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An excerpt of five images from Suzy Lake’s Are You Talking to Me? 
 
Suzy Lake, who may well be this 
country's best known artist in a 
decidedly feminist vein, remembers 
her entrée to that burgeoning 
sisterhood as a little less than ideal.  
 
It was 1973 and Lake, having left 
her native Detroit for Montreal some 
five years before, made a piece 
called On Stage. In it, she took 
photographs of herself in an array of 
girlie poses: in a long, shoulderless 
gown, seen from behind; or in a 
coquettish pirouette, to name but a 
couple.  
 
But displayed for the first time, “it 
was dismissed as narcissistic and 
that shocked me,” Lake, now 67, 
recalled recently. “Didn't they see 
the mimicry? Didn't they know there 
was an inversion happening?”  

 
Lake had intended the work as a 
subtle jab at cutesy, idealized 
female representation, recasting 
herself as a quiet social critic. But 
that kind of subtle force in an era 
when subtlety was anything but the 
weapon of choice — this was the era 
of bra burning, remember, among 
other completely justifiable female 
gestures of outrage — proved a 
little too nuanced for its fiery times.  
 
A recobble later — some explicit 
text and, significantly, some baldly 
unflattering images of Lake 
lacquering her face with thick, white 
makeup, effectively erasing herself 
— and the artist emerged fully 
formed. That's the artist we're 
meant to see here at the Art Gallery 
of Ontario, which opens Introducing 
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Suzy Lake on Wednesday, a much-
anticipated and just as deserved 
retrospective of Lake's four decade-
plus career.  
 
The title has a cheeky good humour 
— Lake, to generations of artists in 
Canada and beyond, needs no 
introduction — but it's also another 
view. To look at Lake over the years 
is to observe an evolution of society 
and art both. Lake's strategies — as 
a performer, as a photographer and 
as a woman — position her at the 
core of an intense upheaval after 
which nothing was quite the same.  
 
“My earliest work, I think, was 
trying to redefine the representation 
of what women were,” she says. 
“We knew we weren't housewives or 
mothers, but everything was so 
new; what was it we were going to 
be?”  
 
But feminism, for Lake, was never 
one note. Growing up in Detroit, she 
connected early on with the gross 
social inequities she found there. 
Bound up in it for her was a 
simmering racial inequity in her 
hometown and she had become 
active trying to address it. Working 
with women in the housing projects, 
Lake, then in her 20s, was providing 
child care so women could go on job 
interviews, or helping fill out job 
applications.  
 
“The poverty and lack of access to 
dignity those women had to deal 
with was just overwhelming,” Lake 
says. “I really felt like I was 
involved more in a human rights 
movement. So I came to feminism 
more by it being inclusive of the 
human condition at the time and the 

cracks we were seeing in our society 
more broadly.”  
 
It's here that Lake separates herself 
from the more fiery elements of the 
feminist sisterhood. In 2007, I 
happened to be in Los Angeles when 
WACK!, a sprawling survey of 
feminist art from the '60s and '70s 
mounted by the Museum of 
Contemporary Art there. I was 
struck at the time how another 
generation's radicalism could drift 
down through the decades to seem 
almost naive or quaint.  
 
And then, there in the middle of it 
looking fresh and current despite 
the years, was Lake: one of her 
Imitations of Myself, where the 
artist, in a grid of square 
photographs, applies thick, white 
greasepaint to her face, fading away 
before your eyes. That task 
completed, she continued with layer 
upon layer of makeup: rouging in 
her chalky cheeks, painting in dark 
eyebrows, plastering on red lips.  
 
“Really, I look like something from 
Madame Tussaud's,” Lake laughs. 
The piece is here along with several 
others in the same vein and, oblique 
and restrained though they may be, 
they're also abundantly clear 
hyperbole to prove a point: a 
woman subverting herself, quietly, 
intently, to satisfy the implicit 
demands of a society that favours 
surface over substance.  
 
It all fits. Lake is soft-spoken, 
thoughtful and brimming with gentle 
good humour and her work reflects 
her priorities of thoughtful dissent 
over foot-stomping outrage. “I'm 
not trying to make a statement,” 
she says. “I'm asking questions 
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Imitations of Myself, 1973/2012. c-print 
 
about the resistance that seemed to 
be accumulating around me, that 
seemed to be symptoms of the 
culture I'm in.” 
 
That's not to say she can't be 
straightforward, then or now. In one 
room, blurred images show Lake 
dangling from a makeshift wooden 
scaffold like a broken marionette, 
emblazoned with the slogan “Who 
Pulls the Strings,” the answer to 

which, in the early '70s, you can 
guess easily enough (and given the 
news events of the past couple of 
weeks, plus ça change). An iconic 
Lake piece from 1978-79, 88 
photographs of the artist reciting 
Robert De Niro's chilling speech 
from Taxi Driver (“You talkin' to 
me?”) ring the walls of another 
room, creating a claustrophobic 
sense of menace as the fragile-
seeming Lake seems to all but 
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choke on De Niro's aggressively 
macho implied threat.  
 
She made the piece after she 
relocated to Toronto, where she's 
been ever since, teaching and 
influencing generations of artists 
here. As she's gotten older, her 
strategies have deepened. At the 
outset of the show, you'll see three 
glowing photographs of Lake's 
mouth, close up, in song. The lips 
are a glossy red but around them, 
wisps of facial hair poke out (Lake 
left her chin and upper lip untended 
for months to achieve the proper 
effect).  
 
She calls it Beauty At a Proper 
Distance, made about a decade ago 
when she was in her mid-50s, and 
the implication is clear. “I was really 
starting to address the 
representation of women, and the 
biases against women and aging,” 
she said. “It made me angry: I felt 
like I was at my strongest. I would 
never have traded my experience 
for being a sweet young thing.”  
 
While she confronts, she also 
invites. At the end of our 
conversation, we pause at an 
expanse of wall plastered with 
multiple images of Lake, in a gauzy 
slip, sweeping debris in front of a 
battered green wall.  
 
She calls it Rhythm of a True Space 
and she made it for the construction 
hoarding surrounding the AGO while 
it underwent major surgery 
performed by Frank Gehry in 2008. 
Take it at face value, if you like: the 
blustery machismo of a world-
renowned starchitect unconcerned 
with the destruction of his creative 
conception, leaving Lake to clean up 

the mess? Perhaps. But she likes to 
see it another way.  
 
“There's a rhythm, I think, that's 
quite soothing,” she says. “What I 
don't get as much now that I did 
when I was younger is the frontality 
of a feminist statement being so 
overly assumed.” She points, in her 
self-effacing way, to an ongoing 
series of self-portraits she calls 
Extended Breathing.  
 
Like everything she does, the artist 
performs for the camera, but this 
time, just barely. For the series, 
Lake stands stock still for an hour 
with the camera shutter open and 
the resulting image is blurred — the 
slight motion of breathing being the 
culprit and the only indicator of life 
— with only her feet in sharp focus, 
rooted to the ground.  
 
They are, in many ways, a fitting 
late chapter to a career of quietly 
defying social norms. “I feel so 
grounded,” Lake says. “After having 
to endure certain things over the 
years, it's shifting now, to 
determination and presence. I find 
that quite empowering.”  
 


