope Trick.  
I missed drawing and I don’t draw 
as often as I’d like to. It was as 
simple as that. Certainly 
Choreography and the Rope Trick 
was done much before the time of 
Choreographed Puppets, where the 
control is in the hands of someone 
else. By showing the photographs 
and drawings together, because 
they are by the artist’s hand, the 
drawings announce the 
construction of something that 
goes beyond the photograph as a 
document of an activity.  
 
So the drawing was a 
reclamation of authority and 
power in a sense? 
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That’s why I came back at you with 
the idea that the artist does have 
some authority in Choreographed 
Puppets. It’s not exclusively bout a 
victim.  
 
When you say early on in On 
Stage that we role play every 
day of our lives, is that also the 
case with later works, like 
Dance to Life, Peonies and the 
Lido and the Extended Breath 
light boxes? Are those also 
recognitions of role playing in 
which the body is being used as 
an instrument for that 
representation? 
I find I have less expectation to 
play a role as an older person than 
when I was younger. The aging 
work is angry in terms of 
assumptions that being older 
means you are non-competitive 
and past your prime. So some work 
is still angry, like the facial hair 
work. But because I feel freer from 
role playing, I can do something as 
minimal as standing and breathing 
for an hour and know that is 
interesting. Then the question 
becomes, how can I make that 
interesting to an audience? 
 
You sense you have more 
freedom now? That has been 
one of your quests all along. 
Even before the “Wack!” show in LA 
I was actively teaching, my 
students were doing good work and 
they didn’t look like my disciples, 
and I had the respect of doing work 
over an extended period of time. 
Those accomplishments help with 
this sense of freedom, but in terms 
of gender issues, the fact that the 
art and media world is so focused 
on the young meant that I almost 

got to be whom I wanted to be by 
default.  
 
Do you sense a different tone in 
work like Peonies and the Lido, 
2002, which has easily fit into 
the category of feminist art? 
You mentioned anger and 
maybe that is one of the things 
I’m getting at.  
I do sense that my work is 
emotionally different than it was 15 
or 20 years ago. With the exception 
of a few pieces my work is a lot 
quieter. The work from the ‘90s on 
is far more poetic than what I had 
done beforehand.  
 
Has your more overtly activist 
and political work been under-
recognized? I’m thinking of 
Authority is an Attribute…, 
Complicity, Cautioned Homes 
and Gardens and the work you 
did in Nicaragua. 
It is interesting you ask, because 
for a number of reasons that work 
didn’t circulate when I produced it. 
I didn’t know how to use myself in 
the work; the art world was 
interested in a younger generation 
of artist; and there was a more 
theory-based inquiry. As I regained 
an audience it was easier for 
people to link my early work, which 
was fairly public, with my later 
work. But you asked if I fell like I 
had nothing to lose. What you hope 
is that you can keep on asking 
questions and making work that is 
very real to you.  
 
Do you have a sense that now 
you are in a better position to 
actually be the string puller in 
your own art-making? 
I’m still making work the way I like 
and those things are the same. The 
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Imitations of Myself, 1973/2012, inkjet print, 111 x 108 cm 
 
“Wack!” show changed the way my 
work was perceived. Before that I 
had been read only through the 
early identity work. Those were the 
demons we were trying to slay 
back then. It seems odd that 
people regard what I’ve done as so 
remarkable. I was just dealing with 
things that were affecting my 
generation.  
 

One of the things I became 
aware of when listening to the 
should of Choreographies on 
the Dotted Line, 1976, was that 
it sounded sexual, Unlike 
Hannah Wilke or Carolee 
Schneemann, you used your 
body but not in a sexual way. 
Was that a conscious choice? 
It was deliberate on my part 
because I felt it was irrelevant 
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information. The minute I made a 
photograph with myself in it, 
gender was already included. So to 
this day I’ll never know to what 
proportion I neutralized the 
sexuality. My interest was to 
convey a concept about gender and 
too much information threw off the 
balance. I always wore jeans, old 
running shoes and a plain 
turtleneck. I wasn’t conscious of 
being androgynous; I probably 
would have used the term neutral.  
 
I want to talk about the content 
of the AGO retrospective, 
“Introducing Suzy Lake.” Is Are 
You Talking to Me being 
reconfigured as something 
closer to the version that 
showed at Jared Sable? 
The show premiered in 1979 and it 
travelled a fair bit in the early ‘80s. 
Each time it was tailor-made to the 
exhibition space. For the 
retrospective, the AGO has 
borrowed all the pieces from 
different institutions, plus the 
works form Georgia Scherman 
Projects, and they are going to 
install it on the forth floor. It will 
end up being a larger installation 
than the one at Jared Sable 
because it includes all the prints 
that I had done at the time. In the 
1993 survey show at the CMCP, 25 
sections were included; at the AGO 
there will be between 75 and 80. 
 
What have you had to do to 
them? 
I had to work on the colour, which 
has faded over time. The color had 
a double purpose: to give a sense 
of playing with reality and 
distortion and to activate a 
stronger and more frenetic sense of 
rhythm. So I’ve restored the 

original painting and then had the 
pieces scanned, so that we can 
substitute colour prints. The 
audience is going to be able to 
respond to the work as it was 
actually perceived back in 1979. It 
has been a tremendous amount of 
work, but I’m thrilled because Are 
You Talking to Me? is a work I’ve 
learned so much from—
conceptually, emotionally, 
performatively and formally.  
 
