This past winter, Heather Igloliorte met with and
moderated a conversation with
fellow curators Heather Campbell and Jocelyn Piirainen.
The following exchange highlights the diverse roles Inuit occupy
as curators today, as well as the current state of the field.

IN CONVERSATION
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IN CONVERSATION
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Heather Campbell

was Curatorial Assistant in the Indigenous Art
Department at the National Gallery of Canada (NGC) at
the time of this interview. Previously, she held a curatorial
position with the Inuit Art Centre at Aboriginal Affairs
and Northern Development Canada (now the Indigenous
Art Centre at Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada
CINACY) and has been active on the boards of various
artist-run centres in the Ottawa area. In addition to her
curatorial and arts administration work, Campbell is an
actively practicing artist.

Heather Igloliorte,

Canada’s first Inuk to hold a doctorate in Art History, is

a Concordia University Research Chair in Indigenous Art
History and Community Engagement and an independent
curator. Recent major projects include the creation

of the first nationally touring exhibition of contemporary
Nunatsiavut art, SakKijajuk, and the reinstallation of

the permanent collection of Inuit art at the Musée national
des beaux-arts du Québec.

Jocelyn Piirainen

is an emerging curator with a growing interest in
contemporary Indigenous art. Piirainen recently
participated in the 2016 Asinabka Film & Media Arts
Festival and SAW Gallery’s inaugural Indigenous
Curatorial Incubator program. Her recent exhibition
Neon NDN (2016) at SAW Gallery showcased
Indigenous pop art.

Heather Igloliorte: So Heather, you are working at the
National Gallery. What is your job there?

Heather Campbell: | am the Curatorial Assistant with
Indigenous Art. I'm there on a contract position until the first
week in April.

HI: How is that going?

HC: It's busy! | was there four years ago during Sakahan:
International Indigenous Art,but this is different because we're
reinstalling the Canadian and Indigenous Galleries—or

as Greg [Hill, the NGC's Audain Curator of Indigenous Art] likes
to call them, the Indigenous and Canadian Galleries—and it's

a lot of work. But it's interesting to see how they're truly trying
to incorporate Indigenous art into the galleries and have a
conversation with the rest of the collection.

HI: So what part is it that you are working on?
HC: Mostly loans, because the gallery doesn't have an
extensive collection of older [artifacts and works], so it’s trying

to borrow from a lot of other institutions [and collectors]
across Canada, the United States and Britain.
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Installation view of works by AcbbAR® CdyD>rLio®

Kent Monkman in Neon NDN, NaPrLyo® C<AL PC Lbre
curated by Jocelyn Piirainen, at CAb*LE o<d® NDN, ha*yd*PLIo®
SAW Gallery in Ottawa, 2016 bLADY® brc@ ASAG?® CAbo &
Courtesy Galerie SAW Gallery CdyLsbieL <D<, 2016
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We could see a whole new approach to curatorial
practice emerge that we haven’t seen yet,

because there’s this whole world of Inuit who don’t
think like other artists or curators. — Heather igiotiorte

HI: So it's a curatorial position with heavy administrative
responsibilities.

HC: Exactly. Spreadsheets—very exciting [laughter].
HI: And what about you, Jocelyn, what are you working on now?

Jocelyn Piirainen: There are a couple of proposals [for future
exhibitions] that I've just finished up, but I've mostly been
working for the Wabano Centre for Aboriginal Health and trying
to work with the Canadian Film Institute, here in Ottawa,

and some of the smaller film places here. | also love film and |
do want to continue curating too, but just trying to find that
balance, and, you know, I'm still learning a lot.

HI: Your degree is in film studies? | think you told me before
that you were really interested in curating media art, trying to
blend those two things together.

JP: Yes, my degree is in film studies. And definitely, from
working on Neon NDN, taking that on and seeing what other
contemporary Indigenous art is out there and what all these
different emerging artists are coming out with; it's really
exciting. And very different too!

HI: How was it that you came to work on Neon NDN?

JP: It was honestly just luck [laughter]. | was working with

the two guys that run the Asinabka Film & Media Arts Festival,
Chris Wong and Howard Adler. | had worked with them in the
previous year for Asinabka. They did a whole curatorial
incubator program, and they asked me to be their curator for
the next year—

HI: To be incubated!
JP: Pretty much!

HI: They insert you into this incubator and you come out

a fully formed curator on the other side [laughter]. Was that
funded by either the Ontario Arts Council or the Canada
Council for the Arts?

