P U S H I N G THE BOUNDARIES
OF T R A D I T I O N I N ART:
An Interview with Susan Point

JAN

I

HARE

MET WITH SUSAN P O I N T in her studio at Musqueam First N a -

tion, situated between a neighbourhood in southwest Vancouver
and the banks of the Fraser River. Musqueam, meaning "people
of the grass," is where she lives and works. Having lived all her life
on the Musqueam Reserve, Susan's life has been shaped by her family
and community and the traditions which have sustained them as
Salish peoples. H e r world is reflected in the themes, motifs, and
images that mark her unique Salish art. I had the opportunity to
meet with Susan Point, where she reflected on the creative style and
the influences on her work.
W h e n I entered the studio, the space was neatly defined, with pieces
of her work positioned in careful relation to one another. Waiting
for Susan, I walked around the studio paying closer attention to the
visual presentation and detail of the work. It was very clear: Susan
Point is one who is meticulous and stylized in her space and the
creation of her work. She has innovatively brought together the
traditional elements of Coast Salish art with contemporary style in
new mediums. In a recent book about the artist, Susan Point, Coast
Salish Artist, her work has been described by Peter Macnair as visionary,
innovative and exacting. "She has brought the two thousand-yearold Coast Salish art form - which many scholars see as the ancient
prototype for the more recent formalized and intellectualized t w o dimensional art of the northern coast - to a position of admired and
deserved appreciation, giving it new life and definition, an e n couraging i n t r o d u c t i o n to t h e new millennium" (p. 43). O u r
conversation took us in many directions. I am tremendously grateful
to Susan Point for taking the time to share her insights.
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THE ARTIST
J: Tell me about how you started out?
S : That's a good question. I think it was always something that I
wanted to do. I got married young and had to find a job to support
my family. I went to a 9 to 5 job every day. I just never had the time
to do what it was that I really wanted to do. I had two children with
my first husband. T h e n I met Jeff, my current husband, and I had
another two children. W h e n Jeff and I first met I didn't know he was
an artist. I always used to help my children with their art projects;
and Jeff would say, "I didn't know you could draw." A n d I would say,
"of course I can." H e suggested that I should do something. H e was
the one who found out about a jewelry course that I could take. I was
on maternity leave at the time and they were offering a jewelry course
at Vancouver Community College. It wasn't a Native jewelry course,
but there were a lot of Natives enrolled in the course. Jeff encouraged
me to try it and that's how I got started. I started out doing jewelry,
mostly as a hobby. T h e n things got a little more interesting - I then
tried doing a print. Jeff, who is also an artist, helped me along in
terms of acrylic painting. W h e n I first started doing jewelry I adopted
the Northern art styles for awhile. Most Salish artists were doing
the same thing too. I guess it was because of the prominence in the
market place as well as the media at that time. Anyway, it got to a
point where I was working 9 to 5 and coming home and trying to
complete jewelry pieces which were ordered through some of the
galleries in Vancouver. From there, the demand grew ... that's when
I started getting into printmaking and, all of a sudden, it wasn't a
hobby anymore. I should note that my first print was the beginning
of my work solely based on design in the Salish tradition.
DEVELOPING STYLE, FORM AND TECHNIQUE
J: In the book about you and your work, Susan Point, Coast Salish
Artist (Vancouver: Douglas ôcMcIntyre, 2000), you said, "My rapid
mastery of the design form resulted in a sense because I was copying.
Everything was already in place, it looked as if I knew all about it,
but I didn't" (p. 30). I thought that was really interesting and would
like to know when you felt you had achieved mastery of the design
form. W h e n did you feel that you had control of the style, the form,
and technique that you now possess in your work?

Interview

with Susan Point

165

S:It has really only been in the last while that I feel I have a good
understanding of the design form. I've been doing artwork for almost
22 years. It's in the last ten years, I guess, that I've been really in
control. It's been difficult and has taken me years to understand the
placement of the elements and when and where they should be used.
At first, I didn't pay too much attention as to how the elements were
used and w h e n t h e y s h o u l d be u s e d . N o w I have a b e t t e r
understanding of where certain things should go. W h e n you look at
the salmon, for instance, you can draw it in so many ways; and there
are many ways you can work the elements into the salmon. It's taken
me years just to research and understand Salish art.
J: You say it has taken you years to learn Salish art. Could you describe
the process that it took for you to come to understand Salish art?
S:I researched. I tried to find documentation and imagery from the
Salish peoples. It was very difficult to find images because a lot of it
wasn't documented. W i t h European contact and the arrival of the
missionaries, a lot of things were destroyed or sent off to museums.
So, it was really difficult doing research ... trying to find slides, photos,
written documentation or anything on Salish art. W i t h the little
collection of images I accumulated over time, I would study the pieces
to try and understand the placement of the elements and how they
were being used in certain images. I would visit with Mike Kew, who
was married to my A u n t Delia. Mike was a Professor out at UBC who
specialized in Salish art and culture. Anyway, we would visit them
and have tea and he would try and explain what certain things were
in terms of imagery. Some of the images represented mythical
creatures. I would ask questions about what some of the images
represented. I also did a lot of talking with my mom and my uncle,
Dominic Point, to get a better understanding of the Salish art form.
Also, Bill H o l m , then with the Burke Museum in Seattle, was a great
source for my research. W h e n I first started doing Salish artwork, a
lot of my images were circular. T h a t was because I was inspired by
the images of Coast Salish spindle whorls; and besides, I only had a
small collection of slides and spindle whorls to work from. Many of
the spindles whorls which I took images from were either round,
soft-cornered or oval. Over time, I used the circular format when I
created an original image of my own. Only the odd time did I go
into using the square format. I did an artwork reworking a panel
image which I saw out at the University of British Columbia that
had square salmon heads. It was really quite interesting ... but,
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Salmon Run (above), 1989,
acrylic on canvas, 100 x 100
centimetres, located at the
Ethnological M u s e u m of
the University of Zurich.
Salmon People (right), 04/
1990, Serigraph, 12 x 18
inches, was inspired by the
legends of the Salmon
People. Preservation
(opposite page), 09/1996,
Serigraph, 20 x 20 inches.
Taken together, these
images illustrate the
evolution of M s . Point's
style and use of colour.