The other piece that is bringing 
the past forward is the 
reconstruction of the set for 
Choreographed Puppets. 
I called it my puppet stand. They’re 
doing a representation based on 
photographs of the piece when I 
built it, and there are photographs 
in the catalogue that show it in the 
original exhibition at Optica Gallery 
in 1977. I’ve had to remake the 
tunic that will be hanging from the 
puppet stand and on the AGO first 
Thursday they have engaged a 
dancer who wants to perform in the 
tunic inside the puppet stand. I had 
constructed the puppet stand 
exclusively for the photograph, 
choosing not to do it as a 
performance or a video. This is 
going to be exciting for me because 
a dancer will choreograph a piece 
that uses my structure, but that 
will be an interpretation of what I 
intended. My early work was so 
heavily influenced by mime and 
contemporary dances like Yvonne 
Rainner, Trisha Brown, Deborah 
Hay and Simone Forti, so I’m really 
looking forward to this 
performance. As far as seeing all 
my other work goes, restoring work 
is a time trip in itself; you start 
thinking the way that you thought 
maybe 25 years ago. 
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That’s an interesting way to 
think about it because 
Performing Haute Couture 
makes connections back to On 
Stage, in which you were 
playing inside the 
representation of fashion and 
beauty. Do you see a 
connection between those two 
works? 
Certainly there was a history that 
made it easy to move into 
Performing Haute Couture, but it 
really came out of the aging work 
that I have been doing in the past 
few years. The media targets 
fashion and beauty at the twenty-
something audience, whereas I 
think there is an incredible beauty 
in the maturity that we older 
women experience on a day-to-day 
basis. So to place me in the 
situation of a young, hot fashion 
model was a cheeky idea to reclaim 
ideas of a different beauty. The 
closer I got to the real thing, the 
cheekier it got.  
 
That is a pretty fancy outfit 
you’re wearing. 
It’s by Comme des Garçons. I 
chose it because its strong 
architectural sense triggered my 
mime background and made me 
want to perform in it, so that I 
could respond to the architectural 
elements in the design. I’m 
tailoring the movement in these 
photographs to activate certain 
areas of the clothing design. 
Thanks to Miguel Jacob, the fashion 
photographer, I’m standing in a 
very traditional pose, and I just 
activated my arm on a downward 
right angle to focus on the knot in 
the sleeve.  
 

This work also reminds me of 
the “Extended Breathing” 
series. 
In the new pieces in the AGO show 
I move from private situations into 
public situation, into places where 
people would congregate and sit for 
a while. If people were in the 
background for at least 15 minutes, 
then the ghost of their image would 
be recorded. I was quite excited by 
that change in the work because it 
enhanced the elements of time and 
duration that were evident in the 
early creating piece.  
 
In the image where you’re 
standing on the steps of the 
Detroit Institute of Arts you can 
see the ghost images of a coupe 
of people who were sitting on 
the steps, and in front of the 
Rivera fresco other figures 
faintly appear. Are those people 
who just happened into the 
museum? 
Yes, the Arts Institute was 
absolutely fantastic. They posted a 
sign indicating this was a 
performance that was being 
recorded and that the public was 
invited to come and look at the 
frescoes with me. I’ve always been 
very attached to the Rivera fresco. 
When I was a very young child my 
grandfather used to take me to the 
DIA and I remember him showing 
me the frescoes and telling me that 
when Rivera was painting them, he 
would use his lunch hour to come 
by and watch him paint. I can’t tell 
you how magical it was for me to 
stand for an hour facing the one 
wall of the frescoes because it 
triggered so much of my early 
experience of Detroit.  
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And your work has always had 
a strong politic, so Rivera’s art 
would be a congenial site.  
I have countless connections with 
the frescoes. As I’ve said, my  
politics were formed in Detroit in 
the ‘60s with all the social change 
going on. I was fortunate enough 
to be chosen to do a six-week-long 
residency in Detroit to work on a 
project, so it gave me an 
opportunity to see all the art deco 
buildings being restored in the city 
core. But my project also took me 
around to a number of 
neighborhoods and what’s 
remarkable is that even in the 
areas that aren’t being redeveloped 
by philanthropists, community 
groups have a whole new energy 
for rebuilding their neighborhoods. 
Detroit then and now has always 
been broken up into individual 
communities but I see a real 
positive strength now. I think the 
city is finally moving forward. 
 
With this retrospective do you 
sense that time finally caught 
up with your achievement? 
It’s probably not for me to say, but 
the fact that Georgiana Uhlyarik 
was very firm about my show being 
called “Introducing Suzy Lake” 
addresses that question. You have 
to recognize that when I stated out 
my art was representative of what 
was happening at the time, and 
then in the ‘80s other things were 
happening. So my aesthetics were 
put on the back burner. At the 
same time, I was teaching full time 
and raising a family, so the time I 
spent dealing with life instead of 
career probably had an effect. But 
I’ve always had the freedom to do 
what I want. I wasn’t dependent on 
sales, and the fact that other 

aesthetics may have been 
foregrounded meant I didn’t have 
to answer to them. Now that 
attention is turning back in my 
direction, I’m so set in my ways 
that I can’t imagine things being 
any different. I’ll just dig in my 
heels and do it my way again. 
 
There is something poignant 
and rather endearing about the 
image of you standing on the 
steps in front of the Detroit 
Institute of Arts. 
That’s nice to hear. I am fortunate 
enough to feel that I have three 
homes, so the show focuses on 
Detroit, Montreal and Toronto. My 
experiences in all three places 
seem very fluid and equally easy to 
recollect.  
 
There is that lamentable line 
from Thomas Wolfe who says, 
“you can’t go home again.” 
When you claim you’re at home 
in the cities where you’ve lived, 
you prove him wrong. 
My friends in Temagami would 
always tease me that it is awkward 
to have your feet in two canoes.  
 
And you’ve had your feet in 
three canoes and it still doesn’t 
seem awkward. 
That’s right.  