JP: It was the Ontario Arts Council. And it was full-on. They had
that idea of doing kind of pop art. They had been cultivating
that idea for a while, they just didn't find the right moment, and,
again, it just kind of all fell into place, and I'm pretty happy
about it.

HI: And what was your experience like during the show?

SAW Gallery is not a museum, they're a digital art space, so it
sounds like a good first fit.
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JP: Definitely. | really loved their space. It was a small enough fit
for our purposes, and it was a lot of fun to map out where the
pieces would go. | think | had at least ten different ideas as to
where to put our work. But they were really great and
accommodating in that space as well.

HI: Did you find that you had a lot of support, or were you kind
of figuring it out as you went along?

JP: They were definitely supportive. They have always been
supportive before as well, as an alternative space.

HI: | didn't get to see it in person, but | read a couple of reviews
and the pictures looked amazing. Heather, did you see it?

HC: No, | have no life now that | have a kid [laughter]. Seriously
though, even at the gallery I'm always sitting at the computer.
Half the time | don’t see what's actually in the galleries! I've
been down in the vaults twice, | think, since July.

HI: So what are you enjoying working on now at the NGC then?

HC: | think the acquisitions part is the most fun. I'm hoping that
I'll be able to stay on a bit longer, so | can actually engage in
those conversations about what's new and coming up and what
they're thinking they might bring into the gallery to compliment
what's already in the collection. It's kind of fun to see what's
coming up in the near future.

HI: | wonder if you're the first Inuit employee at the National
Gallery.

HC: | don't know! | was wondering that myself.

HI: You might be. | can't think of any [others]. Certainly you've
got to be one of the only Inuit, if not the only.

HC: Geronimo [Inutig] was doing something there last year;
what was he doing?

bhee ASAG®: A A%anbS Ac™LE TPY“Lso atlboo ARNMY NS, <L
‘deda® oo 0a*YdcPPort Acyndct ALY ALLD deo® AlLc®rLI*L
alf Aca¥cNo® harlLy2C Prdo atHLEN<®IE QL AgNARPCH®,

HAD A'LeBN: ana A Me® 4% NI AbY®CP>P/LLY, DR 3*6¢
AcWI® GPo<cdPPADY AcnRc<loPd?

bhee ASAG®: AbY®CDHNIC>®IIC AbYC N+ b Cc P*IC CH® ¢Poda,
<'Lo Acb'NeN-osne.

HAD Atscbfen: Cdv*a®/ P**MCs P<L<'LJ, PPdo PobrPPrLRC <o
LAY Cdeole ADILAGOAS HAD, CdeBRADY?

HAD b<>: <i*b, Abrb*Mal A'sLL P<do CALL PI™LbSL [Atc® 5Nk,
A2, CAba 326 CdyLUbeT, AYSDA%aiYLL SbAND>YD< L Lo
CINACPPPLED, CdYsb e CnyD>Ya! LPA® 5L B<LJINPLLL<I®I™L,
ALb, CAL*LoC ~Nc A.

HAD AlLebsen: Pro® 'do<da®do® Acnc®AS [*a CAbo baCH<
L]Lb*e\*La?

HAD b<>: AALIML ABS® o0 dAdra®<nl L. on >
A%®ba Ay nb*a?L 5], CAL> AcnbCPodSL Bbbrbo A“se P ol
QLo LPEIE <L o™ AALPYME CHLPLYN® CdrLbiele LeN<io<iLC
GPBNNLDNE oICHPLEI®D 08 ‘donda®d® Cdod P PLALC
BN PP No.

HAD AL PN AFLNML P2°c®<PJOC Ao*o Aba A7 NI7>ONC baCPH<
Cd7Lb'e\*Lo?

HAD b<>: bD>AL DU CAL e AALPLATR™L.

HAD AtLscebN: AWided®, ALY, AChH'eL L [dP*a?]. AovaC
CAL®aADo® AcnpD<PLId®INE, AL deD®.

HAD b<>:¥cod [AsN®] Acnc>®D® AalP<® Sa; PrencD>IL?

Cd¥%a®DJc 4** ¥ oCre Ar<PCby®a®do® Ctdo*L
Lha *¥WJ®/LYa® bLrPYO0® Acn?’<P*MC NPPL®DC A
Cdc Pe/L**MCNo®, A'NNMOod oNS<LbLC

AoA® CtdNDS AALPNPBE*MCDC (PPNDS Na v J<deN¢C
<'‘Lo SNa*J®YLNo® bLrC. — HAD Atscbsen

inuit art quarterly | summer 2017 21



HI: Oh yeah! Geronimo was cataloguing and
archiving work for the Igloolik Isuma Video
Archive that [the gallery] acquired, doing the
time coding and so on. They have this massive
[collection], including many of their VHS
tapes and recordings. It was a big job, and

| think it was funded through Mobilizing Inuit
Cultural Heritage.! And | think, Jocelyn, that
you are only the second Inuk to ever have

a curatorial residency, because, | think, | was
the first with Decolonize Me at the Ottawa Art
Gallery in 2011.
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JP: It's really surprising. | don't know why
thatis.

HI: | think there are different factors. | mean
Heather was a curator [with the Inuit Art
Centre]. July Papatsie was probably the first,
and then Barry [Pottle] was also a curator
there briefly.

HC: Actually, at the centre, just the structure
of it—they had one curator for the First
Nations side of the Indian and Inuit

Art Centres, but they didn't have an official
curator for the Inuit side. So | was technically

a curatorial assistant, even though | often
did the work of a curator. That's how | ended
up going to that Aboriginal Curatorial
Collective meeting.?

HI: What year was that? When were you
there?

HC: | was there from 1999 to 2005.

HI: | think that's how we first met, right? | was
a grad student at Carleton and | came to do
research, and you helped me find some stuff
in the archive. Does that sound familiar?
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My own interest then, and now as well, is art therapy. | have a'L¢a®I® b Lo Db AcnsLPLA®aS<d CAL®a. Al ha *J<®Ne
always been really interested in that idea. Some artists would >R ot PihYLNC CiglJ® NPBNPLI®D® CALL AFLM® <GPoAANQ D%

tell me it was almost a spiritual thing, that there was a ADoA® Na*YRrrLE Lo Cla PR oS Ay CAL*a ANSNN®, Cdartore
meditative aspect to Inuit art. And that was something | have bo® bN*LobL*LC. b>ALYAaP>YIC AMA%LC ARCPNE <**MSCNo <L
always gravitated towards, trying to see what those ties are. D>PB>PC®IN, Pr<da AFLLYDI® Cl%a N *Ydo® “ha*Y'cIA%a > eI,
We all know that there are a lot of issues back home and up ALAD o8 >E® Sh>ALL NG

North, but there's this idea that art is something more than just
“making”, that there's more importance there than we realize.
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b>rc®I*L CAL [dD%oJ] Na*yU<’LYD'ba®
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— brca AGAge

HI: That was 12 years ago. So now there’s at least three of us!
Why do you think there are so few of us when, if you look over
the last 20 years, there has been such an increase in the
number of First Nations and Métis curators, art historians
[and] museum staff, [and] even though we have as many;, if
not more, artists per capita?

HC: Well you have to be comfortable in an urban centre—to
really be able to adjust to and work in this environment. Even
for me, it wasn't something that | thought | was going to do.

| just ended up being at the centre and helping out with writing
and it sort of morphed. But | would consider myself an artist
first and everything else second. And then it's nerve-wracking
when you have to talk about someone else's work and

you're reading things into it. It's always a tricky thing to talk
about someone else’s work.

HI: | think that's true. One major barrier is a lack of access to
places that you could even go and work or train or study.

JP: I'm finding that [having an] art history background
definitely is one of the factors that can be an issue for young
curators. Even though | don't really have an art history
background either, a little art history background really does
help. Even [for me], trying to learn all these different mediums
and who came from where, it definitely helps.

HI: It's a big part of it, right? And if you don't live somewhere
where you can go to art school—

JP: If you don't have that language—that knowledge of
language—when writing a curatorial statement, it can be a little
difficult.

HI: It's like grant writing! Grant writing is its own particular

style of writing, its own special kind of literacy. If you don't know
how to write for an art audience or for catalogues that's a

huge barrier. | think you can get really interesting perspectives
when people are not writing out of an art historical training,
butitis a challenge.

JP: | feel like that is what a lot of museums and institutions are
looking for—that background.

HI: Exactly, they want to see letters after your name or lines
onaCV. It's hard to break into this when there's nowhere in the
North to get your foot in the door—there are so few colleges

or cultural centres where Inuit could even get an entry

level position. | think the other part of it is that the art museum/
academic world doesn't understand what life is like in the
North, or what life is like for Inuit who live in the South and how
Inuit culture is different, how Inuit think a little differently than
southern Canadians.
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But that could actually be a benefit; it doesn’t have to be

a barrier. We could see a whole new approach to curatorial
practice emerge that we haven't seen yet, because

there's this whole world of Inuit who don't think like other
artists or curators. | think it would be great to have more Inuit
curators because, to date, most exhibitions have been
produced by gallunaat [non-Inuit], and it would be really good
to have more balance in our field. Sometimes, | feel like my

job is just filling in gaps, writing survey texts or providing
overviews, and I'm bored of that kind of work. | want to do new,
critical work—work that emerges from Inuit knowledge and
perspectives. | don't get to talk to people like you very often
and talk about things that are really Inuit-specific. Most of

my colleagues are First Nations or Métis or gallunaat, so | can't
really dig in and say, “What is an Inuit way to be a curator?”

| can sort of write about it myself, and read and talk to elders
and develop a philosophy, but | really wish | had more Inuit
colleagues to bounce ideas off.

HC: | know what you mean, because you're always bridging

a gap as the only Inuk in the room. | have a BFA, and sometimes
at the NGC | wonder, “What am | doing here?” | also did the
[Inuit Art Foundation]'s CITP [Cultural Industries Training
Program]. We went to Carleton, where Maureen Flynn-Burhoe
taught us Inuit art history. That was the first time | had really
had exposure beyond Inuit Art Quarterly. So now | feel like

I'm at this crossroads where I'm asking, do | pursue curating?
And what else do | need to do to really be at that level?

HI: | still find that there are panels and discussions on Inuit

art that you see advertised and there's no Inuit. You could never
do that with First Nations or Métis artists—have a conversation
about First Nations artists and not have First Nations people
speaking about the art. But because of the expense of travelling
people, or whatever the reason is, they do it with Inuit art.
Which is mind-boggling to me. But there’s not enough people
to critique it.

HC: | also think with First Nations and Métis artists, they're
[perceived of as engaging with more] conceptual art and
so much of Inuit art is still [seen as] very “traditional”. In the
past, institutions have leaned towards very culturally
focused [presentations], instead of maybe highlighting the
more conceptual aspects of it.
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I'm finding that {having an} art history
background definitely is one of the factors that
can be an issue for young curators.

— Jocelyn Piirainen
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[ feel like I'm at this crossroads where I'm asking,
do I pursue curating? And what else do I need to do
to reaﬂy be at that 1eVel? — Heather Campbell

HI: | sometimes wonder if the reason [for that] is because the
curators don't expect it or encourage it, or because the market
is so dominant that it doesn't create the kind of conditions

that would encourage the development of more conceptual art.

I think that it's at least partly because Inuit artists are not
participating in the public funding system in the same way that
First Nations, Métis and other Canadian artists are. | think
you're right, it leads to these two different kinds of production.

So Jocelyn, what's next for you? Did you say you just put some
applications in?

JP: | applied for a contract curatorial position. It was kind of
a last-minute thing, but | decided to do it anyways.
Alearning curve that I'm still trying to get the hang of is
proposal writing. Just kind of coming up with those ideas
and doing something different and new.

HI: Like, what is a different way of curating new Inuit art?
What is new Inuit art?

JP: Exactly, that whole idea.

HI: Well, | am so grateful to you both for meeting with me

to discuss our experiences as curators, and | am so glad to see
our numbers growing! As my friend Alethea [Arnaquqg-Baril]
recently said in a Facebook post, we are at a point now where
we need Inuit leadership, not just in politics but in every

area where Inuit are involved, and the arts are such a huge part
of our communities and culture, it is so great to see us
beginning to grow and thrive. @

This conversation took place on Thursday, February 9, 2017,
in Ottawa, ON. It has been edited and condensed.

NOTES

1 Mobilizing Inuit Cultural Heritage: a multi-media/multi-platform re-engagement
of voice in visual art and performance is a York University-based Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council of Canada Partnership Grant led by Principal
Investigator Dr. Anna Hudson.

2 InApril 2005, the Aboriginal curatorial community came together to establish
themselves as the Aboriginal Curatorial Collective / Collectif des commissaires
autochtones (ACC/CCA) to develop long-term strategic support for the
Indigenous curatorial community, holding a roundtable discussion in June 2005.
ACC/CCA, About, accessed April 5, 2017, acc-cca.com/wordpress/about/.
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Installation view of Johnny Aculiak:
Perseverance curated by

Heather Campbell at the Indian
and Inuit Art Centres in Gatineau,
2002 Courtesy Indigenous Art Centre at
Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada
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